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      For my sisters and brothers who served with me at PSAB, where the majority of this book was written.

       

      And for Mom.

      You didn’t get to finish reading this one down here. That’s all right. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about it later. I love you.
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            The Kingdom Is Near

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was a cold, grim morning in the city of Ciras. Seaborne fog rolled through the ancient streets like the mighty breath of God. Entrian lamplighters hurried to their work, placing their hands on the posts and casting two successive enchantments—one to bring the flames to life, the other to set a shield that would protect them from the elements.

      A thick layer of snow covered the ground, but worse weather was coming. Only a few days ago the priests had declared that Eriaris would soon endure one of the most punishing winters in recent history. The residents of the West Country were already feeling the effects. Freezing temperatures had shattered windows and felled trees with heavy coats of ice. The sick and injured were filling up infirmaries in every town and city. The northern schools were preparing to close indefinitely, along with many of the temples. Those who lived in the Lockhorn Mountains farther to the east were urged to leave their homes and pass the season with friends or relatives if they could. Many had been able to use enchantments to ease their situations—reinforce bridges, calm their animals, keep snow from piling up against the doors—but only for so long.

      It was this severity of weather that made the boy racing through the streets such a strange sight. In his thin shirt, patched trousers, and shabby pair of shoes, he was practically begging to be made ill. The lamplighters shouted at him to go indoors. Others merely clucked their tongues and shook their heads in disapproval. The boy seemed not to notice his pitiable condition but bowed his head against the chill wind and ran on, tightly clutching the note in his hand.

      When he finally arrived at the gates of the Atturias Estate, he almost collided with them before he could stop. Ahead, a woman in a black veil was being helped down a flight of stairs to a waiting carriage. The boy grasped the bars of the gate with one hand and held the note high with the other.

      “Audience!” he cried. “Audience with my lady! By my master’s command!”

      The woman paused to look at him, then nodded to one of her servants. A young man in a long coat hurried to the gate, perturbed.

      “What do you want?”

      “I have a message for the Lady Madara.”

      “Give it to me.”

      “No, sir. I was instructed to hand it to her myself.”

      The boy showed him the front of the note. It had been sealed with blue wax. The symbol of a flame was stamped into the center. The servant nodded.

      “All right. But make it quick.”

      As soon as the gate was open, the boy set off running again and managed to reach the lady just as she arrived at the carriage door. Without a word, he handed her the note. She tossed back her veil and broke the seal. No one watching her wrinkled, solemn face could tell whether the news was good or bad, but her steel-gray eyes shone bright as she looked at the boy again.

      “Come with me.”

      She led him away from the carriage and into a vast garden of hedges, statues, and flowers—still in bloom amid the snow and ice. They stopped beside a frozen fountain, well beyond the hearing of the curious servants.

      “Well?” she said, turning back to him.

      “Another Colonist is dead, my lady.”

      She stiffened. Her hand went to the gold locket she wore around her neck. “When?”

      “Two days ago. My master only just received word.”

      “And he is certain they are dead? Absolutely certain?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Commissioner Marlas himself delivered the body to the Lady Seherene in Vaterra. Someone tipped him off that the Colonists were seen near Harroway, and since he was already in the West Country on business, he got the idea to go after ‘em himself. He came upon ‘em on a mountain road and they scattered like roaches. One twisted their ankle trying to get away, and rather than get arrested, they blew their own brains out with a pistol.”

      “I assume there was a name attached to this corpse.”

      “No word on that yet, ma’am. But they did find that Harroway had harbored ‘em.”

      Madara’s eyes narrowed into slits.

      “Half the town’s been sent to Talas Prison,” the boy continued. “The other half are under house arrest until the next round of jail coaches can get there. They may have to move ‘em by airship if the pass gets snowed out. But Bill Stone himself is keepin’ watch there in the meantime.”

      “So they summoned that old hound, did they? No doubt his hunters are swarming the Kurna Mountains as we speak.”

      “Yes, ma’am. And they found another this morning.”

      The woman snapped her gaze back to him, her eyes shining brighter. “Another?”

      “They got her alive—at the foot of the mountains, half-frozen to death. They think the others abandoned her.”

      The Entress took a step towards him. “A woman?”

      The boy nearly backed away but managed to hold himself still. “Yes, ma’am. The Entress girl. Rivalia. She’s being taken to Stalikos this very moment.”

      The old woman stood in stunned silence for a moment, then turned and began to pace, tapping the note against her open palm. The boy put his arms around himself and shivered, unable to ignore the bitter chill any longer. Another round of snow had begun to fall, the flakes as large as the delicate periwinkles somehow still growing at the base of the fountain. Madara soon came to a halt again and stared at the manor house in the distance. It stood stark against the bleak sky, rising above the manicured hedges and flower gardens like a massive gray headstone.

      “What of the boy traveling with the Colonists?” she asked. “The runaway orphan?”

      “There’s been no sign of him. At least not yet.”

      “And how much do the people know? Has this been made public?”

      “It’ll be in the papers this morning, all over the country. Folk are already praising the Lady Seherene for the victory. They say it’s all to her credit on account of the work she’s been doing. Some are even calling for her to be made an Elder on the High Council.”

      The Entress lifted her face to the sky, her expression alternating between triumphant joy and inexplicable fury. The boy blinked the snowflakes from his eyelashes, then tumbled over the rest of his message without bothering to control his chattering teeth.

      “My m-master wishes to know if you will meet with him. He b-bids me warn you that time may be sh-short.”

      She seemed not to hear him. Her eyes searched the sky with rapturous energy. Her wrinkled mouth quivered. Her hand clenched the note with an iron grip. The boy, well-trained to be patient, bowed his head and hugged himself tighter. Slowly, as if waking from a dream, Madara’s gaze finally descended from the heavens and settled on the shivering, coat-less waif before her.

      “Does your master treat you so hard as to send you out in such a condition?”

      The boy pushed his unruly hair out of his eyes. “I’m a C-Cassrian. He says it would b-be a waste of good cloth to give me better garments.”

      A look of revulsion soured her features, as though she’d just found a rat among her roses. “A waste indeed. You may tell your master I will answer him in my own time.” With a flick of her wrist, she replaced the black veil over her face. “Now clear off.”

      She swept past him and strode to her carriage. A coachman helped her inside, rolled up the steps, and shut the door.
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      The Entress settled back against her seat as the carriage sped through the front gates and out into the ice-covered streets. Her heart pounded as she glanced at the note again.

      

      
        
        THE KINGDOM IS NEAR. BOY HAS DETAILS.

      

      

      
        
        - P

      

      

      Madara closed her eyes. The next moment, a corner of the paper was alight. She watched the flames dance along the sides, curling and blackening the parchment, then dropped it to the floor of the carriage where it crumbled into ashes.
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            The Last Straw
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      Thirteen hundred feet above the Kurna Mountains, on a floating village concealed by enchantment and covered in a thick layer of snow, Delia Ingleby worked in the cowshed behind her house, pitching straw from the loft and spreading it across the floor. The cow looked on half-interested, chewing bits of hay and haphazardly swishing her tail. Two chickens were perched on the fence nearby.

      It was good labor for a cold day. In one sweeping motion, she thrust the pitchfork into the bales, then chucked the straw down into the bedding area. Up, down. Up, down. Though it was a simple chore, she could focus on every detail, ensuring the task was executed to perfection. In doing so, there wasn’t room for any other thoughts. And therein was the great mercy of it.

      When the job was done, she hung the pitchfork back on the wall and went to lean against the fence. A shroud of heavy mist rose from the mountains below. The sun struggled to peer through the thick clouds reaching down towards the peaks, showing only brief glimpses of a bronze-orange glow in the spaces between. The cow sidled closer and gave out a thin, mournful moan. Delia reached over the fence and patted her neck.

      “Me too, girl. Me too.”

      She rubbed her sore wrist and brushed aside a wisp of hair. It had become a game of desperation to find distracting activities. The chicken coop could be cleaned again, even though she’d done it yesterday. She could scrub the floors in her house, clean the windows, deliver firewood to the Dining House—all again. Hard work was nothing to her. She could bear the labor. Just not the silence; those moments of in-between when the horror rose like bitter bile and her heart burned with raw grief. She sucked in a breath of cold air and looked around, hoping to find another diversion. A figure was trudging towards her through the snow.

      It was Evering. He looked thinner than usual, haggard and frail, as though he might blow away with the next gust of wind. There was a pair of dark rings under his eyes and a terrible haunted expression on his face. He barely glanced at her as he came near and put a hand on the fence post beside her. The cold had turned his ears and nose cherry-red. The wind tousled his hair as he looked out across the meadow.

      “I, uh . . . finished loading the boiler. Noticed a few more leaks in the south corner. Did what I could to patch ‘em up, but . . . don’t know if it’ll hold.”

      She nodded. “We’re down to the last of our straw. It’s been so cold I’ve had to use twice as much to keep Nyssa comfortable. Thankfully there’s still plenty of hay.”

      The cow sauntered over to Evering. He reached out and rubbed her nose. Delia gazed at the young man but it wasn’t long before another flare of pain made her look away again. In the distance, the wind dusted a sheet of snow from the tops of the trees at the edge of the village.

      “Did you sleep at all?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “It keeps . . . repeating itself . . . in my head. Putting me back there, over and over again. I can’t stop it. No matter what I do.”

      “I can get some of Caradoc’s sleeping tonic for you. I think it would help.”

      Evering took a deep breath and nodded. Delia laid her hand on his but still couldn’t meet his eyes. She certainly couldn’t say how sorry she was for him. How she wished he hadn’t been forced to witness such horrible things on the road out of Harroway. How heartsick it made her to see what it had done to him. Such words would only compound the sorrow.

      “You know,” he said, “I don’t really have a gift for fixing things. Tinkering around in the pipeworks and all that. My dad’s the one who . . .” His throat tightened. He turned his face before Delia could see his eyes grow wet.

      “I know, Evering,” she replied. “We’re all doing the best we can.”

      He wiped his nose on his sleeve and glanced up. Martin Whistler was stomping towards them, wearing a scowl noticeably darker than usual. As he reached the far side of the cow pen, he threw up his good arm in exasperation.

      “Well, it’s impossible! Bloody impossible! Just as I knew it would be! I will not have that woman in my kitchen a moment longer! I refuse to be in the same room with her!”

      Just then, Margaret Wallis rounded the bend in the cobblestone path, yanking the apron from her waist and balling it up in her hands. Her cheeks were bright red.

      Delia suppressed a sigh. “She needs an occupation, Martin. We all do.”

      “Then have her chop firewood! We’ll have nothing to eat if things go on like this! She doesn’t listen! Doesn’t take direction! And every word that comes out of her mouth is a damn smart remark!”

      “You’re not doing too badly yourself,” Margaret replied, having caught up to them. “Or is ‘two-faced harpy’ now a term of endearment?”

      Martin turned away, unwilling to even look at her.

      Delia’s stern gaze moved to the young woman. “This is the last thing we need right now.”

      “Oh, forgive me,” she answered with a bitter laugh. “Once again I forget I’m to be the cause of every wrong and misfortune in this place, as well as being expected to prepare meals beside a foul-tempered ogre!”

      Martin whirled around. “I’m terribly sorry if my manners are not to your liking, Miss Wallis. I didn’t know I was supposed to be all smiles and charm when the world has gone to hell and my wife could be dead!”

      The words ripped through the air like gunfire. Margaret’s gaze fell to the ground.

      “Or Evering’s father!” Martin continued. “Or Caradoc! Or Simon! Riva! Jeremy! Ink! Not to mention whatever’s happened to the Plumsleys! But of course those names mean nothing to you, do they?”

      “Don’t you dare!” Margaret shot back, her eyes suddenly aflame.

      “Enough!” Delia rounded the pen with her fists clenched, fixing them both with a hard stare. “This will be the end of us if we let it. The end of all we’ve built! All we’ve fought for! Yes, we’ve been struck another dreadful blow. Lest you forget, my own husband has been cold in the ground for near five years now, but we carry on! We are the only hope for whoever may still be alive down there. We can’t fall apart now. Grieve! Rail at the heavens if you must! But do not turn and tear at one another.”

      Evering hung his head. The fire cooled in Margaret’s eyes. Martin sank down onto a barrel, looking as though he might be sick.

      “We have to do something,” he said. “Waiting for a sign or a signal is a waste of precious time. They don’t have their spyglasses. They don’t have another Drifter. What are we expecting? Letters in the snow? Carrier pigeons?”

      Delia rested a hand on her hip. “It’s hard to plan a course of action when we have no idea who captured them or where they were taken. They could be days away or only a few miles.”

      “What about Chester?” Margaret said. “He’s got Drifter Two. Couldn’t we get a message to him somehow? Surely he’s our best chance.”

      “If he hadn’t left us in the manner he did, perhaps,” Delia answered. “But by all accounts, he wants nothing to do with us anymore.”

      “Better for him that way,” Martin growled. “I’m liable to knock his head against a tree if I ever see him again. I think it’s clear what we do. Go back to Mastmarner. Get help from the one ally we have left.”

      Delia nodded. “I’ve had the same thought. But it’s sure to be dangerous. They’ve locked the place down tighter than a bank vault since our last visit. It’s practically a prison now.”

      “Delia, anything we do is going to be dangerous. But it’s better than doing nothing at all. Another day of this and I swear I will run mad.”

      There was a marked note of anguish in his voice. The elder woman folded her arms as she considered the matter. After a long moment of silence, she met his eyes again. “I dare not show my face inside that place a second time, but I’ll help pilot the Drifter down and back again. Will you go with me?”

      Evering and Margaret couldn’t help but glance at Martin’s face. It had been six years since the one-armed man had set foot on solid ground below, so great was his fear of encountering another Spektor. He went ashen at her request, opened his mouth to speak, but soon closed it again.

      “I will,” Margaret said. “I’ll go.”

      Delia and Martin looked at her in surprise.

      “Yeah.” Evering nodded. “She did good with Simon the last time.”

      A pang of disquiet creased Margaret’s brow but she said nothing more. Delia nodded in agreement. Martin’s face flushed with embarrassment.

      “Can you start the propellers, Evering?” Delia asked. “And keep them working until we can anchor again?”

      “I . . . I don’t know. I guess I could try.”

      “Trying is good. Then all we really need to worry about is navigation. Martin, you’ve studied the maps with Caradoc before. Can you handle that?”

      He nodded, still too ashamed to speak.

      Delia wiped a hand across her brow. “Margaret and I will do a test run in the Drifter. Make sure we can handle it with just the two of us. Perhaps do one more sweep over Harroway before we leave. Maybe we’ll see something we missed.” She shifted her gaze to Margaret. “Stay out of the kitchen for now. You can start helping Evering down in the pipeworks.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the elder woman turned, strode into her house, and shut the door behind her.
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      A pile of used cheesecloths lay heaped on the counter in the middle of the dairy room. Delia dropped them into the sink and began working the handle of the pump with vigorous energy. Just as the water started to flow, she noticed a pair of blue leather gloves lying atop a nearby stool. They were Jeremy’s. He was always forgetting them—so often that she’d made up her mind to sew them into his coat sleeves when she had a spare moment. Abandoning the sink pump, she swept them up and made for the front door, intent on returning them.

      She got as far as the hallway, then buckled to the floor before she could catch herself. Her breath came in short gasps as she fought for composure, holding the gloves tight to her breast. She wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t. She had to carry on.

      “God,” she said in a choked whisper. “God.”

      It was the first time she had prayed in nine years.
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      Anthony Revore felt himself beginning to wake. His eyelids were heavy, unable to open yet, which meant he couldn’t escape the relentless stare of the gold mark etched into the back of them. It was the first thing he saw every morning and the last thing every night, but he’d found that if he concentrated on something else—a thought, a sound, a memory—he was usually able to distract himself from the mark’s unnerving attention.

      He focused on sound. The wind whistled in fierce gusts, though its tone was muffled, and he guessed he was in a building of some kind, the timbers of which creaked under the force of the weather. Somewhere to his right, voices shouted in the distance. The dull noise of clanking metal sounded in rhythm with their calls. A horse neighed even further off to his left. He raised his hand and rubbed at his eyes.

      Harroway. That was the last thing he remembered. They had all been in Harroway. And then . . . then the Spektors had come. But there’d been a celebration afterwards. People dancing and laughing and singing, and an endless flow of food and wine—oh. The wine. They had all drunk the wine, and then fallen one by one on the road leading out of the mountains. He rubbed his entire forearm across his eyes, desperate now for sight. It took effort, but at last he lifted his lids and blinked through the blurriness.

      He was in a long, low wooden cabin, hastily built as evidenced by its rough-hewn planks and warped floor. Ice sparkled at the edges of the windows. A pitiable fire clung to life in a little wood stove nearby. Two rows of small beds were stacked close to one another down the length of the room, about twenty altogether. A blanket was heaped on the floor next to him. He was wearing his father’s old coat, but the cold was so invasive he was eager to take whatever extra warmth he could find.

      He grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around his shoulders, groaning as he did so. His back ached, and there were bruises on his arms. His hand went to his belt. Last he could remember, there’d been a bag of silver pieces tied there, but it was gone now. As he attempted to rise from the cold floor, the world began to spin, and he was suddenly aware of a dull headache knocking against the back of his eyes. He sat down again.

      The door creaked open and a man entered the room, bringing a small whirlwind of snowflakes in behind him before he shut it again.

      “Ah. Awake now, eh?”

      His voice was gentle, but his appearance spoke to the contrary. He was covered in animal pelts, from his bearskin cloak to his goat hide boots. He gripped a tall, thick staff, and there was snow in his unkempt hair and beard. Ink scrambled back to the corner of the room.

      “Now then, now then,” the man said. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just going to sit.”

      He went to a chair a few steps away from the door, eased into it, and leaned his staff against the stove. Ink could see from his face and hands that he was rather lean and lanky, but his trappings made him appear more than twice his normal size.

      “What’s your name?”

      The boy thought of answering with a smart remark but found he was too anxious to bother with the effort.

      “Ink.”

      The man nodded. “Ink. I’m called Fetch. I take care of all the youngsters here in camp, and a few other odd jobs besides. This lodge here, they call it ‘Lost and Found.’ It’s where you’ll be sleeping. There’s a yellow flag up top so you can’t mistake it for any of the others.”

      “Camp? Whatcha mean, ‘camp’?”

      “Camp Twenty-Three. It’s what they call an open-pit mine. No dark tunnels and all that but no less dangerous. Best you keep that in mind. Silver is mostly what we get here, but some lead ore and copper, too. You’re to work here until what time the judge says you’re released.”

      “Judge?” It was both a dismayed exclamation and an urgent question.

      “Aye, lad. Don’t you remember? They brought you in this morning. Said you’d had a conviction for running away from the orphanage one too many times. A lot of your kind are here, other runaway orphans and troublemakers too young to throw into prison.”

      Ink rose to his feet, defying the dizziness that lingered in his head. “This is a mistake. I ain’t done nothing wrong. I was in Harroway. With the others. We met with the mayor! We got rid of the Spektors! They threw us a great big party for it! Didn’t you hear what happened?”

      Fetch wrinkled his brow. His gaze remained fixed on the corner where Ink had been sitting a moment ago. Moving closer, Ink noticed there was something wrong with his eyes. They were covered with a thin lining of milky-white film. Ink waved his hand in front of him. The man didn’t even blink.

      “Harroway’s near twenty miles away,” Fetch answered. “Afraid we don’t get much news out of there, ‘cept when a new load of prisoners is arriving.”

      Ink clutched the blanket tighter around himself. He’d been told Harroway’s mines were populated almost entirely with prisoners, all willing to exchange their cells for hard labor in the treacherous Kurna Mountains. That made his situation considerably worse.

      “Where’s the others?” Ink said. “Are they here, too? I want to see ‘em.”

      “Others?”

      “My friends! The people I was with!”

      “They brought you in alone. Weren’t no others.”

      “Who brought me in?”

      “Two men from the court, presumably. You were asleep in the back of a wagon when you came through the gate. They said you’d had something bad to eat and were feeling a bit ill.”

      “That’s a lie!” Ink cried. “They put something in the wine! They got what they wanted, then double-crossed us quick as they could turn ‘round! I shouldn’t be here! And I ain’t no orphan, neither!”

      “Calm yourself, Mr. Ink. No use getting worked up. All the youngsters have the same idea about it being a terrible mistake, but you’ll only make it harder on yourself if you don’t accept things as they are.”

      Ink lunged for the door. Quick as lightning, Fetch shot to his feet and whipped his staff down in front of the boy, barring his way. Ink fell back, stunned. Fetch’s eyes were still fixed on the corner of the room.

      “I don’t blame you for trying it,” he said, maintaining his even-tempered tone, “but I’d never have lived this long without having my ways of coping. Besides, if I don’t stop you, the dogs or the lightning bolts running through the fence will.”

      The door opened behind him. A large man in a bowler hat stood on the threshold.

      “Trouble here, Fetch?”

      Fetch lowered his staff. “No, Mr. Hendry. Just catching the boy up on his situation.”

      The man squinted at Ink through hard, beady eyes. “You see that piece of cowhide hanging near the window, boy?”

      Ink glanced over. A three-foot band of leather hung on a nail near the farthest window-pane. It was as thick as a grown man’s hand.

      “That there’s the strap,” the man continued. “You don’t want to feel its bite, you do as Mr. Fetch says. Understand me?”

      Ink nodded. A few feet behind Mr. Hendry, a line of children filed past, each carrying a bucket and a small shovel. Though they walked with their shoulders hunched and heads bowed against the icy wind, he could see their soot-streaked faces were all drawn with gloom.

      Mr. Hendry turned his head and spat a glob of brown phlegm into the snow, all the while keeping his eyes on Ink. “Scraggly thing, he is. Too small to drive the horses. Too thin for the bucket crew. Best he go to feed the smelters. Take him over and get him started as soon as he’s had his porridge. He’ll have to sleep on the floor another day or two, but Dunny’s not likely to last much longer and he can take his bed then. He gives you any trouble, send him to me.”

      “Yes, Mr. Hendry,” Fetch said.

      Another flurry of snowflakes swirled into the room as the large man turned and walked away. Fetch went to a chest of drawers and pulled out a threadbare cloak.

      “Here. It’s a bit thin, but the work will keep you warm enough. You’ll see.”

      “I’m already wearing a coat. Not the highest quality, but better than that old rag.”

      “Ah. Well, best you keep it on all the time, then. Even in bed. Otherwise it’ll get snatched in the middle of the night. You got a handkerchief?”

      Ink stuck his hands into his pockets. There was nothing in them but the slip of paper he’d torn out of The Compendium of Missing Persons.

      “Afraid not.”

      Fetch reached into his own pocket. “Here. Take mine. It’s clean, I promise. You’ll need to cover your nose and mouth while you’re working. The smelters kick out a lot of muck but they’re also near the slag heaps, and those can make people awful sick. Watch out for water, too. The pit floods all too easy when it rains. And sometimes they’ll accidentally open up a gusher—scalding hot water coming up from underground through holes and cracks.”

      Ink took the handkerchief with a frown. “What’s wrong with Dunny?”

      Fetch clasped his hands around his staff. “He, uh, slops out the latrine pit. Caught something a few days back and now he can’t keep any food down. Happens to a lot of people who work out there.” He sighed. “Look, there’s not much I can do for them, but if you carry out your duties, get along with the others, and don’t make no trouble, I’ll make sure you get through this all right. Fair enough?”

      Ink had survived tough situations before, but he had a feeling this was going to be different. It wouldn’t be like dodging slaps at the orphanage, or going cold and hungry while crossing the North Country, or doing chores on a floating village filled with fugitives. This was prison labor in the frozen mountains, and it was anything but fair.

      When he didn’t answer, Fetch laid a hand on his shoulder and urged him gently towards the door. “Come on. Let’s go and get your porridge.”
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      John Spindler trudged through the streets of Harburg with the newest police report tucked into his coat pocket. It was just after sunrise, and the fourth day in a row of winter’s first heavy snowfall. The flakes were now so large and so numerous it wasn’t long before his hat was dampened nearly all the way through. The streets were empty, save for a shopkeeper shoveling the pavement in front of his store. Spindler kept his eyes to the ground as he passed. He was in no mood to tip his hat or return any greetings.

      It had only been a week since he’d awoken in a strange carriage and found himself being dumped at a wayside inn by a driver who wouldn’t speak to him. Of course, it didn’t take much to work out what had happened. He’d gotten too close. Dug too deep. From the moment he’d entered the Tinderbox Café he had not been welcome. The sneers and hard stares had made that clear, not to mention the repeated attempts to steer him away from the place. It should have come as no shock that he’d blacked out mere minutes after setting foot in the underground séance chamber. They’d removed him like a troublesome pest in a garden. Or like a child sent to bed while the grownups carried on downstairs.

      He felt foolish and insignificant. Naturally, being a newspaperman, the experience had also fueled his curiosity, but he would have to ferret out the truth by a different route. One more misstep, one more rash mistake, and he might not wake up again. At least he had done his duty in reporting the incident to both Lady Seherene and Deputy Commissioner Coram. But until he heard back from them and received further instruction, he could do nothing more than try to replenish his dwindled finances and nurse his wounded pride.

      A blast of icy wind cut down the street, prompting him to step into an alleyway to avoid its bite. His mood grew even more sour as he navigated the back roads to his office. He wouldn’t sell many papers in this weather. He thought about having young Morgan Swipson go door-to-door to make the sales directly, but it wasn’t likely to be much more effective. Purses were always held tighter during winter in the North Country, and the wares he had to offer were certainly not at the top of anyone’s shopping list. He needed a change of fortune, and soon.

      A little farther on, where the shops began to thin near the edge of town, he heard a noise that made him stop in his tracks. He listened for a moment, then hurried to the outer road. There, in the shadow of the old abattoir, two men were beating another with their fists and feet, cursing him as he writhed on the ground trying to shield his face. A wagon was lodged in a snowdrift nearby, hitched to two thin horses. Spindler was already rushing towards them before he realized he had no weapons with which to stop the attackers, both larger than he.

      “Hey!” he cried. “What the devil are you doing?”

      The men got in a few more blows before turning to Spindler, their fists still clenched.

      “Who are you?” one of them barked. A gold tooth gleamed beneath his curled lip.

      “Never mind who I am! Who is this man? And what’s he done to deserve all this?”

      The beaten man lay sprawled on his side, clutching his ribs. Blood poured from his nose.

      The second attacker, a stocky man wearing a tweed cap, spat on the ground before answering. “He’s just a lunatic. We’re taking him to the asylum in Billington. Bleeder got his bonds loose just as our wagon got stuck.”

      Spindler’s face flushed with anger. “And this is how you treat a man in his state? Like a rabid animal?”

      “That’s what he is,” the other man replied.

      “Oh, really? He’s not the one foaming at the mouth.”

      The gold-toothed man frowned, then wiped the spittle from his chin.

      “Look, we’ve got a schedule to keep,” the man with the tweed cap said. He glanced back at the beaten man. “Get up. Get up!” Another kick to the ribs.

      “Stop! Stop! God above.” Spindler stepped to the fallen man’s side. “Look, I’ll keep an eye on him while you dig out the wagon. All right? Just . . . stop.”

      “Fine. But if he gives you the slip, you get the same treatment.”

      The two men retreated to their vehicle and got to work digging the snow away—one with his hands, the other with a broad-bladed knife from his belt. Spindler crouched beside his charge and examined his face. The man flinched, keeping his eyes squeezed shut.

      Spindler sighed in disgust and glanced back. “You’ve broken his nose.”

      The men didn’t answer. Spindler laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.

      “Hold fast, man. Hold fast.”

      Another gust of wind raced down the street, throwing the snowflakes into such a frenzied dance that each man saw only a rippling sheet of white for a few moments. When it had cleared a little, it was in time for Spindler to watch a row of huge icicles fall from the eaves of the abattoir and shatter onto the ground a few feet behind them. The horses reared and tossed their heads with frightened snorts.

      “Don’t let ‘em run off!” one of the men called above the wind.

      Spindler rushed to grab their bridles. He was no expert with horses but did his best to calm them with a steady hand and an even tone of voice. Once he was sure they wouldn’t try to bolt, he tied their reins around a lamp post and started back.

      The entire incident had taken no more than three minutes. As he rounded the rear corner of the wagon, however, he saw that the situation had suddenly changed. There was a meat hook lying on the ground and a line in the snow indicating it had been dragged from a pile of rubbish near the abattoir wall. Beside the hook, the gold-toothed man lay facedown in the snow. The back of his head had been bashed in. On the other side of the wagon, the beaten man knelt behind the tweed-capped man with an arm around his throat. His other hand gripped the hilt of the broad-bladed knife—which he had plunged into the man’s chest. A hoarse groan left his lips as he crumpled into the snowdrift.

      Immobilized by sheer shock, Spindler stood still as the lunatic rose to his feet and whirled around. His face was twisted in anguish. The knife shook in his hand. His first attempt to speak came only in a series of whimpers and stutters. He shook his head and tried again.

      “I . . . I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t . . . want to hurt them.” He took a step forward. A tear streamed down his bruised and swollen face. “I don’t know where I am. I-I don’t know what’s happened to my friends.”

      Spindler raised his hands. “All right. All right, let me fetch the constables for you. They’ll be able to help. They can take you home.”

      A sob left the man’s throat. “No! I can’t let them take me. I can’t go through that again. No more beatings. No torture. Not like my brothers went.” He staggered forward and offered Spindler the knife. “Please. Just make it quick. The others will understand. Please.”

      The man sank to his knees, still holding out the knife. Spindler glanced both ways down the street. There was no one else in sight. Slowly, so as not to alarm the man, he reached into his coat pocket, pulled out the police report, and turned to the back page. It was the same one he’d been printing in his own newspaper for the past nine years. He knew the names by heart, as well as the sketches beside them, but he made a quick re-examination of both to be sure.

      He glanced down again at the alleged lunatic. With his heart pounding and the roar of the winter storm in his ears, he knelt and looked hard at the man’s face.

      “Mr. Stockton?”

      The man’s mouth quivered. His eyes filled with all the fear and pleading of a lost animal.

      “Please,” he said again. “Do it quick.”

      Spindler stuffed the report back into his pocket, keeping his eyes on the man all the while, then rested his arm on his bended knee. “I’ve got a better idea. How about we cut the horses loose, hide the bodies, and you come home with me for a hot meal and a place to sleep?”

      The man’s mouth fell agape. He looked back at the lifeless bodies in the snow. Another tear ran down his cheek.

      “I didn’t want to kill them.”

      Spindler removed his gloves and pushed back his coat sleeves as far as he could.

      “I know, Jeremy. I know. Now come on. We’ve got to be fast.”
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      In the South Country, winter always brought rain before the first snowfall. So when Simon Elias finally woke from his two-day stupor, it was to the sound of a gentle shower falling on the roof above. It was the presence of rain—above all else—which told him he was no longer anywhere near the Kurna Mountains. At the thought, he started upright in a rush of panic.

      He was sitting on a raised metal slab in the middle of a small room, dressed only in a long white garment that fell to his knees. Thick metal bracelets were locked around his wrists and ankles, all unyielding when he tried to pull them off. Apart from the metal slab, the only other furnishings in the room were two large copper pillars set opposite one another. There was also a faint buzzing hum in the air.

      “Hello?” he called towards the door. “Is anyone there?”

      He gripped the edge of the slab, trying to master his nerves. By all appearances he was locked in a prison cell—and likely an Entrian one.

      “Isaac!” he shouted. “Riva! Abner! Are you there? Can you hear me?”

      No one answered. Seeing there were no chains attached to the bracelets, he pushed himself off the slab and started for the door. Three steps out, he grunted and fell as though he’d been yanked backwards. He glanced around in confusion, then rose to his feet and tried for the door a second time.

      Again he was thrown back, and this time landed quite hard on the tiled floor. Before he could recover himself, the door creaked open. Two men entered the room. One wore a pencil-thin mustache and a monocle. The other was very tall and carried a notebook. The monocled man sniggered when he noticed Simon on the floor.

      “Yes, the bracelets,” he said. “They don’t like to be far from their large metal master behind you. Rather impudent about it. A kind of . . . hostile magnetism.” His eyes were bright, but he spoke in a weary, bored sort of way. He nodded to the taller man beside him. “Start writing, Gurdrick.”

      As Simon picked himself up from the floor, the monocled man continued.

      “My name is Alec Percival. ‘Professor’, you may call me. This is Gurdrick, my assistant. He’ll be taking dictation of all our sessions together. I’m sure you will not object, Mr. Wood.”

      “My name isn’t Wood, it’s . . .” Simon paused. They didn’t know his name. Either they were mocking him, or they had no idea of his true identity. “Douglas. Wentworth Douglas.”

      Percival raised an eyebrow. “Your parents told us it was Wood. But of course they also told us what a practiced liar you are. It makes no difference, really. If it’s Douglas you want, then Douglas it shall be.”

      “Parents? My parents told you?”

      “Yes. They also said you might have some trouble remembering what happened. Had to haul you here in the back of a wagon. You were out cold, on account of a night of drunken debauchery, as they told it.” The professor sniggered again and scratched his nose listlessly.

      Simon rubbed his wrists. He remembered nothing of being put into a wagon, only of falling onto a snowy road and his sight going dark. “Are my friends here? Were any others brought along with me?”

      “I should put any such friends out of mind if they have led you down so bad a path as to bring you here. No, Gurdrick. Debauchery is spelled with a-u-c-h, not o-c-h.” Percival had glanced back at his companion’s writing. Gurdrick grinned as he corrected his mistake. He was missing a front tooth.

      “Am I in prison?” Simon asked, desperate for a straight answer. “Is this Entrian Country? Stalikos, perhaps?”

      “Entrian Country? No. Nothing so grand, I’m afraid. This is my little . . . oh, let’s call it a clinical workshop. I like that. Write that down, Gurdrick. And you, Mr. Douglas, are here at the request of your parents, who were so grievously appalled by their dear son’s descent into depravity and moral perversion that they begged me to help you. This I intend to do, with the aid of my behavioral reform program.” He glanced at his assistant’s notebook again. “No, Gurdrick, no! There’s no “z” in perversion, and no “y” in behavioral. It’s b-e-h-a-v—have you been studying your dictionary like I told you?”

      Gurdrick crossed out the offending words with a perplexed frown.

      “I think there’s been a mistake,” Simon said. “I was on a mountain road with my friends. We were heading home. My parents couldn’t possibly have brought me here, not least of all because they live hundreds of miles away and haven’t seen me in nearly a decade.”

      Percival nodded. “They said you’d say as much. They also said you were a compulsive liar, recurring inebriate, and occasional degenerate.” He twisted his mouth in a look of amused reprimand. “But not to worry. My program is guaranteed to cure all such unworthy behavior. Our repertoire makes use of a multitude of methods—physical, spiritual, psychological. A bit of counter-conditioning here, a dose of aversion treatment there. Truth be told, you should feel honored. We don’t accept many patients. It’s a very exclusive facility.”

      “Ex-lusive,” Gurdrick repeated with his gap-toothed grin.

      Percival fidgeted in embarrassment. “I’m still working on him.”

      “Look, Professor,” Simon said, almost laughing at the absurdity of the situation. “I’m very happy for you and your program, but you’d be wasting it on me. I only drink on very special occasions. I don’t do anything compulsively. I was even a temple boy until the age of fifteen. Now why don’t you take these bracelets off me and I’ll be on my way. Clear up space for a worthier candidate.”

      Percival turned to his assistant. “That’s enough for today. Let’s give Mr. Douglas some time to think about his situation before tomorrow’s lesson.” He glanced at Simon again and raised a finger. “Now, no staying up late tonight. Get plenty of sleep. We want you at your best and brightest for everything we have to teach you.”

      Simon started forward with a surge of anger. “Don’t you understand? You’ve got it all wrong! You can’t just—”

      The professor reached inside his pocket. A great crack sounded throughout the room as a bolt of white-hot electrical energy flashed between the two copper columns. Simon fell to the floor with a cry, convulsing in agony as the shock entered his body through the metal bands around his wrists and ankles. His limbs seized up. The veins bulged from his neck. Spots danced before his eyes. And then it was over.

      Percival pulled out a small metal box. Its only feature was a simple toggle switch which he reset with the flick of a finger. A single puff of smoke rose from each of the copper devices, then dissipated. He shoved the box back into his pocket with an air of indifference.

      “I would strongly advise against resisting your treatment. We take every opportunity to implement instruction, no matter how obstructive the patient.”

      Simon remained curled up on the floor. He felt as though he might never move again. Percival removed his monocle, breathed on the lens, and rubbed it on his sleeve.

      “Do try to enjoy the rest of your evening, Mr. Douglas. I think this has been a very fruitful first session. Tomorrow, we will begin the great work of saving your soul.”

      He replaced his monocle and led the way out of the room. Gurdrick followed, grinning at Simon once more before shutting the door behind them. The rain hammered on.
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      A freezing rain fell over the East Country along the coast, made all the more perilous by the harsh prevailing winds from the sea. The downpour made the air damp as well as cold, and the ground had become slick with icy sludge. When Harriet Whistler finally regained consciousness, it was due to her own involuntary shivering. Voices murmured around her. She rubbed a hand over her eyes and sat upright. A small groan of pain escaped her. For some reason, she was terribly sore, and there were bruises on her arms and legs.

      “Are you all right?”

      Still trying to orient herself to her surroundings, Harriet frowned at the woman sitting beside her. She was a well-dressed lady, but her hair and clothes were rumpled and disheveled. A small girl huddled on her lap. Glancing around, she noticed another two dozen women and children sitting on the ground together, all bedraggled, cold, and anxious. Some were crying. Others looked angry. Looking up, she saw they were in a large iron cage set within a cave. Water seeped from the walls and dripped from the massive stalactites overhead.

      “Where are we?” she asked. “What’s happened?”

      The squeak of a metal door echoed across the cavernous chamber. Voices shouted at one another indistinctly. The glare of torchlight flickered nearby.

      “We’re on the Eastern Coast,” the woman replied. “Where exactly, I’m not certain. My daughter and I were on our way to temple when an armed gang stopped our coach and forced us out. I thought they only wanted money at first. I don’t know what became of the driver.”

      “The same happened to me,” another woman said, her blue eyes full of dread. “But I was with my mother, and they let her go. I think they’re only interested in younger ones.”

      “Younger ones?” Harriet echoed, growing doubly anxious as she glanced around again, hoping to spot the other Colonists. Her heart sank when she realized they weren’t there. “Children as well?”

      “They make the best merchandise,” a black-haired woman answered with a shaking voice. “Even better than us, depending on who they’re sold to.”

      “Please!” the well-dressed woman said, holding the girl tighter in her arms. “There’s no need to frighten them even more.”

      Harriet’s frown deepened. “But . . . I thought the Assembly outlawed slavery. They passed that law almost fifty years ago. They declared it completely eradicated.”

      The black-haired woman nodded grimly. “That’s the Assembly for you.”

      “And how did I get here? I was with my friends, last I remember. We were nowhere near the East Country. But if I am here, surely they must be as well.”

      “You were alone when they brought you in a few hours ago,” the blue-eyed woman replied. “They must have knocked you unconscious to get you here. You’ve got a rather nasty bruise on your head.”

      Harriet put a hand to her brow. There was a bump near her left temple. On the far side of the cage, a man in a red frock coat began to pace along the iron bars, dragging a short wooden club against them as he did so. The grating noise made the women fall silent.

      “Look sharp, ladies! Look sharp!” he cried. “Customers comin’! Tidy up now. Best manners and all that.”

      He opened the cage door and jerked his head towards the opposite side of the cave. The women and children rose warily to their feet and began to file out. A dozen more slavers flanked them on both sides, rushing the line along and making certain no one went astray. The well-dressed woman hushed her daughter, who had started to cry. Two other ladies nearly swooned and had to be supported by those nearest them.

      A female slaver grinned as they passed her. “Pluck up, girls. It’s a special day. Word is the infamous bandit chief will be making an appearance. They say Sidas Ramm has got quite the appetite for women.”

      Harriet felt faint herself but clenched her fists and followed the others onto the upward-sloping path leading out of the cave. Once outside, they found themselves in yet another large cage, but now without any cover from the freezing drizzle. Before them was a large stretch of sand bordered by a jagged wall of rocky bluffs. She caught a glimpse of the sea beyond. A row of wagons and coaches stood off to one side, and nearby were their passengers—the customers, presumably—waiting patiently while the slavers drove their stock to the front of the cage.

      “Straight up to the bars!” a short slaver with a raspy voice shouted. “No hiding! No ducking down! You’re to stand still and be quiet! And raise your hand if you’re singled out!”

      The girl next to Harriet whimpered and started to sink. Harriet put an arm around her waist and tried to hold her up.

      “Come on. We’ll get through this. Hold onto the bars.”

      “Shut it!” the short slaver barked. He turned to the customers and extended a hand. “My dear Madam Maxley, if you’d like to start things off . . .”

      A woman came forward. She was clearly over fifty but wore enough makeup and showed enough cleavage on the pretense of being half her age. She walked to the cage holding a small, lace-trimmed umbrella and stared at the women with a practiced eye. After a moment, she pursed her bright red lips and stabbed a painted fingernail at two different women.

      “This one. This.”

      “Raise your hands!” the short slaver cried.

      The chosen women slowly obeyed.

      The black-haired woman who’d spoken to Harriet earlier let out a loud scoff. “Not hard to guess where they’re headed off to.” And then louder to the over-painted woman, “The burden of their innocence be upon you! You’ll go to Hell for what you do!”

      Madam Maxley traipsed a few steps back to the woman, looked her up and down, then fixed her with a wry smile. “Feisty, eh? Always good to have a few of those around. You’ll do.”

      “Hand up!” the slaver barked again.

      The black-haired woman was too stunned to reply. In the end, she could do nothing more than raise a shaking hand as her courage abandoned her. The madam continued her walk along the cage wall.

      “This one. That. No, too sickly. Put your hand back down.”

      Harriet was so appalled by the situation, and so shell-shocked by her last memories outside the gates of Harroway, that by the time she realized the madam was coming nearer she jerked back in fright and tried to make herself smaller and less noticeable. Someone shoved the end of a club into her back.

      “Stay up there!”

      It was enough to earn attention. The madam paused in front of her, narrowed her eyes, and finally tapped the air with her finger.

      “You.”

      Harriet’s heart began to race, the fear drawing tight inside like an overwound clock spring. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a dream. Surely she was still asleep somewhere. Perhaps in the Drifter, on her way back to Riverfall with the others. Or maybe she was already in her own bed. Yes. She would wake any moment, wash her face, dress, then go downstairs and start breakfast with Martin.

      Oh, Martin. What would he say?

      “Put your hand up!”

      The club was shoved against her again. She raised her hand in a horrified daze as the madam continued to the end of the cage.

      “You. You. And a little one to help with the washing.” She had paused in front of the well-dressed woman and her daughter, and now raised a painted eyebrow. “Two for the price of one?”

      The short slaver nodded. “That can be arranged.”

      Seeing that the freezing rain had stopped, the madam tossed her umbrella to one of her associates before glancing back at the slaver. “I’ll take them all now. Get them into my wagons. And try not to knock them about any more than you have.”

      “Hold there!” a voice boomed.

      All eyes turned towards the sound. A company of eight riders swept towards the sandy bank on horseback. Following close behind was a caravan of high-walled wagons.

      “Oh, no,” the woman beside Harriet whispered. “The bandit chief.”

      He was not difficult to spot, riding at the head of the gang in a cloak of black bear fur and with a great black beard, equally shaggy. The gang rode to the center of the grounds and dismounted. At closer range, Harriet saw that the chief also wore a pair of spectacles with dark-tinted lenses, completely obscuring his eyes. A gold earring gleamed on his left ear. Madam Maxley pursed her lips in sour displeasure.

      “Keep those hands raised!” she cried. “These are still mine!”

      Harriet tried to keep her arm steady. It was hard to know which master would be worse, but Sidas Ramm and his terrible reputation did nothing to sway opinion in his favor. The bandit chief tucked a thumb into his iron-studded belt as he planted himself in front of the cage. The slavers remained silent, all visibly nervous. Ramm stood a full head taller than the biggest of them and his bandits were armed to the teeth, ready to spring into action at the first word. Ramm himself appeared to be carrying only a riding crop which he tapped against his thigh as he surveyed the captives from under the curved brim of his hat. He cocked his head one way, then another, and finally strode to the far end of the cage to begin a closer inspection, as Madam Maxley had done. He did not speak or point as he went along, but only stroked his beard with a black-gloved hand and glanced at them from out of the corner of his tinted spectacles.

      When he was a few steps from Harriet, he paused and tipped his hat back on his brow.

      “Hm,” he grunted, then continued on down the line.

      With his inspection complete, he returned to the waiting bandits and spoke with them in a low voice. Another restless child began to cry, but the slavers’ attentions were so fixed on Ramm and his gang that no one bothered to shout for quiet again.

      When their council was done, one of the bandits—a grim-faced man with a saber hanging from his belt—stepped towards the short slaver and jerked his head at the cage. “We’ll take ‘em all. Double the price.”

      “All?” the madam cried.

      “Double?” the short slaver repeated with a widening grin. He nodded at his slavers. “Get ‘em into Master Ramm’s coaches! Sharp’s the word!”

      “Oh, God help us,” said the faint girl next to Harriet.

      There was an instant rise of panic in the cage, though no one dared cry out. Terror shone through their eyes, anger and fear in the curses and prayers said beneath their breath. A door in the side of the cage was opened, and they were herded out once more. The bandit gang opened the rear doors of their wagons, hurrying everyone towards them with urgent nods and sharp whistles. In the midst of this, Harriet caught sight of Madam Maxley striding up to Sidas Ramm, her powdered face now crimson with anger.

      “You have no right! I have already made my claim! You arrived too late! Those are my girls and I demand you return them to me!”

      The bandit chief fixed her with a smile, kissed her hand, then turned and mounted his horse. Fuming, the madam whirled back to her carriage and commanded her attendants to take her home. As he rode to the head of the caravan, Ramm nodded at the bandit with the saber.

      “All right, that’s all of ‘em!” the bandit shouted. “Let’s go!”
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      The wagon walls were so high it was impossible to see anything beyond them. Harriet kept a hand over her eyes, praying that none of the other Colonists had found themselves in such precarious situations. She would survive this. She would find the others again and return to Riverfall. And she had to believe it with all her heart, or risk losing her nerve completely.

      “God only knows what he’ll do with us,” said the faint-hearted woman Harriet had tried to help earlier. “And why should he need the children?”

      “What does it matter?” a woman with round spectacles replied. “We should be coming up with a plan rather than sitting around sobbing. We must outnumber them three to one!”

      “They’ve got guns, genius. Or didn’t you notice?” the black-haired woman answered. She seemed to be feeling braver again now that she wasn’t going to the madam. But not by much.

      “Oh!” The faint-hearted woman’s eyes doubled in size. “Oh, God help us!”

      “What is it now?” the spectacled woman asked, annoyed.

      “What if they . . . these bandits . . . what if they’re the Colonists? Oh, that would be worse than anything! They certainly look like they could be cannibals and vampires! Especially that chief of theirs! And wasn’t it always said they were led by the Devil himself?”

      Another wave of panic began to sweep over the captives. Those with children held them tighter. Others pressed their hands over their mouths to keep from shrieking. Even the spectacled woman seemed to balk at the idea of trying to overcome the Colonists, outnumbered or not.

      “Let’s try to stay calm,” Harriet said. “It can’t be the Colonists. It’s not possible.”

      “Of course it’s not!” the black-haired woman said. “Haven’t you all heard the news? They captured one a few days ago, and a second turned up dead in Entrian Country. They’ll be far from here, and not likely to go for a day out at a slave auction.”

      Harriet’s breath had caught in her throat. A frown wrinkled her bruised brow. “Captured? And . . . dead? Are you certain?”

      “Of course I’m certain. Their pictures are on the front page of every paper from here to Mastmarner by now.”

      Harriet drew a deep breath. She would need to phrase her next words carefully. And without sounding desperate.

      “Please . . . can you tell me their names?”
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      Dr. Tyrus rested his elbow on the arm of his chair, pressing his fingers into his temple. He was anxious under the weight of expectation and exhausted by two weeks of nightly vigils. Despite the successful recovery of both patients, a new round of demands now threatened to keep him many more weeks away from home. He flicked his gaze to Lord Hadwin, the warden of Stalikos Prison, who sat on his desk eating a fig cake, frowning as he chewed.

      “You know,” the warden said with his mouth half-full, “I’ve never understood the idea of putting nuts into cake. I can appreciate the enjoyable juxtaposition between the salty taste and the sweet, but the texture of one against the other . . . it’s too jarring. Too abrasive.” His eyebrows danced up. “Would you like one, Doctor?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      As the warden continued munching, his expression turned to one of thoughtful rumination. “It’s strange. Here we sit, in our comfortable freedom, eating cake and drinking wine, and all the time we’re shoving fruits and vegetables down those poor sods in their cells, prolonging their miserable lives with good nutrition while the rest of us grow fatter and sicker. We really ought to be feeding them grain alcohol and bags of sugar. Speed things along, eh?”

      Before Tyrus could answer, a knock came at the door.

      “Come!” Hadwin said.

      The chief of security opened the door and abruptly made way for the officious-looking gentleman behind her.

      “Lord Drystan for you, sir,” she announced.

      “Ah!” The warden hopped off his desk and moved forward to grasp the visitor’s hand. “Arrived at last. How are you, Drystan?”

      “Tolerably well, Lord Hadwin. Though I daresay the ride down that underwater platform gets longer every time. Dr. Tyrus, good to see you again.”

      “And you, Lord Drystan,” Tyrus replied with a weary smile.
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      The warden led the way down to the lower levels of the prison. Splashes of faint blue light scattered across the stone walls as he raised and lowered shield enchantments with a casual sweep of his hand. The few guards they passed nodded in greeting.

      “I understand she arrived yesterday morning,” Drystan said. “Picked up somewhere near the Kurna Mountains, yes?”

      Hadwin nodded. “A small band of Colonist-hunters came upon her on the road to Harroway—only half a day after the other put a pistol to his head.”

      Drystan glanced at the doctor. “And her condition?”

      “Bumped, bruised, and near-hypothermic,” Tyrus replied. “I attended to her throughout the night with blankets and warming stones. She only just regained consciousness a few hours ago. I left her superficial injuries untouched for you to observe, as you requested. She seems to be aware of her situation. Took it with great sobriety when I told her where she was. No blubbering or hysterics. But that may be yet to come.”

      “Does she know the sisters are here?”

      “No,” the warden answered. “Chief Prosecutor Pallaton and the Lady Seherene were adamant about keeping that knowledge limited to our small company. Anyway, they’re scheduled to be moved this evening to begin the revival of their careers. I see no profit in telling the girl.”

      “Agreed,” Drystan replied. “So the younger Plumsley is fully recovered, then?”

      “Thanks to the efforts of the inexhaustible Doctor.”

      Hadwin flicked his wrist again, replacing the shield enchantment behind them with another flash of blue light. They had arrived at a circular chamber at the end of a long corridor. Four guards manned the area. One lit a pipe. The others had just begun a game of cards. So great was the general faith in the prison’s security system that the warden, rather than rebuking them, greeted them with a nod. The arriving party stopped in front of the third cell on the left.

      “Has she said anything of interest?” Drystan asked. “Perhaps to you, Doctor?”

      “Barely a word. She doesn’t seem keen to talk at the moment, which is to be expected under the circumstances.”

      Drystan nodded. “That will change soon enough. They say the girl may have been . . . seduced somehow. Indeed, it is the only reasonable explanation for her betrayal.”

      “That, or madness,” Hadwin replied.

      “I warrant she’ll be just as easily persuaded to our purpose,” Drystan continued. “All the same, Doctor, I’d like you to stand by in case she should need to be restrained. All three of us inside may frighten her into total silence.”

      The warden retreated to the card table to join the game. The other two men entered the cell. Tyrus shut the door behind them and stood near the lantern fixed to the stone wall, glowing bright with an ever-burning flame inside an enchanted glass globe.

      The prisoner sat on a thin cot atop an iron slab on the far side of the room, chained to the wall. There were fresh tear stains on her dirty cheeks, and the large bruise around the cut on her brow was turning a dark shade of purple. Tyrus guessed the young woman had been struck twice after her capture, though such treatment was expressly forbidden by Entrian law.

      Drystan stood in the middle of the cell and clasped his hands behind his back. “Lady Rivalia, my name is Lord Drystan. I will be serving as your defense counsel during the forthcoming legal proceedings. I am here to ask you a few questions. Do you understand what I’ve told you?”

      She remained silent. Drystan glanced back at Tyrus before trying again.

      “It is my duty to see that you are afforded a fair trial, and that you receive every opportunity to plead your case to the Elders. I have represented many Colonists over the past few years. Beth Gates, Patrick Stockton, Oliver Pitman—”

      “All dead,” she replied in a thin voice.

      He shifted uncomfortably. “That is true. But each was given a fair chance to claim their innocence, and once sentenced they received a relatively painless death. As you are considered only an accomplice of the Colonists, we stand a good chance of avoiding such a penalty in favor of a more lenient outcome.”

      “Lord Drystan,” she said, “was I brought here with anyone else?”

      “No.”

      “Then they’re safe? The others? You didn’t get any of the others?”

      “I cannot speak to that.”

      “They say . . . I was found half-buried in a snowbank. All alone.” The mounting panic in her voice began to shine through her eyes. “It isn’t true. It was the wine! They did something to the wine! But my friends didn’t leave me! They would never leave me!”

      “Calm yourself, my lady,” Drystan said, taking a few steps forward. “I need you to think clearly. What do you remember about what happened? What about this wine? Were you all in Harroway together?”

      The young woman’s face hardened. She drew up her knees and leaned against the wall, making her chains clank against the iron slab.

      Drystan stifled a frustrated sigh. “Lady Rivalia—”

      “Don’t call me that. I have no pretensions. It’s Riva.”

      “All right. May I sit, Riva?”

      She thought about it for a long moment before finally nodding. He moved forward and lowered himself onto the far edge of the slab, leaving plenty of space between them.

      “I know you are frightened. I know you do not trust me. But you are not a child anymore. You hold lives in the palm of your hand, and not only your own. Who knows how many might be saved if you cooperate with us? Who knows how many might be hurt by your so-called friends if you refuse? The boy, for example. Anthony Revore. Is he still with them?”

      A corner of her mouth twitched upward. “He doesn’t much care for that name.”

      “Is he still with them?”

      She glanced away. Drystan rested a hand on his thigh and leaned forward to catch her eye.

      “It is too great a cost to pay for the sake of spiting your father.”

      She looked at him again, her bright eyes flashing beneath her bruised brow.

      “I know he wished you to marry,” he continued. “I know you intended to defy the Marriage Law. And when your father refused to yield, you ran as far as you could, and somehow, straight into the arms of the Colonists. How did it happen? Did you go looking for them? Or did they find you first?”

      Her face flushed with anger, but still she remained silent.

      “Did they . . . hurt you at all? In any way?”

      “Lord Drystan,” she said, a touch of steel in her voice. “You have a great deal of knowledge. And very little understanding. The Elders appointed you to this position, but you have no stake in putting yourself on my side. No reason to help me. I have no delusions. I know you and every other Entrian have already made up your minds about me. And I know I may not live beyond another month or two. But if you believe my grief and sorrow are all for the sake of childish spite, and not for the fact that I will never see my so-called friends again . . .” Her eyes grew wet. “Then we have nothing more to say to one another.”

      Drystan considered her words with a troubled frown. After several moments, he rose to his feet and nodded at Tyrus to open the cell door.

      “Goodbye, Riva,” he said. “We will speak again soon.”

      Tyrus followed him to the door, glancing back in time to catch sight of the young woman wiping away a fresh round of tears. As the two men emerged from the cell, the warden rose from his card game and rejoined them.

      “So? Any luck?”

      Drystan let out a defeated sigh. “I expected opposition, but not blind stubbornness. Fortunately, Lord Pallaton is on his way. He may have more success.”

      “Will the Lady Seherene be coming to visit her as well?” Tyrus asked.

      “She has chosen to stay near Harroway to continue searching for the others and to see to the dead Colonist’s burning. But she assured me she would return in time for the trial.”

      “Likely to be a very short one if it goes on like this,” the warden said. “But if she’s not more forthcoming, at least we have a few other persuasive methods to try.”

      “As a last resort,” Tyrus added, a hint of warning in his voice.

      Hadwin shrugged. “Last, first. What does it matter how we play so long as we come out the winner?” He turned his back to the card-playing guards and, with a knowing smirk, tugged an ace of spades halfway out of his sleeve.

      “Indeed,” Drystan said. “I trust my accommodations above are prepared?”

      “They are. Captain Kera will see you back to the surface and guide you from there.”

      “Thank you. It’s been a long day, gentlemen. I will see you tomorrow morning. And . . .” Drystan stepped closer to the warden and lowered his voice. “Please ensure your guards don’t take it upon themselves to . . . punish the prisoner. It would only make things harder for us.”

      Hadwin answered with a bow of his head. “As you wish.”
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      Once Drystan departed, Tyrus returned to Riva’s cell with a small bottle of liquid and a syringe. He held them up to show her.

      “This is something we give to all the prisoners here, as often as needed. Its only effect is to dull your focus enough to prevent you from performing any enchantments. It will not confuse your thoughts or cause any physical damage. You’ll feel a small prick from the needle, but it won’t hurt any more than that. If you struggle, I will be forced to—”

      He paused mid-sentence as she rolled up her sleeve and held out her exposed arm. There was no longer any defiance in her features. No fear. Only simple acceptance. He knelt in front of the cot and prepared the syringe.

      “Why am I chained?” she asked.

      “In case you should have it in mind to hurt yourself.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I think there are plenty of others to do that for me.”

      He grasped her arm gently and pushed the needle into her skin. She flinched for half a second, then held still. Tyrus couldn’t help but be impressed by her composure. Once finished, he instructed her to hold a small cloth over the injection site. As she did so, he placed a hand on the side of her face. The cut on her brow vanished, the swelling went down, and the dark purple bruise faded away.

      “Try to eat something,” he said, nodding towards the bowl of soup he’d left for her, still untouched. “There’s a chamber pot under the cot, and a wash basin will be brought in around eight o’clock. I’ll be back in the morning, but you can call for me before then if you’re feeling unwell.”

      He pursed his lips, stopping short of a comforting smile. There was no call for such a gesture in Stalikos. He rose to his feet and started for the cell door.

      “Doctor,” she said. “Have my parents been told?”

      He turned back, hesitant before answering. “Yes. It is my understanding they have been summoned to Ciras to be present at your trial.”

      He watched as the young woman’s face turned white as snow. That, it seemed, frightened her more than anything else. She clutched at the edge of the cot.

      “Please . . . was anyone else caught besides me? Back there in the mountains?”

      Tyrus’s gaze dropped to the stone floor.
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      Three days after the great celebration in Harroway—held in honor of the heroic band who had rescued its citizens from the grip of the dreadful Spektors—the lifeless body of Abner Hart lay on a wooden pyre on the shores of the Gulf of Er Haen. A mile outside the city of Vaterra, the ancient amphitheater in which he would be burned was all but silent, save for a pair of gulls calling to one another on the winter winds.

      The Lady Seherene stood a few steps from the pyre, unable to tear her gaze from his face. He was as pale as the snow-covered ground, and there was a large hole in his left temple, encrusted with blood the color of rust. His expression, however, was utterly peaceful. Seherene marveled at it. With all he had done, all he had lived through and died for, the gift of peace ought to have been the farthest thing from his reach. Yet there it was.

      The amphitheater had stood for over two thousand years. Tiered stone pews arched in a half-circle around a staging area used for large gatherings. Outdoor theatrics were the most common occasion, but there was also the odd political meeting or official ceremony. This day’s affair would be a bit of all three.

      A hoarse chuckle caught her attention. She looked up to see Bill Stone stepping through the archway at the base of the stage, lighting a cigar.

      “By the look on your face, anyone’d think you were the one about to go up in flames.”

      She didn’t answer. The burly bounty hunter tossed the match to the ground, sauntered up to the pyre, and hooked the thumb of his free hand over his belt as he glanced down.

      “Just look at the size of that hole. Wouldn’t mind owning me a pistol that does such nice work.” He took a long drag on his cigar and squinted back at the Entress through the smoke. “Marlas sticking around for the funeral?”

      “No,” she replied. “The commissioner returned to Altan the morning after he delivered the body. He said all that mattered was that the Colonist was dead and he wasn’t the least bit interested in what happened afterwards.”

      Bill scratched the back of his head. “Strange. You’d think he’d want to take advantage of the publicity, if nothing else. Imagine that barmy old coot actually doing a bit of the work he was appointed to do. Who’d have thought it?” He flicked the ashes of his cigar onto the pyre. “One dead. One captured. Both in twenty-four hours. Not to mention the finding of those six pairs of wagon tracks heading off in different directions.”

      “You really think they’ve split up?”

      “Or made it look that way. Of course, it’s not like them to make a mistake that bad, but if they panicked, who knows? All things considered, we’ve had a bloody good run of luck since Bash got butchered. What’s made the difference, I wonder?”

      Seherene lifted her gaze to the overcast sky, but remained silent.

      Bill grunted. “You’d say it’s the boy, wouldn’t you? Your prized pet. Mr. Featherfield.”

      “What would you say?”

      He blew out another long breath of smoke and shrugged. “I’d say who cares? So long as we keep getting results like this.” He sneered down at the body with a shake of his head. “It’s just like them—to take the coward’s way out when backed into a corner.”

      He spat on the base of the pyre, then turned and went to the stone pews a few feet away, taking a seat in the front row. Seherene returned her attention to the Colonist’s face. No matter how long she looked at him, or how clearly she could recall the terrible massacre that had slaughtered so many of her people, she found she couldn’t hate him. And it worried her. Everyone else had cheered at the news of his death. Toasted it. Celebrated it. But any such feeling she tried to summon to her own heart had rung hollow. The flames of retribution, as she had once called them, were all but choked in her, and in their absence had come an ominous doubt she couldn’t explain.

      “If I didn’t know better,” Bill said, his keen eyes looking hard at her, “I’d say you were feeling sorry for him.”

      She folded her arms over her cloak. “He was a father, Mr. Stone. Almost the same age as my own when he was killed on Damiras. I’ve been wondering if his son has yet learned what’s happened to him, and how he will feel when he does. I’ve always said it is a pain I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. He’s now lost both his parents in the Colonists’ service. How will this change him, I wonder?”

      Bill scoffed. “I’ll wager such things matter little to the likes of them. I’m a father and husband myself, and even I know such ties will only trip you up in the end. Slow you down and make you vulnerable. And they’ve gotta be smarter than that.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “I never figured you for a family man. Where are they now?”

      He leaned his elbows on the row of pews behind him. “Couldn’t say. Colonist-hunting never made it too convenient to stick around home and hearth. Not that you ever heard me complainin’. Gave me back my freedom in the end. Unlocked the shackles.” He nodded towards the pyre. “I should be thanking ‘em, really.”

      Seherene dropped her gaze. Before now, she would hardly have believed her opinion of him could sink any lower. On the bright side, however, if another dead Colonist meant she was closer to seeing an end to the whole business, it also meant she was closer to being free of the likes of Bill Stone. That was something at least.

      “Been meaning to ask,” he continued, “is that the reason you stopped me and that little ponce Coram from taking the Librarian of Mastmarner into custody? We waited a long time to finally nab a Colonist sympathizer of such high ranking. Odd that you felt so moved to protect her. Is she tied to you somehow? Have some kind of hold over you?”

      In the nine years Seherene had been leading the hunt for the Colonists, forbidding the interrogation of the head librarian was the biggest risk she had ever taken. But it was not to be helped. The woman knew too much—knew things she shouldn’t—and Seherene couldn’t bear to think what might happen if she was pushed too far. The Entress raised her chin, trying to affect a casual air.

      “Not at all. I only thought her advanced age might not allow her to survive imprisonment long enough to be of any use to us. She barely survived your interrogation, after all.” She kept an amiable tone but saw Bill’s annoyance at the gibe, which pleased her. “I intend to return and question her more thoroughly once Rivalia’s trial is concluded. I’m headed back to Ciras this very night, in fact. I must admit, I’m surprised to see you still here. I would’ve thought you all too eager to start on the hunt again.”

      Bill raised an eyebrow. “Been so long since I’ve been to a Colonist-burning, I didn’t want to miss the fun. Besides, there’s more than enough hunters scouring the area, and the other devils ain’t likely to get much farther in this weather.” He heaved himself off the pew and moved towards her again. “You, uh, get anything more on this Spektor business?”

      “Nothing new, unfortunately, despite reaching out to associates far and wide. I promised the boy I’d find a way to keep them off his trail, but it may be an impossible task for my efforts alone. Perhaps Deputy Commissioner Coram will have better luck.”

      “Hmph. I wouldn’t rely on that blithering twit to find a rat in a rubbish heap. He spent his entire stay in the hospital bragging about his courageous actions in the battle at Mastmarner when those of us who were there know he was hiding behind a bookcase the entire time. Which brings me to another point. Are you sure the kid ain’t lying to you about these Spektor things? I know you lady Entrians are supposed to have some fancy lie-detecting power or whatever it is, but are you sure he ain’t trying to feed you a false lead to keep you distracted?”

      Seherene wrinkled her brow. “If I may answer with another question . . . what do you think killed Mr. Bash?”

      “Well . . . I ain’t no kind of religious man. And any explanation can fit the facts if you bend it far enough. But blaming these Spektor creatures can’t be the solution. It’s just too bizarre. And it certainly ain’t . . .”

      “Comfortable,” Seherene finished for him. “I know. It is the last thing anyone wants to believe. The mere possibility of the existence of such creatures is so terrible, so outlandish, it surely can’t be true. I would’ve said the same thing myself ten years ago.”

      Bill nodded after a long silence. “Well, to each his own. But my concern is with flesh and blood, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t put any stock in such theories.” He put the cigar between his teeth and straightened his belt. “Dangerous thing for a woman to travel alone. ‘Specially in times like these. You let me know if you’d like a bit of company for the journey back to Ciras. Wouldn’t be no trouble.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Stone. But I would hate to deprive you of your hard-won freedom.”

      He chuckled, then turned and walked away.
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      Entrian law demanded that the body of a Colonist be burned to ashes in full view of the public. The event was so rare that Entrians from miles around began pouring into the ancient amphitheater, soon overwhelming the seating area and spilling out along the sides of the place. Some even consented to sit on the ground after using a quick enchantment to clear the snow away. Every expression was hostile. Resentment and outrage were most common, often accompanied by angry tears and muttered curses. Seherene was appalled to see that some had even brought their children along.

      She stood at the back of the stage across from the tiered seats, along with Bill Stone, a dozen officials from the city of Vaterra, and Lady Theia—an Entrian Elder who happened to be visiting the area when Marlas delivered the body. She was an austere woman with a long sharp nose and bright green eyes.

      “So, Mr. Stone,” she said to Bill. “They tell me you carted off the entire town of Harroway to your Cassrian prisons and jailhouses this morning—without a single loss. Quite the feat. And the mayor as well?”

      “He and a few of his aides were taken first to the Great Hall to be interrogated by Commissioner Marlas. But they should be bedding down in their own personal cells tonight.”

      Lady Theia clucked her tongue. “Imagine. An entire town harboring our worst enemies in our own country.”

      “No more than a week, as best as we can tell,” Seherene said. “And there’s been some debate about whether or not they even knew they were Colonists.”

      “Well, if the commissioner thought them guilty, that’s good enough for us,” the Elder replied. “It is well known they were occupying Entrian territory at any rate. About time they were moved on elsewhere. Are we ready, then?”

      With the crowd settled in place, Lady Theia stepped forward and stood next to the pyre with her hands clasped together. The murmurs and whispers ceased as all eyes turned in her direction. She swept her gaze across the sea of faces.

      “Friends,” she began, her voice reaching every corner of the place with perfect clarity. “We are gathered to celebrate another victory in our fight for justice. God has smiled once more upon his people. Not only has he ended the life of a faithless savage, but he has thoroughly routed an entire city of traitors. Yet another now sits in Stalikos Prison, awaiting her own fate. We are nearing the end of our great heartache. Only a handful of Colonists remain. And today we blot out the legacy of one of their worst defilers. Abner Hart was his name in life, but let it be remembered no more! We denounce his name! His very memory! And we commit his body to the Great Court of the ultimate Judge!” She turned and extended a hand. “Lady Seherene, allow us to honor you, as well as the memory of Lord Darian, by giving you first rights.”

      Before Seherene could respond, the entire congregation stood from their seats. Those who wore hats removed them. Many shouted her name. Others called for even greater glory.

      “Lady Seherene for the High Council!”

      “God bless the Angel of Reckoning!”

      “Give her the Eldership!”

      The Vaterran officials showed their approval with applause. The crowd did likewise. Seherene’s first instinct was to turn and hide behind the stone archway. Instead, she stepped forward to address the elder woman’s offering. The crowd quieted.

      “Lady Theia, I thank you for the honor but I cannot claim it.” She looked out at the multitude. “My loved ones were no dearer to me than yours. My loss and grief no more deeply felt. We will mourn together, as we always have.”

      For this, the people loved her all the more and renewed their blessings and calls for her elevation to the High Council. She glanced at Theia, who nodded graciously.

      “So be it.”

      The elder Entress raised her hands over the pyre, closed her eyes, and summoned an enchantment. As a deep golden glow began to pulse at its base, Seherene turned her gaze away. There it was again. That inexplicable remorse. Abner Hart was a Colonist, guilty of mass murder against her own people. But she could not bring herself to watch him burn.

      A great roar broke out the next moment. Seherene was so startled by it, she couldn’t help but look back. At the first sign of flame licking up the sides of the pyre, the crowd had gone into a frenzy. They raged and spat, spewed curses at the top of their lungs. Some tore at their clothes and hair, jabbing accusing fingers and throwing obscene gestures at the only soul among them who seemed to be at peace. It was pure hatred. A mass of undulating, writhing enmity. Seherene was so horrified she turned her back to them. A drop fell on her hand. Then another. She hardly noticed. The blood-chilling noise behind her was like the howl of a hell-born monster.

      Another few drops fell, steadier now. Someone in the crowd screamed in terror rather than anger. It wasn’t until then Seherene remembered—it did not rain in Vaterra during the winter. The drops grew heavier. The screams spread among the crowd, turning the general sentiment from mass fury to mass panic. Seherene glanced down at her hand.

      Blood. It was raining blood. The terrified crowd began to rush from the pews, nearly stampeding one another to escape the amphitheater. There was no cover from the gruesome shower. Seherene and the other officials pulled back to the archway in an attempt to shield themselves from it, but to no avail. In mere minutes, they and everyone else within a mile of the pyre were stained with splatters of thick red blood. Seherene, Theia, and the Vaterran officials all tried to summon shield enchantments, but their nerves had been accosted so suddenly no one could focus long enough to do it. Lady Theia stared at her shaking hands.

      “It’s a hoax!” she cried. “It’s just a ruse! A trick!”

      “I’ll tell you what it is!” Bill roared above the noise of the scattering crowd. “Witchcraft! Devilry! The work of that fiendish girl sitting in her cell in Stalikos! She’s the cause of this! Look! Look there!” He gestured towards the pyre.

      It was dry. Not a single drop of blood had fallen on Abner Hart. The flames had also been extinguished, smoldering into wisps of smoke. Bill cursed as he tried to wipe the gore from his face, smearing it across his brow. Seherene grasped the slippery skirt of her cloak and rushed out of the amphitheater. The others followed close behind.

      “See that Lady Theia returns to Vaterra safely,” she said to the officials. “I must get to Ciras as soon as possible. Mr. Hart will be buried.”

      “Buried?” one of the officials said.

      “That is against our law!” another cried.

      Seherene stopped in her tracks, her gaze upon them sharp. “If you want to try lighting him again, sir, I will not stop you!”

      The officials fell silent, shame-faced. Lady Theia remained staring at her red hands. Bill had already fled the place.

      Seherene cast a final glance at the seating area. It was empty now, save for a single cloaked figure sitting in the highest row. A shiver ran down Seherene’s spine. The person, whoever it was, appeared perfectly calm, and seemed to be staring straight back at her. The Entress passed a hand across her brow to stop the blood from dripping into her eyes. She blinked, and the figure was gone.
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      After cleaning up and packing her things, Seherene left town as soon as possible. She had scrubbed at the blood for almost an hour, convinced it wasn’t clean enough until her skin went raw. News of the calamity spread quickly. It was pronounced a curse, and though there was no definitive proof as to who had summoned it, the Colonists were far and away the favorites to blame.

      Seherene tried to put the entire incident out of her mind. Abner Hart was dead, buried in the ground, and there was now a trial to attend. She urged her horse westward and rode at a gallop. Once the sun had set, she summoned a small orb of light to travel on the road ahead of her, intent on reaching the airship port no matter how late the hour.

      It was on a tree-covered rise, in a place where the road narrowed at a bend, that she felt the touch of another enchantment. She drew the reins back and brought the horse to a halt. The air was still and silent, the forest around her black as pitch. The light orb hung suspended in the air, almost hesitant, as if hanging on her next word or action.

      A force was calling to her, attracting her attention to the north as if to draw her there. It was an energy she had long been waiting to sense, and she did not doubt either its source or its meaning. Without another moment’s consideration, she turned her horse off the path and urged him into the dark wood, abandoning all intention of arriving at the port. There was no purpose now but to answer the summons.
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      That same night, hundreds of miles to the east, a caravan of high-walled wagons lumbered down a road along the coast. Harriet knew this by glancing up at the stars, and by the smell and sound of restless waves breaking on the shore.

      Most of the women and children had fallen asleep. A few were too frightened to shut their eyes, tortured by thoughts of all the terrible things that might befall them at the hands of the vile bandit chief. Harriet was kept awake by heartbreak. For a long time, she had wept quietly with her face turned to the back corner of the wagon. No one would ever have guessed it was solely in grief for a dead Colonist and a captured Entress.

      Shortly after her eyes had run dry of tears, the wagon came to a stop. There were noises of creaking hinges and low voices, and when they did not resume their journey, the women still awake roused those who slept with grim announcements. “We’re here.”

      Harriet hadn’t given a thought to Sidas Ramm since they’d departed the auction grounds, and she could scarcely feel anything now. It mattered little what happened to her. Abner would still be dead and Riva still in Stalikos Prison. The heaviness of her heart and the utter weariness of the day’s events had made her numb. She barely looked up as the back doors of the wagon opened. The bandit with the saber appeared and beckoned to them.

      “Come! Quickly!”

      The women stared at one another in confusion. His command had been delivered on a tone of anxious concern, not impatience or harshness. He seemed almost desperate for them to obey. And indeed, as they began to file out of the wagon, the bandits were the very picture of restraint and consideration. No one pushed or shouted. Their weapons weren’t drawn. There were no threatening looks or angry scowls. They were acting like escorts rather than kidnappers.

      The wagons had stopped in a thick copse of trees. Apart from the gossamer glow of the moon, the only sign of light was a small lantern glowing in the far distance. It was to this point the women and children were being ushered. As soon as Harriet touched the ground, the bandit with the saber took her by the arm and pulled her aside. The lightness of his touch and the sudden gentleness in his eyes disarmed her faster than his weapon might have done.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I need you to stay inside the wagon. We have a bit further to go. Please. For your own safety.”

      “My safety?” she said, nearly laughing at the absurdity.

      “Please. And stay quiet.”

      Before she knew it, he had urged her back into the wagon and shut the door. She stood still for a moment, confounded. Then, as the voices and footsteps outside grew quieter and farther away, a great swell of panic rose in her breast, and she shoved back against the wagon doors with all her strength. Almost at the same moment, the wagon lurched forward, forcing her to grab hold of the nearest bench to keep from falling.

      She thought of screaming, of shouting at the top of her lungs, but hours of weeping in damp salty air had made her voice hoarse. Regaining her footing, she stood atop one of the benches and tried to grasp the edge of the high walls. They were just out of reach. She stepped down and shoved against the door again, kicked it, pounded on it with her fists. It didn’t budge. With a choked cry, she slumped back onto the bench. Why had they singled her out? She wasn’t prettier than any of the other women. She wasn’t more important or more valuable. Certainly no better a prize.

      But then the answer struck her, and it was enough to steal her breath away.

      They knew she was a Colonist.
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      It was another hour before the wagon stopped again. In that time, Harriet had almost resigned herself to her fate—that she would soon be turned over for a ransom and arrested. Perhaps she would even be taken to Stalikos. If so, she might convince them to let her see Riva. That would be some comfort, at least. Even if only for a few minutes.

      But as soon as she heard footsteps nearing the back door, she bolted upright with a rush of adrenaline. Should she run? Hardly. Her leg had been hurting for the past few hours and any kind of makeshift cane or walking stick would only slow her down. Should she fight? She had nothing to use but her fists, and they would likely laugh at any such attempt. In any case, there was no more time to decide on a plan of action. The doors were swinging open.

      Half a dozen bandits stared at her, gathered in a half-circle. They didn’t appear angry, nor did they curse or jeer or threaten her with weapons. They seemed curious. The bandit who had earlier urged her back into the wagon now held out his hand to help her down.

      “It’s all right, ma’am. You’re safe now.”

      “What is this?” she said, ignoring his hand. “What do you want?”

      A bandit with a red beard and hooded eyelids snickered into the back of his hand. “Chief wants to see you. Best not keep him waiting.”

      “And if I don’t want to see him?”

      He shrugged. “We’ll make you.”

      “Shut up, Tompkins!” said the young woman next to him, cuffing him on the arm.

      “Pay no attention to him. We won’t hurt you,” the first bandit said. “And everything will be explained. I promise. But it’s best we get inside first.”

      “You know who I am.”

      Harriet didn’t mean it as a question, but she expected an answer all the same. The bandits exchanged uncertain glances. A few even looked nervous. The man with the saber drew his eyebrows together and replied with a short nod.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      There was nothing for it now. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t fight them. She could only get the worst of it over and finally meet this bandit chief of theirs. She let them help her down, then followed them around the wagon.

      They had parked beside a two-story house straddled over a slow-moving river. The house was old, sagging under the weight of its own timbers and stripped of most of its paint by the elements. A boathouse was attached to the first floor, the walls of which looked as though they’d been patched several times over. Two dinghies and a rowboat were visible through the lattice enclosure. On either bank was a veritable bulwark of marsh reeds and seagrass, guiding the river towards the broad bay shimmering in the moonlight many miles to the east. A few of the bandits had already entered the house and had begun lighting lanterns, the reflections of which gave the murky water below an eerie glow.

      “Is that Ysira Bay? There beyond?” Harriet asked.

      “Close,” the first bandit replied, looking a touch impressed. “The Adyen.”

      But it was far more troubling than impressive. Adyen Bay was on the complete opposite side of the country from where she had been only a few days ago. How on earth had she come so far in so short a time?

      Inside the house, the bandits acted as though they were coming home from a hard day’s work, sighing and yawning as they kicked off their boots and hung their weapons on a row of pegs and hooks mounted near the door.

      “Oh, get me a cup o’tea, would you, Radburn?” someone said.

      “Something stronger for me, eh?” another piped up.

      The sabered bandit put a gentle hand on Harriet’s elbow and guided her towards a flight of stairs. “Tompkins, get the fire going in the empty bedroom. And clean up a bit in there.”

      “Right, right,” the red-bearded man answered.

      The young woman who had chided Tompkins earlier stepped out of a doorway and shouted loud enough for the whole house to hear. “Blackwood’s beard! Who put their grubby fingers in my tobacco stash? Daniel, tell them to keep their paws off my property!”

      “I warned you to keep it locked up, Skiff!” the first bandit answered.

      Harriet looked around in bewilderment. The place was almost . . . homelike. Were they trying to put her off her guard? Lure her into a sense of ease? Or were they merely relieved to finally have their prized Colonist under their roof and the hefty ransom all but in their pockets? The bandit guiding her through the house brought her to a door at the end of the upper hallway and pushed it open.

      “Just wait in here, ma’am. He won’t be a moment.”

      Harriet took a hesitant step inside and scanned the room. It was an ordinary-looking parlor, if slightly untidy. No chains or cages to be seen. She turned back to the bandit just as he was closing the door—in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of Tompkins standing farther down the hall, grinning at her with a sly expression. The door clicked shut.

      Panic rose once more, quickening her heartbeat. A noise of scraping wood caught her attention to a bedchamber adjoining the parlor. The door stood ajar. She dared a few steps closer, trying to make as little noise as possible, and spotted Sidas Ramm stepping behind a partition. The next moment, he slung his jacket over it.

      Harriet backed away out of sight. She was desperate to keep hold of her nerves, but terror was fast outpacing her. How could it not? She was in a bandit-filled house, alone in a room with an infamous bandit chief, and he was undressing. She had to assume the worst. The knowing look on Tompkins’ face had all but confirmed it.

      She went first to the fireplace and grabbed a wrought-iron poker from the mantle. It was heavy but sharp. She thought briefly of trying to make a run for the front door but knew the others would easily overcome her. In the end, she had no choice but to deal with their leader directly. She cast about for anything else to use in defense, checking drawers and tabletops for pistols or knives, but there was nothing more to be found. Her eye fell on a small oil lamp burning on a table near the bedchamber. Stepping quietly, she took the lamp and stood with her back to the wall beside the door.

      She tried to calm her breathing, to take hold of whatever courage she had left. Risking another glance into the room, she watched as a set of false teeth were tossed onto a dressing table. She turned away, disgust mixing with horror. But perhaps this worked in her favor. A man who didn’t possess his own teeth might have more weaknesses than he let on and was possibly not so formidable as he seemed.

      With her courage fortified by that smallest of measures, she went to the door and pushed it open. Ramm was still behind the partition. She planted herself between him and the door and drew up to her full height. The iron poker shook in her hand. She gripped it tighter to steady herself, then summoned the most forceful tone she could manage.

      “You’re a dead man, Sidas Ramm.”

      The figure moving behind the partition froze. Harriet didn’t plan to kill him, indeed she hoped to avoid it, but she knew her particular choice of words would get his attention.

      “Throw your weapons on the bed,” she commanded. “All of them.”

      A moment of silence followed.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Now!” she cried. “And don’t speak a word! You know who I am. What I’m capable of. Don’t give me cause to remind you.”

      She heard a rustling of movement and the clink of metal. A belt of knives was tossed onto the bed, followed by a pair of pistols.

      “You will instruct your people to let me go,” she continued. “No one is to follow me. And if anyone makes a move towards a weapon, I will set this entire house ablaze. Now, come out slowly. One false step, and you will feel this iron between your ribs, I swear it.”

      Slowly, and with an air of hesitation, Sidas Ramm stepped out from behind the partition with his hands raised to his shoulders.

      “Bloody hell, Harriet, are you sure you’re not the bandit chief?”

      A cry tore from her throat, the iron poker and oil lamp slipping from her hands as she rushed to embrace him. Somehow, by some impossible stroke of luck, some mad miracle, Isaac Caradoc stood before her. Tears of sheer relief welled in her eyes. She clutched at him as if for dear life—then pulled back and struck him in the shoulder.

      “You villain! How could you do that to me? How could you put me through that?”

      He stepped around her to pick up the fallen lantern and set it on a nearby table. “We didn’t want to risk giving the game away until we were sure you’d be safe. I told Daniel to set your mind at ease as best as he could. I’m sorry.”

      “But how can you be an infamous bandit chief?”

      “It’s not just me. Everyone has a turn playing him. Put lifts in the boots, padding in the clothes, a few other trappings—”

      Before he could finish speaking, she wiped a tear away and enfolded him again in a close embrace. His arms tightened around her, making every last drop of her fear and terror evaporate.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “Your face is bruised.”

      “It’s nothing serious.” She grasped the back of his neck, wanting proof by the feel of him that she wasn’t imagining the whole thing. “Are you really here?”

      “I’m here. I promise. Can you forgive me?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

      He chuckled, and it seemed to her the best sound she had ever heard. She thought about the last time she had seen him. How he’d passed out on the road beside Riva. How the others had followed in quick succession, all unconscious in a matter of minutes. The intense relief and joy of the moment turned quickly to grief, and when she spoke again it was in a hushed voice.

      “Abner’s dead.”

      He tensed, then pulled back and nodded. “I know.”

      “And Riva in prison.”

      He took her by the hand and led her back to the parlor. They sat together on the sofa.

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” he asked. “Before waking up, I mean.”

      “The same as you, I imagine. Going lightheaded on the road out of Harroway. Everyone dropping to the ground. Ink, Jeremy, and Evering were still conscious by the time I started feeling the effects. Then everything went dark. Is it possible they made it out all right?”

      “Jeremy wouldn’t have drunk any of the wine, I know that much. Ink and Evering were forbidden to touch the stuff but that doesn’t mean they didn’t sample a bit when no one was looking.”

      “But it’s possible, yes? Possible they made it back to the Drifter? Back to Riverfall?”

      “It’s possible. When did you regain consciousness? This morning?”

      “Yes. In that cave. In a . . . big cage with—oh! The others! The women and children! What’s happened to them?”

      “They’re fine. They’re perfectly safe. Daniel and his crew have connections with a small coach company that sends their drivers out here every so often. The women and children each get a small purse of money and a warm cloak, if it can be managed. Then the coaches bring them home, no matter how far the distance.”

      Harriet let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. They were so terribly frightened. Some even fainted on the way. But who is this Daniel? And how can he risk showing such charity?”

      Caradoc rose to stir the fire in the hearth. “You remember Ink once called me a pirate? Well, taking it in those terms, you could say they’re my old crew. And Daniel Porter is their captain.”

      She looked at him in astonishment. “You mean . . . this is the same band of smugglers you used to run with? That’s extraordinary! How did you find them?”

      “They found me, actually.” He tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and began to wipe the remaining traces of makeup from his face. “I woke sometime yesterday, in a cage of my own. Only this one was on a ship and surrounded by dozens of others—all filled with wild animals. I assume I was meant to be sold along with them, but I didn’t see any other humans imprisoned. Then just as we were about to put out to sea, Daniel and company arrived and set us all free. Sent the ship’s crew packing as well.” He moved to a small table, picked up a bottle of brandy, and filled two small glasses. “That’s their trade now, the rescue business. Now that there’s no need to run goods to the Entrians, they’ve taken the fight to the slavers and black market traders, buying off their merchandise when they can, putting them out of business altogether, if possible.” He returned to the sofa and offered her a glass. “It’s safe. I promise.”

      She shook her head as she accepted it. “Your sense of humor, Mr. Caradoc . . .”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      She hid a smile as he sat beside her again. A sip of the brandy warmed her instantly and calmed what remained of her anxiety. She closed her eyes and savored the feeling. The faint ticking of a small clock on the mantle was all that kept the room from complete silence. Glancing back at Caradoc, she saw that the familiar scars on his face had become visible again, making his sorrowful expression all the more pronounced. When next he spoke, his voice was quiet and pained.

      “Three days ago, Riva was dodging marriage proposals and scolding us for drinking so much. And Abner. Telling engineering jokes no one understood and dancing with that judge’s daughter like he was twenty years younger. It’s all such a nightmare now.”

      Harriet traced her thumb around the rim of her glass. “I keep trying to think of Theresa. I only knew her for a short time, but I remember her face. I try to picture them together again. Reunited. Laughing. Holding hands and walking in beautiful places. I don’t even know if it’s true. But it’s better than no comfort at all.”

      Caradoc buried his face in his hand. “God. Evering.”

      Harriet’s own heart ached for the young man. They had watched him wrestle with the death of his mother nine years ago. It was unbearable to think of him having to suffer through that anguish all over again. Caradoc drew his hand away with a sharp intake of breath, quickly wiping at the corner of his eye.

      “We need to find the man who caused all this. ‘Old Saul’ or whatever name he’s using now. Castor gave me the address just before we left Harroway. It’s only a post box number, but it’s something to go on.”

      “To what end?” Harriet asked. “Vengeance?”

      “Yes, vengeance. I am a pirate, remember?”

      She laid her hand on his. “Abner is gone.”

      He looked away, but his rising anger was stifled.

      “And Riva far beyond our reach,” she continued. “But somewhere out there is a young man who desperately needs what’s left of his family. Not to mention the young boy who no longer has his best protection from the eyes of the Spektors.”

      Caradoc worked his jaw in agitation, quaffed the rest of his brandy, then tilted his head. “Tell me, do you always know the right thing to say?”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “Only when I’m a bandit chief.”

      Another chuckle left his lips, though this time without mirth. “Well, Chief, we have no spyglasses, no bags of silver, no idea where the others are, and no wings to get us back to the sky. What now?”

      “Well . . . how about another brandy?”

      “Excellent idea.” He rose and returned to the bottle.

      “By the way,” she said, “what inspired you to put on such a role, now of all times? You couldn’t have known I’d be at that terrible auction.”

      “No, but I thought if I’d been carted off to the far side of the world, it was possible I wasn’t the only one. Sidas Ramm gave me a good chance to watch for the rest of you.”

      She sat back against the sofa. “I suppose I really must forgive you, then. But that brings up another point. We’re hundreds of miles from where we were three days ago. How could we have been carted off so far so quickly?”

      “By airship. Which means Old Saul must have higher connections than we imagined.” He handed her a second glass of brandy. “But you’re right about him. You’re right. We need to get home. Martin must be going out of his mind with worry right now.”

      “I’m sure they all are.”

      “Well, Daniel and the others are eager to help us. I’m sure together we can come up with a plan to get us back. How’s your leg, by the way? Has it been hurting?”

      “Only a bit.”

      “I’ll see if I can find a good cane lying about. And don’t fill up on brandy. Radburn is making us a good dinner tonight and we wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings.”

      Another smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You’re warning me about having too much to drink?”

      He shrugged. “Bandit chiefs do have a certain reputation.”

      She laughed. Of all the many impossible things the day had brought, that was the most unexpected.
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      By air, it was a four-day journey from Harroway to Mastmarner. But by keeping the boiler hot and the propellors spinning at full speed, the remaining Colonists aboard Riverfall made it in three. The rest of their efforts were spent ensuring they remained on the right course and begging the cooperation of the pipeworks system—which seemed to be in active rebellion against the absence of its regular caretaker. Evering tried his best to remember all his dad had told him about the temperamental boiler, but everything he did only made things worse.

      Margaret made honest attempts to help, but her relationship with the young man was so strained he would barely look at her, much less talk to her. There wasn’t time to tiptoe around such delicate feelings, however. They were fast approaching their destination, and if they couldn’t stop the four massive propellers hurtling them forward, they would sail straight past the library and out over the Northern Sea.

      “Yes, I know!” Evering said when Margaret reminded him of it. He rushed to a copper box at the nexus of the propeller shafts and tugged on the lever attached to it. “But the stupid thing won’t move! Why won’t it move?”

      Margaret swept a hand across her brow. “I think you have to—”

      “I know what I’m doing!” He pulled again, gritting his teeth.

      “Evering—”

      “I can get it!”

      Without another word, Margaret marched over to the boiler and threw a switch connected to the main pipeline, cutting off the torrent of high-powered steam. The copper lever lurched backward in Evering’s hands. The chamber rattled and shuddered with cacophonous sound, as though entire cabinets of pots and pans were crashing to the floor. New leaks sprang in the network of pipes overhead. The propellers began to slow with a terrible noise of grinding and screeching, but then—after what seemed an eternity—finally came to a halt.

      Evering and Margaret had both clung to the nearest railing during the ordeal. Once it was over, Evering straightened himself again and smoothed his rumpled shirt, his ears burning red.

      “I would’ve gotten it.”

      Margaret shut her eyes for a moment, feeling as though the boiler had redirected its steam straight to her. She stalked to the middle of the main walkway and fixed her gaze on him.

      “Evering, I know you’ve had a bloody awful week and I’m sorry. But we’re not going to ignore this any longer. I know you saw me with Bill Stone down in Vaterra. I know you must think the worst of me. God knows I do. But I also know Caradoc told you there was nothing to fear.”

      “Yeah. He did. But that was before we got ambushed on the road and shoved into burlap bags!”

      Margaret frowned, dumbfounded. “You think I had something to do with that?”

      “Well, it’s not bad for a start. You were talking to Bill on the same street we met Old Saul. The same hour, as a matter of fact.”

      “Bill came to my gambling room. He put cigars out on the tables, cheated everyone who played him, and you could smell him coming from a mile away. I bear no good opinion of the man. I only approached him in the street to distract his attention from the rest of you.”

      Evering looked away, unconvinced.

      “You saved my life,” Margaret continued. “All of you. Then took me in at great risk to your own welfare. You stood outside my house knowing there were Spektors close by who might turn and take their wrath out on you. Do you think I’ve forgotten? Do you know how many times I’ve woken from nightmares, barely able to breathe, then felt a flood of relief knowing I was with the Colonists?” She chuckled aloud at the absurdity. “If you need any more proof of my gratitude, I will make you a promise, here and now. I swear to do all I can to bring the others back. Every last one. If your friend the librarian can’t help us—or won’t—I’ll go from town to town, door to door . . . cave to cave . . . until we’ve found them.”

      Squeaking hinges echoed from somewhere above, followed by two sets of footsteps descending down the stairs. Margaret held the young man’s gaze. The embittered look in Evering’s eye softened. The worried crease in his brow did not.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he said to her, then turned towards the approaching visitors.

      “That was some earthquake!” Martin cried. “I pictured the two of you dropping right out of the bottom with that boiler!”

      “Is everything all right?” Delia asked.

      Evering nodded. “Fine now. Just stopped the propellors, is all.”

      “You should’ve called for help if it was going to be that difficult,” Martin said.

      Margaret exchanged a glance with Evering before answering. “We got it.”
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      After a quick inspection of the Drifter, and an even quicker farewell to the others, Delia and Margaret cast off from Riverfall and floated down towards Eriaris. Margaret sat in the bow of the small airship, working the tiller and trying not to think about how cold she felt. Delia kept a hand on the tank valve and called out directions. It was their third time operating the Drifter together, and as rehearsed, not a single needless word was spoken.

      It was hard not to think of their first drill. During their final sweep over Harroway, they’d found themselves looking down on a ghost town, with only a single solitary figure patrolling the otherwise empty streets. They had attempted a wider scout of the area, desperate for any clues that might lead to the others, but a fresh blanket of snow had destroyed that hope, erasing any tracks Old Saul and his band of wagons had left behind.

      It was now early morning, a few hours before sunrise. The moon cast a cold, bleak light across the sea. The Mastmarner Library stood tall and proud just below, perched on its rocky outcropping amid the tempestuous waves. Margaret marveled at the sheer size of the place, at the stained-glass windows, the marble balconies, and the waterfalls spilling over the walls, some of which had frozen in great knots and swells. She even spied half a dozen terraced gardens, all of which were now asleep under a layer of glittering ice.

      They alighted on the mainland, choosing a small clearing rimmed with bristled fir trees. Delia twisted the valve on the tank, then stooped and retrieved a rifle and pistol from under a blanket in the stern. She held the pistol out to Margaret, who took it and stowed it in her coat pocket.

      “She may not be happy to see you,” Delia warned. “Especially after what happened the last time we paid a visit. And the place is undoubtedly swarming with Colonist-hunters. There’s even a chance that Frederick Coram and Bill Stone are still hanging about—are you all right?”

      Margaret nodded, knowing the blood had drained from her face at the mention of Bill’s name. “Just cold.”

      Delia looked hard at her. “You sure you still want to do this?”

      Margaret bit her lip. They were the very same words she herself had once said to Caradoc, on the brink of confronting the seven Spektors anchored in her house. But before she could answer, Delia shook her head and laughed in scorn.

      “Listen to me. Talking as though you’re not going to take your chance to run.”

      Margaret frowned. “What?”

      The older woman eased down onto the starboard-side bench and rested the rifle on her lap. “We’re dwindling in numbers. Facing a hard winter on the labor of a scant few. Caradoc is gone, so there’s no protection from Spektors. Riva’s gone, which means no relying on enchantments. We’re scattered. Threadbare. All but beaten. And now here you are, back on the ground with a pistol in your pocket and only me to stop you.”

      “Except you won’t,” Margaret finished.

      “No. I won’t. You’ve seen where we live, how we move. You know all about the enchantments that keep us hidden. It would be the easiest thing in the world to lead the Entrians straight to the rest of us. But you could hardly do more damage than what’s already been done.”

      Margaret narrowed her eyes. “It sounds like you think it’s already over.”

      Delia picked up the rifle and checked the chamber. Her face gave way to a brief expression of pain. “I’m a realist, Miss Wallis. I know our chances. So if you’re walking away, best tell me now. I’ve got work to get back to.”

      It wasn’t the first time Delia had made her lack of faith in the younger woman painfully clear, and though Margaret felt its sting every time, she was able to mask it with a practiced air of cool indifference.

      “I well understand you do not like me, Miss Ingleby,” she replied. “But I’m afraid it will take a lot more than that to be rid of me. I’m going to find the librarian, secure a sound plan to rescue the others, and be back within the hour. Now, I will turn and walk away, knowing full well you’ve got your hands wrapped tightly ‘round that rifle.”

      She flashed her a small smile, then strode off in the direction of the bridge. It was a full ten steps before she heard Delia’s response.

      “Forty-five minutes!”
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      It was the first time Margaret had ever been to Mastmarner. In fact, it was the first time she had ever set foot in the West Country. Growing up, the only Entrians she had ever known were the members of a small family who had lived next door. She had often played with the children—a boy and a girl who delighted in displaying their fledgling skills in enchanting, turning rocks different colors and putting brief shrouds around birds and squirrels. Only a few years later, the Separation Decree had been issued, spurring the great Entrian migration across the Lockhorn Mountains. The family left without a word to anyone. Afterwards, Margaret found that any mention of the Entrians made her both nervous and a bit sad. It wasn’t until meeting Riva that she’d became personally acquainted with one of their kind again, and the bright-eyed, smiling young woman soon dispelled all notions of suspicion and mistrust.

      Riva loved Mastmarner, and she was always more than happy to describe it in detail to anyone who would listen. As Margaret emerged from the woods, taking in her first ground-level view of the ice-slicked fortress, she saw it was every bit as magnificent as the Entress had said. Except that the place looked abandoned. The balconies were empty, the windows dark. The only sign of life was a few figures huddled around a fire at the base of the torch-lit bridge. Margaret held her coat collar tighter around her neck as she approached them.

      “Is it still open?” she asked.

      “It’s open,” a woman answered in a sullen tone.

      “You’re Colonist-hunters, right? You expecting them to come waltzing back across this bridge any time soon?”

      “We’re just following orders, lady,” a man replied, irritated.

      Margaret nodded, feigning interest. “And what about that great captain of yours? That Bill Stone bloke. He in there as well?”

      The woman sighed. “He went off east to watch that Colonist burn. Now do you mind shoving off? We ain’t here to answer questions.”

      Margaret’s composure slipped into horror, but just for a moment and to no ill, for none of them bothered to properly look at her. Asking more about the Colonist would only arouse suspicion, for such news would surely have spread to every corner of the country by now. She would have to save her questions for the librarian. Turning away from the hunters, she hurried across the bridge, her heart pounding every step of the way.
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      Passing through the front door, she realized she’d misjudged the situation. The place was filled with people—lounging on sofas, sleeping at tables. Several were drinking. A few played cards and dice. Farther on, a rowdy group was having a competition to see who could throw a book into a marble fountain from farthest away. Margaret kept her eyes to the ground and made for the alcove where the others had told her the assistant librarian would be. On the way, she nearly tripped over a man sitting on the floor. A dazed smile crossed his face as he looked up at her.

      “Want to read me a story?”

      A woman hunched over a nearby table laughed, spilling the bottle of opium powder in her hand. Margaret hurried forward.

      She found the old assistant huddled behind his desk, trying to read but made too anxious by the noise of the book-throwing game. He sat with one hand pressed to his temple and jolted at every splash from the fountain. Margaret addressed him in a low voice.

      “Excuse me.”

      “No!” he cried, shutting his eyes and curling his hand into a fist. “For the hundredth time, we do not serve alcohol! We are not a pub! We are not a restaurant! And the last time I checked, the only entertainment we provided were these small rectangular things called books!”

      “I’m looking for the head librarian.”

      He opened his eyes as his feathery brows knitted together. “Why? Are you a reporter? We’ve had enough of them ‘round here, too. Anyway, you won’t get through for an interview. Not when the Lady Seherene herself forbids it.”

      “I’m not a reporter, I’m—”

      “Ah!” He rose to his feet and clasped his hands together. “Can it be? A patron? Dear Lord, a real, live, honest patron! I’m afraid you come at a dark hour for Mastmarner. It seems we are no longer a library but a hostel for layabouts and desecrators!” He shouted these last words at the others in the room. No one paid him any mind. He flinched as another book sloshed into the water. “These bloody hunters will be the end of my nerves. What little I have left.”

      “Hunters?” Margaret said. “Colonist-hunters? All of them?”

      “Yes. They’ve found an easy job here. Keeping guard over an old woman and getting free room and board for it. The decent ones left a few weeks ago, tired of fighting with these fools who remain.” He gestured at an empty bird perch behind him. “I had to leave Varn at home. They wanted to send him flying through the hall and see who could be the first to shoot him down.” He picked up a book and laid a hand on it. “And these poor books. Lonely and neglected all this time. I’d be surprised if any of these ruffians know how to read. It’s a tragedy. Listen. You can hear them crying.” He brought the book to his ear and made whimpering sounds.

      Margaret twisted her mouth to keep from smiling and put a hand on his arm. “Sir, I’m here to see Mavie. I’m with Ink and his friends.”

      The assistant’s wrinkled face drooped even further, his eyes widening as he lowered the book and glanced around the room. Two hunters sipping from flasks on a plush sofa were watching them closely.

      “I can’t,” the old man whispered. “She’s not allowed any visitors.”

      Margaret hesitated for a moment, then leaned back and raised her voice. “No visitors?” She put a fist on her hip and swept her gaze across the faces staring back at her. “Well, someone called for a cleaning crew, and I’d hate to be turned away after making the trip all the way up to this rubbish heap! Or do you all actually like living in this filth and squalor?”

      “Where’s your crew, then?” one of the flask-sipping hunters asked.

      “Staying put ‘til I get us a good price for the work. Unless you lot want to get up and help.”

      One of the book-throwers took that precise moment to vomit behind the fountain. Another hunter shoved him to the ground in disgust. “Ned, you pillock!”

      The second hunter on the sofa jerked her head at the assistant. “Take her upstairs.” She glanced at the man beside her. “She ain’t one of ‘em.”
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      The assistant led her down several corridors and up four flights of stairs. It was a bit much for the elderly man, and by the time they emerged onto a high terrace on the eastern side of the library, he was quite out of breath. To Margaret’s surprise, they were not greeted by a blast of icy winter wind in the open air.

      “It’s almost warm up here,” she said. Glancing skyward, she noticed the faint blue glimmer of a shield enchantment enveloping the terrace.

      The assistant bobbed his head. “That’s one good thing about being in Entrian Country. Folk are usually quick to make things as comfortable as possible.”

      They crossed to the far side where a young Colonist-hunter stood near a hedge of dormant rosebushes. His tough scowl in no way disguised his ruddy cheeks and nervous fidgeting at their approach, but he raised an authoritative hand all the same.

      “No visitors allowed here, sir.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” the assistant said with a sigh. “But this lady has come to see her on account of a cleaning contract. Your mates downstairs let her pass with no trouble.”

      The young man peered at Margaret with suspicion, then shook his head. “Sorry. I’ve got my orders. No visitors allowed.”

      “Reggie . . .” A few steps away, an old woman rose from a bench holding a book in one hand and a tobacco pipe in the other. “Look at your list.”

      The young man hesitated, his wide brow creasing in uncertainty.

      “Go ahead,” the woman urged again. “Take it out and have a look.”

      He pulled a folded piece of paper from the inside of his coat, opened it, and proceeded to glance between it and Margaret. The old woman tilted her head as she waited. The glow of the lantern light revealed a large scar in the shape of a “C” on her left cheek.

      “Is she there?” the woman asked.

      “Uh . . . I don’t . . . I don’t think so. No?”

      “Then she can’t be a Colonist, can she? And she can’t be a friend to the Colonists because they have no friends. And she can’t be here to rescue me because I have no friends. Yes?”

      “Uh . . .”

      “Thank you, Ezra,” the woman said to the assistant.

      The old man nodded and retreated to the stairs.

      “You’re Mavie?” Margaret asked.

      The woman shrugged. “Mavie . . . the Head Librarian . . . the Old Crone, as they call me downstairs. All of the above. So a cleaning contract, is it? Well, there’s more than enough work for you. Come. Have a seat. Oh, Reggie, would you be a dear and run to my room? There’s a stack of contract letters I keep in a small red ledger. Bring them to me, if you would be so kind.”

      The young man frowned at Margaret once more, but soon answered with a “Yes, ma’am” and disappeared down the stairs. Once certain he was out of earshot, Mavie gestured to the bench, and the two women sat together.

      “There,” she said. “I’ve just bought us half an hour of privacy.”

      “How so?”

      “I possess neither contract letters nor a small red ledger, but that boy will do his level best to find them, however long it takes. He’s rather warmed to me, you see. I chose him for my personal guard for the kindness in his face. Maybe a bit more kind than what’s good for him and I do feel terrible, but not enough, I suppose. Now . . . if my logic is correct, you are either a reporter with above-average cleverness, an assassin sent from Bill Stone or Frederick Coram, or you are Margaret Wallis. Given very recent events, I assume the latter.”

      Margaret couldn’t help but be impressed to hear her own name from a woman she’d never met who didn’t know she was coming. “So you’ve heard what happened, then?”

      What remained of the old woman’s smile dropped away. She drew in a slow breath before answering.

      “I have heard their version of it.”

      There wasn’t time to tell her all that had happened since the Colonists’ last visit to Mastmarner, so Margaret kept to the most important points. How Josephina Plumsley had fallen ill and left Riverfall with her sister. How Chester had followed soon after, commandeering one of their Drifters in the process. She related the Colonists’ search for the Middling House and their intention of confronting the insidious Mistress of the Spektors. Then she spoke of them being lured to Harroway on the word of a man calling himself “Old Saul” who told them they’d find there what they sought. How eight of their number had been tricked into helping the town with its Spektor problem, were praised and celebrated for it, then all but one drugged and stuffed into sacks. She ended with Evering’s heartrending testimony. He had witnessed Old Saul murder one of the captured Colonists, and then, for whatever reason, had been permitted to escape. The struggle to pilot the Drifter back to Riverfall on his own—and in utter anguish—had nearly resulted in a collision with a cliffside.

      The librarian listened quietly, smoking her pipe. By the time the account was finished, her wrinkled face was steeped in gloom and heartbreak. She stood and stepped towards the low wall encircling the terrace, wiping tears with a swipe of her hand.

      “It was me, you know,” she said at last. “I was the one who told them to find the Mistress. Told them to venture into whatever dark places her trail might lead. That was my great wisdom. My sage advice. And now here you are, asking my help to save them from it.”

      Margaret rose to her feet. A touch of fire gleamed in her eyes. “I’m not asking your help. I’m demanding it.”

      The old woman turned back and held out her hands. “And gladly would I oblige. But you’re demanding a great deal from a prisoner. I am under constant supervision. Even my staff are watched in their own homes.”

      Margaret folded her arms. “If you’re accused of aiding the Colonists, why have they not arrested you?”

      A breath of wind swept across the terrace, rustling the sleeping vines and shrubbery. Mavie furrowed her brow and fidgeted with her pipe. “The Entress Seherene arrived soon after your friends left. She all but accused me of being a Colonist myself, and I did not contradict the truth. But I also happen to know a thing or two about her. Things she wouldn’t like out in the open. It bought mercy for my staff, kept the library open, and myself out of Stalikos. For now, at least.”

      “Can’t we use this?” Margaret said with growing excitement. “These things you know about her? Bring her to disgrace. Dishonor. Destroy her reputation and power—”

      “No. I promised I wouldn’t.”

      The young woman stared at her, aghast. “You promised? Why?”

      “The Lady Seherene is a formidable woman. She carries a world of grief and anger. Became blinded and hardened by it. But she is not all the things you may think her to be. Certainly not cruel or evil. Nor is she only concerned with her own self-interest. A woman like that would have snuffed me out in my next breath after making the threat I did. But more than that . . . she will not be the only one to suffer if the information is revealed. So there it ends.”

      “And the others?” Margaret said, her face growing hot with anger. “Do we just abandon them? Go on with our lives and give them up for lost? I can’t accept that. I will not.”

      Mavie leaned on the low wall and looked out over the sea. The moon’s reflection glimmered on the waves, a touch of silver in a dark mass of undulating silk.

      “Kidnapped,” she said, “by God knows whom. And taken God knows where. You’d need a force of hundreds to find them. Thousands. But the biggest problem is having their pictures in the paper—not in the “Missing Persons” section but the wanted lists, like the one Reggie carries. The fact is they do have thousands of eyes searching for them, but not for the purpose of getting them home. It’s like the early days all over again. Running and hiding like rabbits in a sea of fox holes. They’re not going to have an easy time of it, no matter where they are.”

      Margaret went to the wall and settled against it, keeping her eyes on the old librarian all the while. “How long do you expect this mercy you’re under to last? If the game shifts again—even by the smallest measure—you won’t be safe. We could get you out of here.”

      The old woman reached for something beneath her neckline and drew out a spyglass. Its rippling surface glinted blue.

      “Caradoc gave this to me when last we met. To signal Riverfall whenever I wanted. I’ve had plenty of chances to join you up there, and I can’t deny I’ve relished the thought. But I also can’t desert Mastmarner. Not now. Not so long as it’s in my power to protect my staff, as well as this library.” The wrinkles on her brow deepened as she held the glass piece up to the light. “Isn’t it awful? The very thing the others so desperately need, practically useless in the hand now holding it. And you’re certain none of the others have their own?”

      Margaret nodded sadly. “Evering returned with all the spyglasses in one bag.”

      Suddenly, Mavie’s dark eyes flashed as though she’d had a shock. Her eyebrows went up, then down, and she darted across the terrace like a bird startled into flight. Margaret hurried after her to the southern part of the wall.

      “What is it?”

      “Wait.” Mavie held up a hand, still peering out into the darkness. “There’s one nearby.”

      She was staring past the bridge to the mainland, a good distance down the empty road beyond. At first, Margaret could make nothing out. The moon was bright but the patches and corners where its light couldn’t reach appeared quite black. She didn’t know anything was there at all until one of the shadows began to move. It was small and skittish, weaving in and out of the trees. At the edge of the wood, it paused, seeming to hesitate, then finally trotted out into the middle of the road, revealing itself. Margaret’s mouth fell open.

      It was a wolf, huge and bristling with shaggy gray fur, its keen eyes glowing yellow. It looked straight up at them with its ears perked forward, as though someone had called its name. Mavie stared back intently. After a long moment, the wolf turned and disappeared into the trees, a mere fleeting shadow once more. The old woman put her back to the wall, tapping her pipe against her hand as her eyes moved across the ground.

      “All right,” she said at last. “This is what you must do. Go to the spot where Riverfall was first raised. It’s about sixty miles east of here. The others with you will know the place. Get down to the clearing and bring the bag of spyglasses. My wolves will meet you there. Four in all. Give them the spyglasses—hang them ‘round their necks—and lay out something belonging to each of the missing Colonists. Anything with their scent on it. Pillowcases are usually best but clothing will do in a pinch.”

      “Wolves?” Margaret echoed, frowning in astonishment. “Wolves are going to find them?”

      “They’ll cover every corner of this country, swifter and stealthier than any other force could promise. Once they’re on the trail, all you have to do is watch for the signals from the spyglasses and get to them as quickly as possible.”

      “Won’t others be able to see as well?”

      “Riva fashioned them to be visible only when looking through another spyglass. But there is another danger to consider. The Entrians have discovered you have the means to travel by air. I heard a few of the hunters discussing it downstairs.”

      Margaret’s eyes widened in alarm. “What?”

      “I don’t know how they found out, but they’ve set spelltraps—skytraps, more specifically—to catch any airship traveling under a shroud enchantment. Nothing so high as to ensnare Riverfall, fortunately, but the Drifter will be easy prey. You must be careful. Use it as little as possible. Without Riva to detect the traps, it will be like sailing through a sea of invisible mines. And now you must be on your way. There’s no time to lose.”

      She started towards the stairs on the opposite side of the terrace. Margaret followed.

      “Were you . . . speaking to that wolf?”

      “In a way.”

      “How is that possible? You’re not an Entrian. And do you really mean for us to walk right up to them?”

      “There’s nothing to fear. I’ve told them you are friends.”

      “But you didn’t say a word!”

      The librarian halted at the top of the stairs. As she turned to face Margaret again, a look of regret filled her eyes. Her wrinkled mouth twitched.

      “If we are to do this,” the young woman said, deliberately emphasizing each word, “you need to tell me everything.”

      As if on cue, a wolf howled in the distance. It made goosebumps rise along Margaret’s arm and the hair stand up on the back of her neck. Mavie let out a raspy, wheezing laugh.

      “All right, all right. I’ll confess.” She put her back to the balustrade and leaned against it. “The very last month I had possession of the Spider Key, I found them in an Otherworld. They were just pups then and in quite a dangerous situation. I couldn’t abandon them, so I brought them home with me. It wasn’t until much later I realized that the bond formed between us went beyond simple affection and loyalty. We could communicate through thought and emotion—with all the clarity and comprehension of a spoken language. In some worlds, they would be called ‘empaths’, respected as the wise, compassionate beings they are. In ours, they’d be sold to the highest bidder as amusing oddities. Possibly experimented on. Or made to tell fortunes and other foolishness. Such is the sad state of things. But now you understand why I hold such cards so close to the chest.”

      “Yes, of course,” Margaret replied. “But . . . wolves from Otherworlds? Caradoc told me it was dangerous for beings to linger in realms where they didn’t truly belong. Wasn’t he right? Aren’t there rules against such things?”

      “There are certainly consequences. Staying too long in an Otherworld eventually costs the memory of your own. You begin to forget everything about it, until the day comes when you believe the new world has always been your home. I knew this when I took them. But I reasoned that it was better for them to forget than to suffer.” She glanced out towards the southern end of the terrace. “Even if they did have the chance to return, I don’t believe they would go. I am as much “their human” as they are “my wolves”. If I’m being perfectly honest—which I am—they are the foremost reason I can’t bring myself to go to Riverfall. But I tell you all of this to assure you—they are as trustworthy as I am. And they will do all they can to help.”

      Margaret nodded. “Then I suppose we’d better be off.”

      “As quick as you can,” Mavie said, standing from the balustrade and gesturing towards the stairs. “Don’t delay even half an hour. I don’t want to hear news of a third Colonist fallen to the Entrians.”

      Margaret froze on the first step. “A third?”

      The old woman’s face withered into dismay. Fresh pain and horror gleamed in her eyes.

      “Good God. You still don’t know.”
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      Margaret made it back to the Drifter just shy of Delia’s time limit. But once she relayed Mavie’s terrible news, they sat for ten minutes in complete silence, too shaken to even consider trying to pilot the airship. It was only when Margaret recalled the librarian’s warning against delay that they were spurred into action again.

      The journey back to Riverfall felt at once too short and an eternity. Both dreaded the awful scene to come, but they wouldn’t have long to wait. Evering and Martin were already standing on the docking port, ready to receive the incoming Drifter. They had scarcely secured the mooring lines before Evering blurted his questions aloud.

      “What happened? Did you find her? What did she say?”

      “Tell us you got something useful,” Martin said, equally anxious.

      Margaret was first to disembark from the airship. She avoided looking at Evering directly until the last possible moment, when she made every effort to appear hopeful.

      “We have a plan.”

      Her throat tightened with the last word. She turned away as tears welled in her eyes.

      Bewildered, Martin and Evering looked to Delia, who remained standing by the Drifter. She took a deep breath, then went and put her arms around the young man.

      “Evering . . .”

      It was all she could say. A sob had caught in her throat.

      And then they understood.

      “No,” Evering said, his eyes turning red. His voice cracked and fell to a half-choked whisper. “No, no, no.”

      He sank to the walkway. Delia followed, still holding him as his words became gasping sobs. Martin knelt beside them and laid his hand on Evering’s shoulder. Margaret kept her back to them, wiping her face. The bad news about Riva would have to wait.

      “You will have your day for this, Evering,” Martin said in a hoarse voice. “I swear it. We will all have our day for this.”

      The boiler sighed, heaving out a lamentation of steam.
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      After only three days of working in the mine—or “the pit”, as everyone called it—Ink was determined never to complain about doing household chores again. His job was to tend to the workers who kept the fires going in the molten mouths of the smelters, running to whoever called for water, distributing shovels at the start of the day, collecting them at the end, and helping wash the dregs and deposits down metal troughs to the slag heaps at the bottom of a small cliff.

      If he stood too long without the handkerchief over his nose and mouth, the noxious fumes would make his stomach churn and his eyes water. By nightfall he was so sore and tired he wouldn’t even bother fighting for a spot close to the wood stove. He watched the other children do so instead, each hoping to carry what little warmth they could back to their beds. He didn’t speak much to them, nor they to him. It was better that way. Better he didn’t get attached. He wouldn’t be staying long. Someone would be coming to get him soon. They had to be.

      Fetch, the children’s bearskin-covered caretaker, proved himself to be a strict man but never cruel or violent. Ink even gave him credit for the young workers being largely ignored by the others in camp, rather than beaten and mistreated. Fetch was far more than a nanny, however. Using his wooden staff and a series of rails and overhead lines of twine, he delivered orders across camp, brought the foremen their meals, filled empty flasks and canteens, took care of the messenger dogs, and did whatever other odd jobs needed attention. He was so good at anticipating the needs and wants of others that he often had something in hand for them a moment before they knew they wanted it. He was relied upon, respected, and—Ink thought—devilishly clever to have made himself so indispensable that no one thought twice about having a blind worker on a mining crew.

      But he had a heart as well as brains. On Ink’s second day in the camp, Fetch came to tell him he could take Dunny’s bed from then on, since the boy had died early that morning. When Fetch sat in his chair by the stove that night, waiting for the children to fall asleep, Ink saw him wiping tears from his eyes. On another occasion he stopped Ink from drinking from a small stream which had been poisoned with lead, then berated the others nearby for not noticing the boy’s near-fatal mistake. No one dared argue with him.
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      On the afternoon of the third day, a foreman sent Ink to draw water from one of the casks stored behind the dining cabin. Since Ink was expected to run everywhere, he arrived out of breath and took a moment to recover himself by leaning against the cabin wall. Looking out past the camp’s high wire fence, he noticed a blanket of hazy mist rising between two mountain peaks in the distance. The sight made him shiver.

      Spektors. Not once in the past three days had he thought of the vile creatures. There hadn’t been time. But he knew they hadn’t forgotten him, surely still enraged by his decision to side against them in the fight to free Harroway. Ink was especially curious to know why his Spektor grandfather hadn’t shown up to threaten him again. He was alone, after all, with Caradoc nowhere near to protect him. Then he remembered; they wanted him to hand over the Wickwire Watch. And he’d let a scruffy, one-eyed cat steal it from his room. Until he was able to recover it, he was of little use to them.

      An angry voice nearby interrupted his thoughts.

      “They’re screwing with us again! Reminding us who’s boss! Teachin’ us a lesson!”

      It was a man’s voice, coming from the camp’s main road. A woman answered him.

      “Perhaps. But a missing week’s worth of food and supplies is an awful risk to the stability of an operation like this. More likely, something’s happened to the delivery team.”

      Ink, being the model of virtue that he was, snuck to the cabin nearest them and ducked behind the corner to better see and hear. The woman wore riding clothes and a heavy jacket, her fading red hair swept up under a hat with a curved brim. She held the reins of a horse which carried an assortment of bags and boxes. Across from her was Mr. Hendry, the foreman in the bowler hat who had warned Ink about the strap.

      “We sent messenger dogs three days ago, and not one of ‘em came back,” he said. “I’m telling you, they’re holdin’ ‘em out of spite. Those fancy highbrows up in their silver city like to spit on us every now and then.”

      “I’ll find out the answer soon enough,” the woman replied. “I’m supposed to ride on to Camp Twenty-Four but that will have to wait. Something about this whole business doesn’t feel right. It may be only wolves or the weather, but it may be worse. Besides, I can’t bear the thought of these children going even hungrier.”

      Hendry scoffed. “So you believe in them ghost stories, too, eh? I thought you was a woman of science and facts and all that.”

      “I’m a woman of caution, Mr. Hendry,” she said, tightening her riding gloves. “And what’s more, my daughter is not one to exaggerate. Her message was most clear, as well as level-headed. The only reason I did not return to Harroway at once was because of her complete confidence in the visitors’ ability to handle them.”

      “Well, if there are a bunch of evil spirits flying around up there, thank ‘em for me. ‘Bout time someone spooked those phonies off their high horses.” He spat a brown glob into the snow.

      The woman smirked as she swung up into the saddle. “Why not return with me? You can thank them yourself.”

      The foreman frowned, looked nervous for a moment, then tried to hide it with a scowl. “Got work to do, haven’t I?”

      Grinning, the woman kicked her heels into the horse’s flanks and trotted off towards the main gate. Hendry turned and stalked out of sight.

      “Psst,” someone whispered. “Ink!”

      Ink tensed, preparing to run. Someone had caught him shirking his duties. But who? He couldn’t see anyone else.

      “Hey! Up here!”

      There, sitting on the roof of the cabin, was Fetch.

      “Whatcha doin’ up there?” Ink asked.

      “Overseeing,” Fetch replied with a crooked smile. “Come on up. There’s a ladder ‘round the back.”

      Ink soon found it, but only when he had checked to see that no one else was watching did he begin to climb. When he was near the top, Fetch helped him the rest of the way. The roof was almost flat, with only the slightest angle to slough off rain and melting snow. Fetch sat cross-legged in the middle, his staff lying at his side. He arched an eyebrow as the boy settled next to him.

      “So how much of that did you hear?”

      Ink shrugged. “Just that there’s a week’s worth of supplies missing and people think there are still ghosts floating ‘round Harroway. Nothing important.”

      Fetch turned his head and fixed his clouded eyes on a point over Ink’s shoulder. “You know, if the workers heard there was gonna be a food shortage, things could turn ugly fairly quickly. People could get hurt. Make life even more miserable for everyone. So what say we keep this bit of information under our hats, eh?”

      “And just let ‘em figure out for themselves there ain’t nothing to eat?”

      “A panic tomorrow is better than a panic today. And anyway, the delivery might turn up before then. You never know.”

      “What about the ghosts?”

      “Well, you said you took care of ‘em, didn’t you? Met with the mayor. Had a party afterwards.”

      “I didn’t think you heard me.”

      Fetch grinned and dipped his head towards Ink for a moment. “I hear everything.”

      “Is that why you’re on this roof?”

      “That. And because the smell’s not so bad up here.”

      Ink watched as Mr. Hendry went to a large steam whistle in the middle of camp and yanked on the pull cord, signaling the end of another shift. The miners began to gather their tools and file out of the pit. Others emerged from their cabins, still half-asleep.

      “So you believe me, then?” Ink said. “What I said about the Spektors?”

      Fetch scratched his beard. “Spektors, ghouls, goblins—everyone likes a good ghost story now and then. True or not, what’s it matter to poor sods like us?”

      Ink frowned. “You don’t care if they’re real?”

      “Even if they were, what’s a ghost to a man who lives in the dark all the time? I got more pressing things to worry about. Oi, Blueberry!”

      The miners coming off shift had begun to form a line in front of the washing stations. At Fetch’s call, one of them broke away and came towards them. He was a large man whose bald head was almost completely round. As he stopped in front of the cabin, Ink noticed the man’s skin was a strange bluish-gray color.

      “There’s a messenger dog at the south gate,” Fetch called down. “Let him in, will ya? And if he’s carrying a note, take it to Master Hendry.”

      It was only then Ink noticed the far-off barking of a dog in the distance. The blue-faced man nodded. “Sure thing, Fetch.”

      Ink frowned, hardly believing his eyes. “Is that . . . is he . . . ?”

      Fetch grinned and called out again. “Hey, Blueberry! Show Ink here your best face!”

      The miner turned back. He looked at Ink, widened his eyes, then blew out his cheeks so much that his head seemed to double in size. It was one of the most ridiculous things Ink had ever seen, and it made him laugh harder than he had done in a long time. The blue man walked away, smiling. Ink continued laughing for a long time afterwards, and Fetch didn’t bother speaking again until the boy had somewhat recovered himself.

      “Good ol’ Blueberry,” Fetch said. “Poor devil started mixing silver dust with his drinking water. Convinced it’s some kind of miracle cure-all. After a few years it turned him that color. Or so I’m told.”

      “And it don’t rile him up to be called that?”

      “Nah. Matter of fact, he came up with it. And good for him, I say. You gotta have a sense of humor when things don’t turn out the way you want.”

      Ink nodded. “I suppose it does help. Though it ain’t always easy. ‘Specially in a place like this. I heard once that . . . most of the people in the mining camps are prisoners. Is that true?”

      Fetch’s smile faded a touch. “It is. Most come from Talas, trading dysentery and typhus for chilblains and frostbite. We volunteer to finish out our sentences here and then get released, if we survive that long. It’s only the kids who don’t get a say—when the judges decide to send ‘em up here. That mayor in Harroway made a deal with a lot of the juvenile courts to take ‘em off their hands. Make use of ‘em for himself. The greedy tosser.”

      Ink’s sense of disquiet grew as he gazed out towards the laundry on the east side of camp. Several of his fellow child laborers were washing clothes in tubs full of freezing water. Most looked ill. He glanced back at Fetch. “What’s Blueberry in for?”

      “He was a horse thief. Held ‘em for ransom from high-society folk who loved their mares and stallions dearer than their own children. Finally got his ticket to Talas when he emptied the stables of an Assemblyman.”

      “And . . . how much longer have you got here?”

      “I haven’t the faintest idea. I don’t even know what I did to get myself into prison. Can’t remember a thing before waking up on the floor of my cell ‘bout six years ago. A guard told me I’d been ill. Near death with some kind of fever. I figure that’s what took my memory, and probably my sight as well. I wasn’t born like this. I do know that much.”

      “How?”

      Fetch tilted his head. “Because I remember what things look like. You talk to me about a cat, and I can picture a cat in my mind. But ask me if I ever owned one, and I couldn’t tell you. It’s like that with a lot of things.”

      “So you can’t remember anything? Nothing at all?”

      “No. Well . . . I suppose there’s one impression I have. More a hunch, really. Someone handed me a pair of spectacles once, and the feel of them in my hands—it was . . . familiar. I knew every part of them. Could tell straightaway that the bridge was bent and the screws needed tightening. I got this idea I might have made spectacle frames for a living. Or at least fixed ‘em.” He chuckled. “How d’you like that? A blind man who used to help people see. There’s a good story for you.”

      “Well,” Ink said, “there ain’t much worth seeing out here. ‘Cept the mountains, maybe. And there’s clouds movin’ over ‘em now.”

      Fetch nodded. “Thought so. Smells like another snowstorm on the way.”

      “Can you tell it’s daytime at all?”

      “Oh, yes. I can even tell the position of the sun when the sky is clear. And if it’s really bright, sometimes I can make out dim shapes movin’ about.”

      “What about nighttime? Can you make out the moonlight?”

      “No, nothing at night. That’s when it goes completely dark, unless I’m quite close to a flame.” He picked up his staff and turned it so that the head was facing Ink. “Look there. See that at the end?”

      A small space had been hollowed out near the top of the staff, about the size of Ink’s fist. Inside was a strange-looking chunk of wood.

      “Take it out,” Fetch said. “Hold your hands tight around it to block out the light, then put your eye up to it.”

      Ink reached for the piece of wood and carefully pulled it out. It was only as big as a few fingers, and attached to it was a row of peculiar little things which looked like mushrooms. He cupped it in his hands and peered through the gap between his palms. The mushrooms had become a luminous shade of green.

      “Hey! It’s glowing! The little mushroom things!”

      “It’s called foxfire.”

      “Is it magic? Enchantment, I mean?”

      “No, nothing so grand. It’s a fungus that feeds on dead things and produces a little chemical that makes it glow. Sort of like the plant version of fireflies.”

      Ink still had his eye to his fist, unable to tear his gaze away. “This is fantastic!”

      Fetch nodded. “I can see it if I hold it right in front of my eyes. It’s often the only light I have at night. Mrs. Hallstein—the lady you saw talking to Mr. Hendry—she brings me a piece of it every time she visits.”

      That caught Ink’s attention. He looked at Fetch, almost startled. “Hallstein?”

      “What, you know that name?”

      Ink had to rack his brain for a minute, but it soon came to him. “Yeah. Heard about her, anyway. Lady who travels ‘round the mines looking at rocks and metals and things. Her husband is a judge in Harroway, I think. And she’s got a daughter . . .” His voice trailed off. Galena Hallstein was the one who’d tried to warn them all to leave Harroway before it was too late. His stomach did a flip as he began to worry about the others again.

      “Sounds like you know her pretty well,” Fetch said.

      “Not really. But I do know she ain’t a prisoner.”

      “That’s true. Prison is most people’s story here, but not everyone’s. Those holding rifles and keepin’ watch over the rest of us were never locked up, neither.”

      Ink looked out over the camp again. At that very moment, the foreman who had sent him for water was marching straight towards the cabin, looking ready to flog the dawdling boy. When he caught sight of Fetch sitting next to him, he narrowed his eyes, cursed beneath his breath, and turned back in the direction from which he’d come. Ink breathed a sigh of relief. The blind man had even more clout than he’d thought.

      “Speaking of being watched over,” Fetch said. “Who are these friends you say are coming to get you? Have you known ‘em long?”

      Ink’s stomach did another turn. The more time he spent in the pit, the less likely it seemed he would escape it as easily as he’d first believed. He shrugged. “Not really. They’re just some people I’ve been travelin’ around with.”

      “Gettin’ you into trouble? Or keeping you out of it?”

      “A bit of both, really. Still, they ain’t all bad. They look out for me. And better to be with them than rotting away in some orphanage.”

      A gust of wind dusted a layer of snow from the tops of the cabins. Ink shivered and pulled his father’s coat tighter around himself.

      “You say you’re not an orphan,” Fetch said, “but they put you in an orphanage anyway. That’s a curious thing.”

      “That ain’t the half of it,” Ink replied.

      The caretaker crossed his arms beneath his cloak as another icy breeze rushed across the roof, leaving tiny crystals of snow in his unkempt hair and beard. “Well . . . I don’t mean to pry. It ain’t my place. I’m just glad to know you’ve got people out there to take care of you.”

      Ink didn’t answer. He knew no one else in Camp Twenty-Three could say the same.
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      The snowstorm arrived the next morning. The flakes were thick and the wind freezing, but still the miners and children were kept out in the elements. The foremen huddled near the small coal furnace in their cabin, downing whiskey and popping their heads out of the windows every ten minutes to threaten their crews to keep working. By ten o’clock that morning, five children had fainted and had to be carried to their beds until they were fit to work again. Several miners in the pit lost feeling in their fingers and handled their pickaxes and hammers with dangerous clumsiness. Only the workers at the smelters—Ink included—were not in danger of freezing to death. But it was early yet, and everyone knew the storm would grow worse.

      It was about noon when Fetch came trudging through the snow towards the foreman at the smelters. He had to shout to be heard over the wind. Ink couldn’t hear their conversation but saw the foreman’s usual look of annoyance grow deeper as he glanced over at Ink. The two appeared to argue then, but it didn’t last long. Ink had just taken the drinking dipper back from a worker with a knife tattoo on his neck when Fetch approached him.

      “Ink! You’ve gotta come with me! Boss needs to see you!”

      That was never good news, but Ink reasoned that at least he would be out of the wind and snow for a little while. He dropped his bucket of water and followed Fetch back towards the cabins. They leaned into the wind as they went, with Fetch tapping his staff every few feet to re-assure himself of their path. The air was so cold Ink felt as though tiny icicles were forming inside his nostrils, even through the handkerchief.

      When they came to the head foreman’s cabin, Fetch put his hand on Ink’s shoulder and guided him around it. They walked farther on, past the dining cabin and the dog kennels, until they came to a small covered stable just off the main road. Fetch made Ink stop in front of it, then dropped to a knee before him. With the stable walls dampening the noise of the wind, Fetch was able to speak without shouting.

      “Do you see anyone watching us?”

      Ink glanced around. “No.”

      “All right, listen. There’s someone asking for you at the gate. Says they’re a friend of yours. I want you to look around the stable and get a glimpse. See if you recognize ‘em.”

      Ink’s heart leapt with joy. He hardly needed a glimpse. He knew what he would see—Caradoc in his long coat and wide-brimmed hat, maybe even with a pair of horses ready to flee the place. He glanced around the stable wall, squinting through the swirling sheets of snow.

      He frowned, seeing not a man but a woman standing just outside the gate beside a horse. The hood of her thick cloak hid most of her face. Was it Harriet? Or Delia, perhaps? She was too tall to be Riva. Then again, her clothes were much too fine to be a Colonist. Even in the miserable weather, he could see there was something strange about the fabric, how it seemed to shift between colors as it rippled in the wind. He’d seen the effect somewhere before.

      When he finally recalled the memory, his mouth fell open. It was Seherene. He turned back towards Fetch with a fast-beating heart.

      “Well?” the blind man said.

      Ink didn’t know what to say. He’d parted badly with the Entress the last time they’d met, back in the trenches of Ban-Geren. Would she still be angry? Would she consider their agreement broken and force him to tell her where the other Colonists were? Fat lot of good that would do now. He hadn’t the slightest idea. Maybe that was his saving grace. She couldn’t force him to tell if he didn’t know. And angry or not, putting himself into her hands could hardly be more dangerous than staying at the mine—though he wasn’t completely sure. He glanced down at the silver ring on his left hand.

      “A friend,” he answered at last.

      “Good. Then as soon as I get you past the gate, ride as fast as you can. Don’t look back for a moment. Entrians aren’t welcome in these parts and it’ll only make things worse if you’re caught.”

      “You know she’s an Entrian? How?”

      Fetch’s pallid eyes turned towards the gate. “Some people get a kind of sixth sense when their world goes dark. With me, I can perceive the power a person’s holding inside when they’re standin’ near. Like feeling heat when you get close to a fire. For a moment, I thought you might have had it when we first met.”

      “Me?”

      “Just a hunch, and not a very strong one. I think maybe you’ve been dabbling in enchantment, or something like it. Ain’t my business, but . . . you ought to be careful about it, whatever it is.”

      Ink was astonished. The man could even sense the mysterious gold marking behind his eyelids. He tugged at Fetch’s sleeve. “Come with us. They’ll know you helped me escape, and I’ve seen what they do with miners they don’t want anymore.” He stopped short of revealing the mass grave his granddad had shown him outside Harroway’s walls.

      Fetch shook his shaggy head. “One kid taking the chance to run away in the middle of a snowstorm is one thing. They’ll assume you froze to death. Might not even bother going after you. Both of us gone will look far worse. And besides that, I’d only slow you down. Now, come on. I sent the gate guard away on an errand but he’ll be back any minute.”

      Before Ink could protest, Fetch rushed him down the main road towards the gate. As soon as they reached it, Ink caught a glimpse of the woman’s face beneath the hood. Butterflies danced in his stomach.

      “Hello, Inkwell,” she said.

      He nodded, but couldn’t bring himself to look the Entress in the eye. “Hello.”

      The gate squeaked open. Ink frowned at Fetch as the blind man pushed him through.

      “You have a key for the front gate?”

      “Makes things easier for the foremen,” Fetch answered. “Besides, they know I won’t try anything. With my luck, I’d run straight off a cliff.” He tilted his head in Seherene’s direction. “You know your way out of here? Know how to spot icy patches on the road? These mountains are treacherous enough even in springtime.”

      She nodded. “We’ll be careful. Let’s be on our way, Ink. Climb up.”

      Once Ink was settled on the horse, Fetch reached into his cloak and pulled out a small chunk of wood. It was the foxfire from his staff.

      “Here. Why don’t you hang onto this?”

      Ink almost smiled. “Really?”

      “Ah, you liked it so much, you should have it. Mrs. Hallstein will bring me another. But keep it warm. Those little mushrooms will die if they get too cold.”

      “Thanks. Oh. And here’s your handkerchief back.”

      “You keep that, too. Got more than I need.”

      Ink nodded. “Thanks.” And he meant it more the second time.

      Fetch stepped back from the horse and turned his head. “Take good care of him.”

      “I will,” Seherene said. “And thank you.”

      She swung into the saddle behind Ink and took up the reins with her arms tight around him to keep him from falling. The last time he’d shared a horse, there’d been a ghastly pair of Spektor limbs snaking around him. As then, he felt a bit lightheaded, but this time for quite a different reason. Riding with Seherene was certainly a lot nicer than riding with his dead granddad.

      The horse broke into a gallop, and they raced away from the mining camp. Snatches of far-off voices floated towards them on the wind. It was a group of workers, trying to keep their spirits up with a chorus of “Four and Twenty Miners.”
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      When they had put several miles between themselves and Camp Twenty-Three, Seherene slowed the horse to better navigate the sharp turns and icy slopes of the winding mountain paths. As they came to a section of road shielded from the wind by a rocky overhang, Ink took the opportunity to speak to his rescuer.

      “How’d you know I was here?”

      “I sensed a friend in trouble,” she replied. “I would’ve gotten here sooner had it not been for the storm. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. Thanks to Fetch.” He chewed his lip for a moment, wondering whether it was better to clear the air sooner than later. He chose the former. “I’m sorry ‘bout last time. In Ban-Geren. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, you know.”

      There was a long silence before she answered.

      “I understand why you acted the way you did. And anyway, what’s done is done. The important thing is that you’re safe and we are still friends. I’ll just assume it wasn’t personal that you tried to entomb me in that tunnel.”

      “Oh, no. Not at all. By the way, did you . . . meet the Plumsleys?”

      “We can talk about that later. Right now we need to focus on getting to Ciras as soon as possible. There’s an airship port a few miles away. We should reach it by nightfall.”

      She kicked her heels into the horse’s flanks, and they broke into a gallop once more.
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            The Road to Redemption
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      Professor Percival had developed a meticulous plan to scour the sins from the souls of his patients. He even posted a schedule which detailed the methods he would use each day, ensuring that Simon would have ample time to dread them. Each week began with Sleep Deprivation Therapy, followed by Literature Therapy, Fasting Therapy, Music Therapy, and Medicinal Therapy. On the first full day of his stay at the behavioral institute, Simon was subjected to a repetitious line of questioning meant to emphasize the error of his ways.

      “You’ve been a very bad man, Mr. Douglas,” Percival would say. “You must learn to understand how your actions affect those around you. From family to friends to society itself. Do you even recognize your great faults? Or see the dire necessity of changing your wicked and destructive ways?”

      At first, Simon would reply by pleading his innocence and insisting he was not in need of any such therapy. This would invariably cause Percival to trigger his switch and send fresh rounds of electrical charges through the bracelets around Simon’s wrists and ankles, dropping him to the floor as he convulsed with pain. This carried on through the second night when the professor rigged a net of copper wires around Simon’s neck which were set to discharge shocks whenever he drooped his head. He kept himself awake by thinking of his lost friends, and when that failed, by holding imaginary conversations with them.
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      The next day he was made to listen to Percival read from books and essays on ethics and morality. At the end of each hour-long session, Simon was required to answer another host of questions, with Gurdrick sitting nearby to record every word. In an attempt to placate his overseer, Simon shifted tactics.

      “Yes, yes,” he answered impatiently. “I’m a terrible person. I deserve to be thrown into a pit, eaten slowly by snails, and cast into oblivion for all eternity.”

      Percival slumped his shoulders and rolled his head as if trying to loosen a stiff neck. “Now, now, Mr. Douglas. Sincerity. We must always have sincerity.”

      He reached into his waistcoat and flipped the switch.
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      The third day of his reformation brought Fasting Therapy, which was as simple as it sounded and even easier to bear, as Simon no longer had any desire to eat. Exhausted by pain and sick with worry, he fed on what little sleep he could catch instead. He dreamt of flying, of running from fire, and of Margaret.

      “You will survive this,” she said to him. “You must.”

      He awoke to the sight of Percival offering him a cup of water. But just as he put his lips to it, the professor sent another volt of electricity through him, turning his vision into a whirlwind of spots and streaks as his veins bulged in his temples. A chuckle of glee broke from Percival’s lips as he chided his patient for spilling water everywhere.

      For the first time in his life, Simon began to feel hatred.
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      By the night of his third day in captivity, his body and nerves were so wracked he could only sit slumped against the metal slab in the center of the room. Before retiring for the evening, Percival instructed his assistant to read a printed sermon from the local newspaper. Though well into his forties, Gurdrick had only just begun to learn his letters. The arduous effort it took him to read the page-long passage was almost as torturous to Simon as anything else. After half an hour, the gap-toothed man had only finished three paragraphs. He paused and looked at Simon.

      “Do you . . . do you understand you must be good now?”

      Simon gazed back, bleary-eyed, but said nothing. Gurdrick glanced down at the metal box Percival had instructed him to use. He put his thumb to the switch, fidgeted, then set the device back down.

      “Okay. I keep going,” he said, and lifted the newspaper again.

      Simon scarcely had time to feel relief at the show of mercy. Horror had blindsided him. There, filling nearly half the space of the printed page now facing him, were the sketched images of Abner and Riva.

      “Gurdrick!” he said, half-shouting before he could control himself. He took a breath, then resumed with a steadier tone of voice. “If you like, I can read the rest myself.”

      The gap-toothed man nearly sighed with relief of his own as he got up and handed him the paper. Simon waited until he left the room before looking at it.
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      The next morning, Professor Percival literally waltzed through the cell door, lifting his arms and stepping lightly with a breezy smile. “Good morning, Mr. Douglas! Oh, what a glorious day it is. Beyond these walls a sheet of sparkling snow covers the world. The air is brisk and invigorating. The kind that makes you really feel you’re alive! What a pity you’re going to miss it. Ah, well. There’s always next year, eh?”

      Gurdrick entered the room behind him, pushing a rickety cart which held a large brass-plated phonograph. He placed it a few feet in front of Simon, who was still sitting on the floor against the metal slab.

      Percival rummaged through a collection of wax discs stacked on top of the cart. “Today we will undertake a new method of treatment for you. One of my personal favorites and sure to become one of yours. It is my belief that music has a power unlike any other technique we behavioral enthusiasts employ. It moves the soul. The very spirit. Summons emotions one may never have known they possessed. Oh!” He pulled a disc from out of the middle of the pile and grinned at Simon. “This is fantastic. Absolutely one of the best. You’re going to love it.”

      He set the disc on the turntable and adjusted the flared horn until it faced Simon directly. Gurdrick cranked the handle attached to the base, then set the needle on the deepest groove near the outer edge. The sound of a string quartet filled the room.

      “Louder, Gurdrick! Make it louder!” Percival said. “We don’t want Mr. Douglas to miss a single note.”

      After all that Simon had endured over the past several days, he could hardly be bothered by a bit of loud music. It boomed throughout the small stone room, rattling the copper pillars. Then, a pair of voices began to sing.

      “Oh!” Percival said, putting a hand to his heart. “Just listen to that. Utterly sublime. ‘Merry in the Springtime’ by the incomparable Plumsley sisters. A pair of angels among us if ever there were. I absolutely adore them.”

      He swayed and floated around the room. Simon bowed his head and felt his heart break all over again.

      “They’ve just announced a new tour. The first in nine years! The entire country’s abuzz with excitement. Seats are selling like hotcakes. Which reminds me, Gurdrick, we must talk to our dear friend in Altan about getting us a pair of tickets. Now, Mr. Douglas, let’s see if any of that iron resolve of yours was softened during the night.”

      He swooped over to the metal slab and dropped to one knee beside his patient. Simon turned his head away. The professor smelled strongly of sardines and onions, which by all accounts was his usual breakfast of choice.

      “Have your eyes been opened?” Percival asked. “Does your heart now thirst for goodness and a well-mannered order to life? To be a productive, prosperous member of society rather than a burden and a blight? Come now. What do you say? And remember, we must have sincerity. Always sincerity.”

      Simon couldn’t hear him. All his thought was bent on the image of Josephina Plumsley lying deathly pale on his bed, half-delirious with fever, with her worried sister at her side. He’d fallen asleep poring over medical books, only to wake the next morning to find the pair gone, determined as they were not to be a burden any longer. Such guilt he’d felt. And such anger at himself.

      Percival leaned closer. “Wait. What’s this? Bless me, Gurdrick, I do believe I see a tear in his eye. How remarkable! A hint of remorse, is it? Proof at last of a heart turning penitent?” He reached forward and took Simon’s hand. Simon resisted the urge to fling him to the floor. “This is great progress, Mr. Douglas. A moment of triumph that calls for celebration. For there is no victory too small to acknowledge in the fight to redeem your soul. Gurdrick, take note! Tomorrow morning we will visit the town market. Let Mr. Douglas stretch his legs, re-acquaint himself with sunlight. But on three conditions.” He raised a finger at Simon. “That you wear your special bracelets, that you don a hooded cloak, and that you speak to no one but me. We cannot risk anyone recognizing you and trying to tempt you back to immorality. I fear in your vulnerable state it would be all too easy to regress to your former condition. Agreed?”
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      They came to get him early the next morning. Gurdrick handed him a heavy wool cloak to put over the thin white garment he’d worn all week. Percival replaced the metal bracelets with a lighter pair, then used a thin wire to connect them to the metal switch box he wore in his waistcoat pocket.

      “Stay close, now,” he said, tapping the box. “We wouldn’t want to lose you.”

      Simon didn’t answer. He hadn’t spoken a word since learning the fate of his friends through Gurdrick’s newspaper. There was nothing worth saying—not to the present company, at least. Instead, he followed Percival’s instructions, dutifully donned the cloak, and followed them out through the cell door.

      The outer corridor was equally stark—bare-walled and dimly lit with a narrow staircase at the back. There were four other doors in sight, all secured by multiple locks.

      “Are there others here?” Simon asked, appalled.

      The professor put a finger to his lips. “Shhh. Tend to your own story, Mr. Douglas.”

      Simon glanced at Gurdrick, who quickly dropped his gaze.

      “Remember now,” Percival said, striding to the end of the hall, “be on your best behavior. It would be a shame to put a mark on your good progress, after all.”

      He flung the front door open. The sunlight was blinding. Percival rushed them all forward but it was several minutes before the spots and stars stopped dancing in Simon’s field of vision. They were in a snow-covered forest.

      “Ahh!” Percival said, exhaling as he clapped his hands on his chest. “Smell that invigorating air! Like a good shot of whiskey! Come on! Only a short walk to town. We’ll take in the sights for an hour and then return to our noble work.”

      Simon looked over his shoulder as they started down the road. The building they’d emerged from was an old, squat structure made of stone and overgrown with weeds and vines. A small metal plaque near the front door displayed a one-word designation:

      
        
        Auckley

      

      

      Simon frowned, echoing the name under his breath. It seemed familiar somehow. He almost slowed his pace trying to search his memory, but he knew the professor would put his metal switch box to use if he flagged for even a moment. He put the thought aside and pressed on instead.

      Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at a market on the outskirts of a small town. The day being so cold, the shoppers rushed to do their business and return home as quickly as possible. Percival instructed Simon to sit on a low rock wall near a cluster of sleeping apple trees. He then sat beside him and crossed his arms, ensuring his left hand was near the pocket where he kept the switch box. Gurdrick stood aimlessly by, picking at his fingernails.

      The professor snorted, nudging Simon and gesturing at a man pushing a wheelbarrow full of garlic. “Look at that one. Shoulders sagging. Morose expression. Weak-willed. Hen-pecked, most likely. Classic passive personality.”

      Shortly afterward, a portly woman rushed towards a stand displaying a host of colorful scarves. She pushed along an equally portly child.

      “Poor old cow,” Percival sniggered. “Overcompensating for insecurity and projecting on her progeny. I’ve seen it a thousand times.”

      He continued on in this way, making commentaries and priding himself on his diagnostic prowess. After a good twenty minutes, he checked his pocket watch with a bored sigh.

      “Gurdrick, be a dear and get us a couple of hot pies, will you? It’s freezing.”

      He dropped a few coins into the large man’s palm and watched him trot obediently away. It was during this exchange that Simon caught sight of a young woman buying a jug of cider. She was small and slender, and wore a red scarf over her head. When she turned her head for a moment, he saw her face. With a start, he stood quickly from the wall and scanned his surroundings as if seeing them for the first time; the old brick buildings, the crumbling chimney stacks, the fading signs and stall banners. There was the post office, and the haberdashery beside it. The spire of a temple rose in the distance.

      “Excuse me, Professor,” he said. “Where are we?”

      “Mardale,” Percival answered with a scowl. “A piss pot of a town if ever there was one. I would’ve preferred my institute to be sited in a more distinguished place, but we can’t have everything.”

      Simon’s eyes returned to the red-scarved woman. The professor’s gaze flicked back to his patient.

      “See something interesting?”

      Simon turned around and shook his head. “Call of nature.”

      “Well, just go behind one of these trees.”

      In answer, Simon held up his bracelets and the thin metal wire linking them to the switch box. Percival sighed again but rose and followed him into the grove of apple trees.

      “Make it quick, all right?”

      Simon stood with his back to a tree, facing away from the market square. An empty field was all that lay ahead. In a flash, he dropped to his knees and yanked his wrists downward, pulling Percival towards the ground. The next instant, Simon brought up his fists, meeting the professor’s jaw and knocking him flat on his back. He cried out in shock, then cursed as he grabbed for the switch box. Simon sprang forward, pinning him with a knee on his chest. Percival let out a whimper of panic as he flicked his thumb against the switch. But Simon was thinking faster. As a spark of electricity crackled from the metal wire, Simon grabbed hold of the professor’s head and pressed the bracelets against his temples. The current shot through both men, a quick but powerful surge. Percival’s eyelids twitched and fluttered, his cries stifled as his body seized up and a vein protruded from his brow. Moments later, the eminent professor, who had apparently never tasted his own medicine, was unconscious.

      Simon, however, had been on a steady diet of electricity. He took a few deep breaths, waited for his heartbeat to return to normal, then fished through Percival’s pockets for the key to the bracelets. Heavy footsteps drew near. He shot to his feet and whirled around.

      There stood Gurdrick, hot pies in hand, gaping at the motionless professor. Simon tensed, preparing to fight the giant man as best he could with his wrists bound. Gurdrick’s broad brow wrinkled in bewilderment. He dropped the pies to the ground, reached into his own pocket, and produced a small brass key.

      “Go,” he said to Simon. “Go fast.”

      He unlocked the bracelets. Simon shook them loose and fixed Gurdrick with a stern gaze.

      “If there are others, get them out.”

      Gurdrick glanced at Percival again with a look of worry. “If he wakes, he won’t let me.”

      Simon retrieved the switch box and placed it in his hands. “Then make sure he doesn’t wake for a while.” He clapped Gurdrick’s arm in gratitude, then hurried back through the grove and over the stone wall.

      The woman in the red headscarf was gone from the cider stand. His eyes searched frantically through the crowd and soon caught sight of her making her way out of the market and further into town. He hurried onto the main road, keeping his hood drawn low over his face. The cloak he wore wasn’t the best quality, but if anyone stopped him he could easily play the part of a novice temple priest.

      He followed behind her, keeping his distance until she turned a corner and passed out of sight. Anticipating her course, Simon quickened his pace and entered an alleyway running parallel to the road. She slowed between two buildings to shift the cider jug from one arm to the other. Seeing his chance, he hurried ahead of her, put his back to the alley wall, and peered around it. A pair of men strolled by on the opposite side, engaged in conversation. Farther down, a trio of women stepped out of a shop with armfuls of boxes and bags, chattering and laughing. No one was watching.

      The woman passed by him a moment later. He lunged, clapped his hand over her mouth, and dragged her into the alley. She screamed into his palm, dropping the jug of cider.

      “Sophie! Sophie, it’s me!” he said into her ear as she struggled against him. “It’s Simon!”

      She froze. He waited a moment, then risked drawing his hand away.

      “Simon?” she echoed in a breathless whisper. She turned and looked at his face. What color remained in her cheeks drained away. “Good God! Oh, good God!”

      She embraced him with such vigor he nearly fell back against the wall.

      “Nine years you’ve been gone!” she cried. “And the first minute you’re back, you try to frighten me half to death?”

      He laughed out of sheer joy. “What’s a big brother for?”

      “We thought you might be dead! We kept hearing different things but no one knew for sure. We followed all the news in the papers. Every word they printed. Mum and Dad all but gave up hope. But I knew! I knew you’d come home!” She pulled back and searched his face. “Are you all right? You look as though you haven’t slept in weeks. Are you being followed?”

      “No. Not yet, at least. Sophie, God knows I hate to put you at risk, but is there some place I could lay low for a few days?”

      She frowned. “That’s a fine thing. Only a few days?”

      “I can’t put anyone else in danger. What are you doing in Mardale, anyway?”

      “We had to move back after what happened. But we can talk about all that once we’re safe at home.”

      He stopped her before she could step away. “We?”

      She nodded. “Mum and Dad, Andrew and me. And little Lydia.”

      Simon raised his eyebrows with a soft smile. “Lydia?”

      “Our daughter. A little over a year old now.”

      “Oh, Sophie,” he said, drawing her into another hug.

      She laughed. “Well, come on home and meet her, you git. We can’t stand here talking. But let me go ahead first. You follow about thirty paces behind. It wouldn’t do for me to be seen walking with a strange man.”

      “Are you sure it’s all right? I mean . . . you’re sure they’ll want to see me?”

      “There you go talking nonsense again. Of course they will! You do owe us a jug of cider, though. Now come on!”
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            Cousin Rupert
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      It had been four days since Jeremy Stockton killed the wagon drivers who’d been delivering him to an asylum. Spindler had set down an old mattress with a few blankets in the corner of his office’s printing room, figuring it a more private location than his flat in the middle of town. The small sofa in the front room was also deemed unsuitable for sleeping, as it would put the Colonist much too close to a street-facing window. Spindler had decided to keep the printing room locked at all times and tell anyone who inquired after it that repairs were being done to the floor. Fortunately, his young paper runner was now lying at home with a bad cold. Or so his mother insisted.

      “Always dodging work, that one,” Spindler had muttered to Jeremy.

      He brought a few tins of potted meat and half a dozen jars of preserves for Jeremy’s use and took to buying larger lunches and dinners to share with his guest. If anyone commented on the quantity of food, he would simply use a line from a long list of plausible excuses. He also rotated which cafés and restaurants he visited. More often than not, he would offer Jeremy a glass of wine or whiskey to go along with his meal, but these were always turned down.

      Spindler attributed it to his enduring state of shock. The first night, Jeremy had remained sitting on his mattress with his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms wrapped around them. He didn’t speak a word—only nursed his cuts and bruises and sipped on a bitter concoction of diluted laudanum to dull the pain of his broken nose.

      The next day was worse, for by then Spindler had received word of the fates of Abner Hart and the Entress Rivalia, and he had no choice but to break the news. Jeremy wept while Spindler worked the printing press, turning out several hundred copies of the story. He offered the Colonist a draught of his most expensive brandy once he was finished, but this was also refused.

      Spindler gave him space and time to grieve, but only so much as his anxiety would allow. On the evening of the fourth day, he handed Jeremy a plate of cold ham and bread, then sat at his work table and dug into his own meal. Jeremy set the plate down on his mattress and continued staring at the ground.

      Spindler cleared his throat. “You know . . . sometimes it helps to talk about things. Get them out in the open. I, uh, was doing a bit of reading earlier today. Going over some old articles. Found one that mentioned one of your brothers. Bernard, I think it was. He worked for Abner Hart, didn’t he? Assistant engineer, or something like that—”

      “Why am I here?”

      Spindler froze, mid-chew. It was the most he’d heard the man say in days. “Well, Mr. Stockton, I . . . didn’t want to see you beaten to death.”

      “But why am I here? Why haven’t you turned me in?”

      Spindler wiped his mouth with a napkin, trying to stall for time. He cleared his throat again. “Frankly, I don’t have any wish to turn you in. You and your friends have been of particular interest to me for a long time, and I’d very much like to hear your side of the story.”

      Jeremy made a noise of disgust, pushed himself off the mattress, and paced a few steps away.

      “You kept me alive for an interview.”

      “No. Not just an interview. I think people deserve to hear both sides of the story. I’ve always believed there was more to the Colonists than anyone knew, and I think it’s time we finally learned the truth.”

      Jeremy’s gentle voice became even more hushed. “You want the truth? The truth is that I murdered two men. Took their lives without a second thought, then helped you bury them in secret.”

      “It was self-defense. Those men might’ve killed you before you ever arrived at the asylum. And if you had made it that far, the doctors there might’ve finished the job. There’s too many stories of people going into places like that and never coming out again. If you ask me, you were perfectly right to have acted on instinct to protect yourself. Perfectly rational.” Spindler stood and retrieved a slip of paper from his pocket. “Or is this note they were carrying true?”

      Jeremy glanced at the paper as Spindler opened it and held it aloft for him to see.

      
        
        Deliver to Billington Asylum. Tell them he hears voices and goes into fits of rage. Return to your homes immediately after. Payment will be sent in a few days.

      

      

      “Is it true?” Spindler asked again. “You hear voices and go into fits of rage?”

      Jeremy sunk his hands into his pockets. “Only when I’ve been drinking.”

      “That’s what I thought. So who wrote this, Jeremy? And how does a Colonist end up in the back of a wagon being driven off to an asylum while two others are caught elsewhere, at the same time, and with very different fates? It doesn’t add up. What happened?”

      Jeremy hung his head and clasped his hand over his arm. “Aren’t you afraid . . . I’ll kill you, too?”

      “If I were, would I have brought you here?”

      The meek man replied with a shrug. “What makes you so sure?”

      Spindler rubbed the back of his neck. Of course he’d considered the danger. And he had yet to decide whether the Colonists had actually rescued Ink or if they had kidnapped him. He also hadn’t determined if the fugitives had made an unholy alliance with the Spektors—using them to whatever advantage might be gained—or if they were really at odds with one another. Lady Seherene believed the former, despite precious little evidence. But neither did anyone believe the latter. Spindler had spent many long weeks tromping from place to place in search of his own answers and had made almost no progress in clearing the fog around the mysteries. Quite the contrary, in fact. So all things considered, Jeremy Stockton was his best hope—even if an unsafe one.

      “I’ve been running a newspaper for many years now,” Spindler answered at last. “You do that long enough, you get to be a good judge of character.” He sat back down on the stool and returned the slip of paper to his pocket. “They got you in Harroway, didn’t they? Half the town now sits in Talas Prison for harboring the Colonists. That can’t be on mere suspicion.”

      Jeremy’s face fell into even deeper gloom. Spindler tensed. He had pushed him away instead of drawing him out. He sat forward, scrambling for another thread.

      “How about that orphan boy? Anthony Revore. Where is he now?”

      Jeremy returned to the mattress and laid down with his back to the newspaperman.

      Spindler heaved a sigh of frustration. “Mr. Stockton, I’m trying to help you.”

      “You’re a smart man,” Jeremy said, his voice both quiet and cutting. “Turning me in . . . that would bring you fame and fortune. For a while. But writing an interview—even a whole book—that would keep the coin flowing in for the rest of your life.”

      “I’m sorry about your friends,” Spindler said. “I’m sorry about what happened to you. But I’m not letting this go. I can’t. I’ve been traveling all over the country trying to find answers. I’ve sent letters, talked to priests and clerks and lawyers, read everything I could find on the Colonists, heard everyone’s point of view on people they know nothing about. Meanwhile my business suffers, my funds are almost gone. And then, a few weeks ago, I finally got a lead. A glimmer of hope. I was to find this Entrian priest named Malkimar, an expert on the occult who could tell me everything I needed to know. So I go. I find him. But what happens? I’m knocked out and shipped home as soon as I start asking questions about a children’s bedtime story.” A scoff left his lips. “And you think I’m in this for the money? The hairs rose on my arm as soon as I walked into that place and I’ve not shaken the feeling yet.”

      Jeremy glanced back over his shoulder with a look of amazement. “Bedtime story? Do you mean . . . you were asking about the Spektors?”

      Spindler knew he had to be careful. If his connection with Seherene was revealed, he would lose all hope of getting the Colonist to talk. “Well, it was . . . one of the theories concerning what happened on Damiras. That you all had some link to the darker forces of the world. Some said demons. Some said ghosts. And someone mentioned the Spektors.”

      Jeremy sat upright. “So that’s why you went to the Tinderbox.”

      Spindler frowned. “I never mentioned that place. How do you know?”

      A hint of a smile tugged at Jeremy’s mouth. “A few of my friends paid it a visit as well. The same night as you. To go to that secret meeting.”

      Spindler bolted out of his chair. “Oh, no. Oh, no. Don’t tell me. Do not tell me I was in that room with . . . oh, damn it all to . . . please tell me you are joking!”

      “Seems like we’ve all been chasing the same thing.”

      The newspaperman put his face into his hands for a moment. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. That younger man and his wife. Mr. and Mrs. Douglas. They were Colonists, weren’t they? How does this keep happening? I don’t deserve to be in this business anymore.”

      Jeremy got to his feet again. “But you said you were knocked out. Once you started asking questions. So that must mean . . . you didn’t see her.”

      “See who?”

      A knock came at the back door. Spindler and Jeremy both stiffened and exchanged an anxious glance.

      “Mr. Spindler?” a muffled woman’s voice said.

      Spindler gestured towards the door that led to the front room. Jeremy hurried through it and shut it softly behind him. Spindler went to the back door, unhooked the latch, and opened it a few inches. There stood a short, middle-aged lady wearing a flowery frock and far too much perfume.

      “Well, there you are!” she said.

      Spindler breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of his landlady. “Mrs. Mullins.”

      “So it’s here you’ve been hiding! Good gracious, you had Imogen and me sick with worry!”

      Before Spindler knew it, she had pushed herself past him and into the printing room.

      “You’re not ill, are you? I thought perhaps the weather had been keeping you away from your flat, but it’s not been so bad as that. Then I thought you might be visiting friends, but no friends have ever gained such a hold on your time and attentions before.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that, Mrs. Mullins. I’ve simply been very busy with work.”

      The woman gasped, then clucked her tongue. “Can you believe all this news that’s been flying about? Such terrible things! I tell my Imogen to let me read the paper first. No use spoiling her delicate constitution with fears and anxieties.” The woman scanned the room as she spoke, even craning her neck to see around the printing press.

      Spindler forced another courteous smile. “Well, I certainly didn’t mean to worry you. Was there something else you wanted? You did receive this month’s rent?”

      She waved her hand as if batting an insect. “Oh, for shame, Mr. Spindler. I don’t hold such a common thing as money between us. I simply worried for your well-being. After that business with the robbers breaking down your flat door, none of us can be too careful. By the way, you never did tell me how they managed to break it into so many pieces. A curious thing, that.”

      “Yes, indeed. But a story for another time.” He tried to gently usher her back towards the door. “Now, if you will excuse me . . .”

      She waltzed effortlessly past him and made for the door to the front room. “Strange. I could’ve sworn I heard you speaking to someone.”

      “Mrs. Mullins!” Spindler cried, leaping to stop her from turning the door handle, but all too late. Jeremy started back as she came bustling through the door.

      “Well! And who might this be?” she said.

      Spindler followed fast on her heels and shot Jeremy a look of apology. “This is my cousin, Rupert. He’s visiting from Billington. Looking into starting up a newspaper of his own and came to see how I run my operations. Rupert, this is my landlady, Mrs. Eliza Mullins.”

      “Delighted to meet you, Rupert,” she said, extending her hand with a rosy-cheeked smile. “It’s always nice to spend time with one’s family, isn’t it? I’m so glad you’ve come to keep our dear Spindler company for a few days. Curious though. I can’t say I’ve seen you in the building.”

      Jeremy made no attempt to answer, still shocked by the lady’s blunt intrusion.

      “He’s staying in the hotel,” Spindler said. “We’ve been working quite late into the night and he prefers a room to himself at the end of the day.”

      “So it’s you who’s been keeping my favorite tenant away,” she replied, finally letting go of Jeremy’s hand. “Still, I must admit I am relieved to see you here, Rupert, and not a guest of the female persuasion. Forgive my bursting in here like this but Mr. Spindler does rely on me to keep him honest.”

      She smiled at Spindler and patted his cheek with a lace-gloved hand. It was even harder for him to summon a smile this time.

      “Well,” she said, turning her attention back to Jeremy, “as you are here for a little while, you simply must meet my lovely daughter. She’s always keen to make new acquaintances. Oh, and speaking of Imogen, I must tell you what an absolutely splendid time she had at the theatre with you last week, Mr. Spindler. You are a gentleman to ease the burden placed on the heart of a mother with an unmarried daughter. She talked unceasingly when she returned home, thrilled to the brim to have been treated to such a pleasant evening by such a pleasant young man.”

      “It was my pleasure, ma’am,” he said with a small, embarrassed smile. The landlady’s daughter had barely spoken a word the entire evening. Every courtesy he had shown—opening the door for her, pulling out her chair at dinner—had been met with apprehension and hesitation. She seemed embarrassed by the gestures and had hardly looked him in the eye. Their conversation had been mostly one-sided, his questions receiving no more than one or two-word answers at a time. It was easily one of the most awkward and uncomfortable evenings he had ever spent.

      “I do hope she may have the privilege of spending many a future evening in such excellent company as yourself, Mr. Spindler,” the landlady continued. “Of course, daytime is equally agreeable.”

      Spindler began to answer, but she placed a hand on his arm to interrupt.

      “Oh, but of course I understand how busy you are. One doesn’t become a successful businessman going out to the opera every night.”

      “No, indeed, Mrs. Mullins. Now if you’ll excuse us—”

      “So I got you tickets to the theatre in Avery.” She pulled two small cards from her handbag. “They’ve got a marvelous comedy featuring there this month. Very popular. You’ll enjoy it immensely.” She shoved the tickets into his hand, ignoring his stuttering sounds of protest, and stepped back towards Jeremy. “And you, Cousin Rupert . . . you can be a fourth to our merry party! My date for the evening! Oh what fun it will be! Do say you’ll come!”

      Spindler bit his lip to keep from smirking. “He, uh, doesn’t really care for the theatre all that much.”

      Jeremy gave the smallest shrug. “Not really.”

      “Oh, how disappointing. But never mind. We’ll simply have to make arrangements for another time. Perhaps dinner tomorrow night.” She gasped. “Or the Winter Dance at the town hall! Oh, it’s a lovely party, Cousin Rupert! I cannot allow you to miss that. We’ll discuss all the details later. Now about those theatre tickets, Mr. Spindler. It’s set for the first of the month. That’s a Sunday. Traffic may be heavier than usual so be sure to bring the coach early with plenty of time for travel. Remember to wear your finest attire. Oh, and of course a nice dinner beforehand would be best. We’ll be waiting at six o’clock sharp. You’re a saint of heaven, sir! Imogen and I are indebted to you, as always! Until we meet again, gentlemen!”

      With her mission accomplished, she flashed them a smile, waved her fingers, then breezed out through the front door and slammed it shut behind her. Jeremy collapsed into a chair and ran his fingers through his hair. Spindler stared in disbelief at the tickets in his hand.

      “She did it to me again.”

      “Hard luck,” Jeremy said with a small grin.

      Spindler tossed the tickets onto a cabinet and leaned against it. “Not only is she a shameless busybody, but a hostage-taker as well—one dinner at a time. And if that weren’t bad enough, she’s seen you.”

      “So? She bought your story.”

      “Which she will now spread throughout the entire town. In a few days, everyone will know you’re here.”

      Jeremy considered this for a moment. “They’ll know Rupert is here.”

      He stood and returned to the printing room. Spindler followed, shaking his head.

      “Maybe we ought to leave town. Say we’re going on a trip to visit another relative or something like that.”

      Jeremy stood in front of the press, gazing at the levers and plates. “Moving is dangerous. Unless you can stay put while doing it.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Show me how to use this.”

      “What? No. We’ve got more important things to do. If we use what you know with what resources I have, maybe we can actually get somewhere! Find out what’s really going on!”

      Jeremy seemed not to hear him and began rolling up his sleeves. Spindler slumped his shoulders in defeat. The Colonist was right. If they were going to maintain the ruse, they needed to make it look convincing. Besides that, after a few more days, Jeremy might actually start to trust him. He had only to wait.

      “All right,” Spindler said. “All right. Food for labor. Suits me. It’s the only way I can afford an assistant, anyway. Oh—talking of money, what do you fancy doing with that purse of silver we took from the drivers?”

      “You’re a newspaperman. You can find people, right? Track down addresses?”

      “I can. If they’re not Colonists.”

      Jeremy bit his lip for a moment as he stared at the floor. “The families of those wagon drivers . . . give it to them.”

      Spindler raised his eyebrows. “You sure? All of it?”

      Jeremy nodded. “All of it.”
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      As soon as Riva opened her eyes, she knew it was morning. She had no proof, of course. The crushing weight of the sea enveloped the underwater prison in eternal darkness, save for the scattering of enchanted lanterns. It was more a feeling, as though the sun had risen in her heart a little, peeked its head through the storm clouds of grief and sorrow. She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath, trying to picture the daylight in her mind and remember its warmth. There was comfort in knowing it was still there, somewhere above her.

      She pushed herself upright. It was cold in the cell, as always. She tried—as she did every day—to summon the smallest bit of warmth through enchantment. But as soon as she set her mind to the task, a hazy cloud moved over her thoughts, muddling and confusing them. Whatever serum Dr. Tyrus had injected her with did its work well, somehow reading the signals of body and mind to know whenever a mere thought was attempting to become something more.

      Pale light spilled across the floor as the door to her cell was opened. The warden of Stalikos entered, holding a small bowl of watery porridge.

      “Time to eat, love! And make it quick. You’ve got visitors.”

      “Visitors?”

      Hadwin shoved the bowl into her hands. “You know, guests? Callers? People to see you? On second thought, scrub that, you can eat later. Let’s not keep them waiting.”

      He grabbed the bowl back and hurried her out of the cell. Two guards followed behind as they moved down the corridor. Riva shivered in her thin dress and tried not to think of all the eyes that were watching them through the windows of the other cells.

      They soon came to a solid door near the center of the complex. She shivered again as she turned to the warden. “Who are they? These visitors? If it’s Lord Drystan, I have nothing more to say to him.”

      The warden pushed the door open. The sight inside took her breath away.

      It was a garden—more beautiful than any she’d ever seen on the surface. Roses glistened with dew in the morning light. Curtains of flowering vines draped down archways and trellises. Sunflowers and snapdragons swayed in the breeze. Riva stepped through the door, disbelieving her own eyes. The sun, only imagined moments before, now smiled down on her from a windswept sky of white clouds.

      “I’m . . . still asleep, aren’t I?” she said. “This can’t be real.”

      “Oh, it isn’t,” the warden answered. “It’s the work of a very gifted group of Entrians. Does the job, though, doesn’t it? Almost like the real thing until you bump into the walls. Quite the shock if you’re not expecting it. But you keep to the path. It curves around that hedge and comes to a fountain. Your guests are waiting for you there. Go on.”

      She heard the door click shut behind her. Turning back, she saw only a flowering hedgerow standing six feet high. Not even the guards remained. Anxiety began to gnaw at the pit of her stomach. It felt like a trick. Something nasty was probably waiting for her; a griffin or a dragon, like in the old tales, preparing to toss her an impossible riddle and then gobble her down at the first mistake. But she gathered her nerves and finally forced herself to walk the small winding path.

      She rounded a perfectly-manicured hedge and found herself facing a beautiful granite fountain, flanked by a handful of blossoming cherry trees. A woman sat on a bench with her back to Riva, staring at the fountain. Everything about her spoke to elegance—her posture, her clothing, even the style of her hair, a cascade of gold swept back with a pearl clasp. The woman, feeling she was not alone, turned to look behind her.

      “Riva!” she cried, rising from the bench.

      With a gasp, Riva rushed forward into the woman’s waiting arms. If her eyes were to be believed, it was her mother, Athalia.

      “Mum! Is it you? Is it really you? This can’t be real! It can’t!”

      “It’s me, my darling, it’s me,” the woman answered, kissing her head and holding her daughter’s face in her hands.

      Riva covered them with her own, tears rolling down her cheeks. “It’s not a trick? You’re not some kind of illusion?”

      “No. No, I’m here, Riva. Really and truly.”

      It was her voice. Her perfume. Her smile. Riva needed no other proof, and for the next glorious minute they simply held one another, looked at one another, shared tears which made it all but impossible to speak. Her mother laughed for the joy of it.

      “Look at you! All grown up! So beautiful! And even taller than I remember.”

      “How did you get here? When?”

      “Last night. I stayed at an inn on the surface. They wouldn’t let me see you ‘til the morning. Oh, darling!” She embraced her again. “Are you all right? Are they treating you well?”

      “Well enough for prison, Mum. Is Father here, too?”

      The smile faded slightly from the elder woman’s face. “No. He remained in Ciras.”

      From Riva’s face, the smile dimmed far more. “He’s still angry?”

      Athalia stroked her daughter’s hair. “He’s confused, Riva. So much has happened. So much is changed. He doesn’t know what to think. What to feel. You were lost to us for six years, and in all that time we never knew whether you were dead or alive from one moment to the next.”

      They sat together on the bench near the fountain. Fish slipped beneath the water like slivers of gold and silver. Riva grasped her mother’s hand.

      “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. Nor Father, if he’d ever believe that.”

      “I know. I know you meant nothing malicious by it. But . . . you did not think, Riva. You did not consider the consequences.”

      A pained expression crossed the young woman’s face. “Did they imprison you?”

      Athalia sighed and covered Riva’s hand with hers. “For a short while, yes.”

      “Father, too?”

      “Yes. But I wasn’t referring to our misfortune. Only yours.”

      “Mine? Mum, my only misfortune has been the separation from you. I still have my dignity, my self-respect. Not to mention the love of the dearest friends in the world.”

      A frown creased Athalia’s brow. She lifted her daughter’s chin with a tender hand, looking earnestly into her face. “I could believe you if all else was not against them. It is said they have strange powers. Powers over the mind and will . . .”

      Riva shook her head, but her mother continued.

      “You look like her. Sound like her. But the Riva I knew would never have done something so dreadful. Oh, dearest, what have they done to you? How did they ever make you believe their lies?”

      “I know it’s hard for you to understand,” Riva said. “Maybe impossible. But they took care of me. They were honest and kind and compassionate, even though I was the last sort of person they wanted walking into their midst. I admit, I didn’t think things through. I was acting on impulse and emotion. But it could’ve ended far worse than finding myself among such good and noble people.”

      Athalia’s face fell into sorrow. “Far worse? Riva, you are in Stalikos.”

      Riva was stunned. Sitting in a wondrous garden under a bright blue sky, she’d nearly forgotten the prison. She glanced down at her dirty, bedraggled clothes.

      Her mother put a hand on her arm. “It was bad enough, waking up that awful morning and finding your crest jewel on the pillow. But to think of you in here . . . it is unbearable. And when we heard another Colonist was killed a few days ago, it nearly drove us mad not knowing if it was you.”

      “Abner,” Riva said. “Abner Hart was his name.”

      “Whatever their names, they need to come out into the light and answer for themselves. If they are innocent, let them proclaim it to the Elders, in sight of God and the people. They will have justice if they are deserving of it.”

      “Is the world really so black and white for you? You think the Elders can’t be misled or deceived? You think our people are infallible?”

      “I think you are bewildered. I think you are tired and sick, and that you have been in such a state of fear for so long you cannot see things clearly. Forget right or wrong for now. Where were you? Hiding in holes and caves? Catching rides with pirates?”

      “No, Mum, it was nothing like that.”

      “Did they make you do things for them? Stealing and raiding?”

      Riva sighed, reluctant to answer. “Well, we had to survive—”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake . . .”

      “We weren’t off killing people in their beds if that’s what you’re getting at!”

      Athalia shut her eyes for a moment, then clasped Riva’s hands again. “I don’t want to argue. Even if the worst was true, I couldn’t bear to part with you again. But I must know. Do you intend to be open with the Elders? Will you tell them what they want to know?”

      “And have them capture my friends and bring them here?”

      “Think, Riva,” Athalia said, her gaze growing stern as well as desperate. “It is far better they be found by the Entrians than some of the others out there looking for them.”

      “It is better they not be found at all. Besides, I couldn’t tell the Elders where they are, even if I wanted to.”

      “Why not?”

      “They rarely hang about in the same place for more than a few days. So it’s no good asking me. No use. And that’s the truth.”

      “Is it now?” another voice replied.

      Riva glanced up as a man rounded the hedge. He was tall, very well-dressed, and wore his crest jewel proudly beneath his stiff collar. He raised an eyebrow at Athalia as if in question. She glanced at Riva, almost in shame, then answered with a nod.

      “She’s telling the truth.”

      Riva frowned, looking between them. “Who is this?”

      “Riva, this is Chief Prosecutor Pallaton,” Athalia said.

      The young Entress pulled back, aghast, and turned her furrowed gaze on the man. “You used her? To get answers from me? That’s why you brought her here?” She stood from the bench and looked at her mother. “That’s why you came?”

      “It was the only way they would let me see you,” Athalia replied. “They said it was a chance for a full pardon if you confessed all you knew.”

      Riva’s cheeks flushed with anger. “And you believed them?”

      “Riva!” Athalia cried, her eyes fierce but her voice tinged with pain. “You are my only child! The very light of my heart! Would you really ask me not to lift a finger to try to save you when I could?” She glanced away as her eyes filled with tears again.

      Lord Pallaton sauntered to a low wall encircling a bed of tulips across from the bench. He sat and laced his fingers over his knee. “I shouldn’t be too hard on your mother if I were you. Your parents have had a difficult time of it since you abandoned them. The Elders ordered they be put under constant watch in case you tried to contact them or return home. Not an easy thing for anyone to endure.”

      Riva glanced back at her mother in surprise. Athalia only looked at Pallaton in reproach.

      “In fact, you should be proud of her,” Pallaton continued. “She’s done well. Knowing now that the Colonists remain on the move, we will adjust our search tactics to adapt. And the more you tell us, the better it will be for you. As well as your parents.”

      Riva shook her head. “But you know now. You know I can’t tell you where they are or where they’ll be. What else can you want from me?”

      “Everything. Where they’ve been. What their plans are. How they operate. How they survive. Is anyone else helping them? What enchantments have you put in place to protect them? How many others have they killed? There’s a great deal more you can tell us.”

      “You know I won’t. I can’t.”

      Pallaton rubbed his brow as he contemplated her answer. When a wren chirped merrily in the distance, he lifted his eyes and gazed around the garden. “Do you know . . . this setting is a first-rate replica of a place I am very fond of. The garden of the Lady Madara. Have you heard of her?”

      Riva shook her head.

      He raised an eyebrow. “That is surprising. Some would say her family is the most important in all of Eriaris at present. And her garden is famous across the West Country. It was even open to admiring tourists when the family wasn’t at home. Now it has become something of a site of pilgrimage. Our prophet Darian often used to walk these grounds.”

      “Your prophet,” Riva corrected.

      Pallaton twisted his mouth. She couldn’t tell if it was a smile.

      “It’s strange,” he continued. “This place seems to be the only thing that hasn’t changed in the years since his murder. As though the flowers and trees never heard what happened, still in ignorant bliss. But we are not so fortunate. I know you weren’t present to witness the battle on Damiras nine years ago, but you must certainly remember how things changed afterwards. Crime escalated. Poverty spread. The suicide rate tripled—”

      “And girls were forced into breeding programs. Yes, I remember.”

      “Call it what you will, but we have all endeavored to make whatever sacrifices our great nation has required of us . . . while you went running straight to the ones who caused its near-ruin. You’ve been telling your mother how good and decent and noble they are, but have you told her about the doctor and his wife slaughtered in Vaterra? The ones with the message, ‘Colonists, arise!’ affixed to their bodies? Have you told her what you were doing with your friends in Harroway? Playing with Spektors and putting countless lives at risk?”

      “Spektors!” Athalia said, looking sharply at Riva. “What does he mean?”

      “We were helping the people there, Mum—”

      “Oh, yes. A great help, indeed,” Pallaton shot back. “Would you like to tell her what happened to the mayor’s wife or shall I?”

      Athalia stood, clutching the folds of her cloak. “Riva, what is he talking about?”

      “One of the Colonists, he’s a Keyholder. He can expel Spektors. The town was under attack—”

      “By Spektors?” her mother cried. “How could you even think of meddling in such things? As if befriending the Colonists wasn’t bad enough, now you’re dealing with the demonic?”

      Pallaton cocked his head at the young Entress. “Let me ask you something. Why would anyone give an Auric Key to a Cassrian? They have neither the strength nor the abilities of an Entrian, not to mention their half-hearted attempts at faith. Makes for a very weak soldier against such powerful foes. If you ask me, it is all but certain he killed someone to get it.”

      “No,” Riva said. “No, it was . . . given to him.”

      “By another Cassrian?”

      When Pallaton saw his question was answered by her silence, he shook his head in bitter remorse. “To be a Keyholder was once a holy charge. An honor of the highest degree. But once again, in their covetous grasping for power and dominion, the Cassrians got their wretched hands on that honor and pulled it down into the dust. That is, after all, the only way they have ever gained anything. By taking. By destruction. Infiltrating our God-given lands. Crippling our economy with their trade laws. It is madness. It is a horror. And I tell you now, unless you stop putting stock in these fantasies you’ve built up around yourself and start facing the truth, it will not go well for you with the High Council. I can promise you that. On top of everything else, you are also accused of attempting to murder the Lady Seherene.”

      “What?” Riva said, finding her voice at last. “That’s ridiculous!”

      “We know for a fact you were in Watcher’s Pass six weeks ago, and that five tons of solid granite was sent crashing down on her airship. The entire nation is calling for her to be made an Elder for her great deeds and service. Not even the most charitable of priests would find it easy to forgive you for wanting to harm her.” He stood from the wall and clasped his hands behind his back. “I would think very carefully now, if I were you. Think about who it is you are really protecting. Think about how your mother is looking at you. Tell us the rest of the story, and you may go home with her today. Feel the real sun on your face, the real wind at your back. Leave the illusions behind.”

      Athalia moved towards her daughter and reached for her hands. “Come home, darling. Please. You’ve been through enough. Too much to figure things out on your own. You can sleep in your own bed again, in your own room. We’ll walk Willow Lane together like we used to. You can see all your friends. See your father.”

      Riva stood silent for a long time. She thought of the dark hole in which she’d spent the last few days. She thought of how her mother looked like an angel, and how the promise of leaving for home with her felt like a summons to ascend to Heaven itself. She rushed into her arms again as tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “I love you, Mum. So very much. And I’m so sorry for all the trouble I’ve caused you. But I can’t leave here and pretend like nothing happened. I can’t go back to the way things were. I’m sorry. Tell Father I love him, too.” She held on a moment longer, breathing in the scent of her perfume, feeling the softness of her cloak, the tenderness of her embrace—then let go.

      “Riva—” her mother said.

      “Take me back,” she demanded, rushing past Pallaton. “Take me back now!”

      “Riva!” her mother called.

      Pallaton followed the young woman as she returned to the flowering hedgerow.

      “Open the door!” he said.

      The warden did so, then stepped back as Riva flew past him. He nodded at the guards, who hurried after her to make sure she returned to her cell.

      “Riva!”

      Her mother’s desperate cry echoed throughout Stalikos.
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      When Caradoc woke the next morning, it was to a wave of fresh grief and anger. The sky was just beginning to lighten, the sun not yet risen. For a long time he lay with an arm across his brow, trying desperately to push Riva and Abner’s faces from his mind. Then Old Saul replaced them, and he thought long and hard about the address card in his coat pocket which might lead to the slippery viper. But he couldn’t think about him, either. They had to get home first.

      He pushed himself up and sat on the edge of the bed, listening. The house was silent. He washed, dressed, and stepped softly out into the hall. The bedroom doors were still shut. No one else had stirred. It had been a long time since he’d woken in a proper house. It was a welcome feeling but strange as well, as if from a different lifetime.

      He walked down the stairs and out the front door, then strolled around the house to the edge of the river. The grass was wet, the air damp with the smell of a recent rain shower. Morning birds were already calling to one another in the green canopies above. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs, and exhaled with a sharp curse.

      A soft clanking noise caught his attention to the entrance of the boathouse. The current of the river had loosened the tow line of one of the dinghies. A second later, the line slipped its knot and fell into the water, sending the boat floating sideways. Caradoc hurried forward and caught the prow, bracing himself against the bank as he did so.

      “Oi!” a voice cried behind him.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Daniel had just rounded the corner of the house.

      “If you’re skipping out on us, take the rowboat, not the dinghy.”

      “Get down here and help me. You can be witty later.”

      Daniel hurried to his side. Together, they turned the boat parallel to the bank, allowing Daniel to get aboard and toss the mildewed tow line to Caradoc, who pulled the vessel back to the pier in the boathouse. When they had come close enough, Daniel leaned out over the stern and grabbed hold of the dock while Caradoc tied off the rope.

      “Fifteen years ago we had a three-mast clipper,” he said. “What happened to it?”

      “It sank about five years back. In a squall,” Daniel replied.

      With the boat secured, Caradoc reached out a hand and helped him onto the dock. “You’ll lose the rest of your fleet if you don’t teach those kids to tie a proper knot.”

      Daniel grinned. “One thing at a time. Tompkins and Jasper are still trying to work out which way to move the oars to go forward.”

      Caradoc leaned against a dock post as he wiped the grime from his hands. “I know it’s been a long time since I ran with the crew, but I expected to see a few more familiar faces than you and old Radburn.”

      Daniel nodded, squinting out over the water as the sun began to peer over the bay. “Vincent retired to a little place in Tansey. Safford caught fever and passed away ‘bout four years ago. Tavanaugh quit when he didn’t get the pay raise he asked for. And Magnus and Amelia got married and went off to raise a family.”

      Caradoc scratched his beard. “Magnus and Amelia? Who’d have thought?”

      “I know. Fire and ice, right?”

      They walked out of the boathouse and onto the riverbank.

      “And look at you,” Caradoc said. “Only a young scamp when I left. No more than nineteen. Now you’re giving the orders.”

      “It got easier when we moved our base down here. You won’t meet anyone in the neighborhood who ain’t a thief or bandit of some kind. We fit right in. Just have to look over our shoulders a bit more often.”

      A long-billed bird broke from under the cover of the marsh reeds and flew out towards the bay. They watched until it was out of sight. Daniel fidgeted as he crossed his arms.

      “I, uh . . . I heard about what happened. When you went back to see your father. I’m really sorry. We all were. And then . . . afterwards . . . taking the fall for us like that—we’ve been wanting to thank you all these years. But when you didn’t come back, we figured you blamed us.”

      “No. It was nothing like that. There were some answers I needed to find after I got out. I went to Mastmarner as soon as I could. I always meant to rejoin the crew afterwards, but I ended up staying for a few months.”

      “A few months? Were you reading books or writing them?”

      “Let’s just say I got distracted. After that I thought I’d try staying out of trouble for a change, so I found survey work, making maps and such.”

      Daniel rubbed his chin as he stared at the water. “That’s how you found her, wasn’t it?”

      Caradoc stiffened, his gaze turning hard as steel. “Found who?”

      “The oracle woman. She was the distraction, right?”

      Caradoc’s frown deepened. “How do you know about her?”

      Daniel raised his hands in exasperation. “Caradoc, you were one of us! Remember? You were our brother. We were worried sick. Followed every word in every paper. Kept an eye out for you wherever we traveled. And we knew all that talk about the Colonists trying to murder the Entrians was all rubbish! You gave years of your life for them! Your very freedom! So when that Entress girl . . . what’s her name?”

      “Riva.”

      “When Riva started appearing in town squares a few years back saying everyone had got it wrong and you were all innocent, we knew it was true. When she said you’d acted on a warning—on the word of some oracle, far-fetched though it seemed—we believed her. Now the poor lass sits in prison on the far side of the world for telling the truth and trying to help. It’s shameful. Monstrous. But look, now that we’ve come to it, I might as well tell you; we want to help. However we can. Hell, we’ll join forces on the spot if you’ll let us. Be proud to.”

      “Daniel—”

      “I’m serious! You’ve all been running for near a decade, hunted and cursed. The way I see it, that makes even more of a kinship between us. Mate, you’re a proper legend to these younger folk. All the Colonists are. They look up to you.”

      Caradoc turned his back to the river with a grim expression. “You have no idea what you’re asking. There’s far more going on than wrongful accusations. That oracle woman is only the start of things.”

      “It don’t matter,” Daniel said. “We’re with you, whatever the risk. You need supply runners? Hideouts? Money? It’s yours. We can make it happen. You and me joined the crew all those years ago ‘cause we were sick of watching bad things happen to good people while those in power turned a blind eye. Are the circumstances really so different now?”

      “Daniel!”

      Both men glanced towards the house. Skiff was leaning out of an open window.

      “She’s trying to help us in the kitchen! We told her to sit down but she won’t listen!”

      Caradoc smiled, then nodded at Daniel. “We’ll talk more about this later.”

      “All right. I’m gonna hold you to that.”

      He started towards the house but stopped when Caradoc spoke again.

      “Listen, Daniel, I want you to know . . . when I found out what was going to happen on Damiras, I meant to go straight to you for help. It was my very next thought. I searched for a week but couldn’t find any of you.”

      Daniel nodded. “We were in the Northern Sea at the time, up around the High Country. Suppose it just wasn’t meant to be. Not with us, anyway.” He clapped Caradoc on the arm. “Come on. Let’s have a little breakfast with our conversation.”
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      Both Harriet and Caradoc had gone to bed without dinner the night of their reunion, too exhausted by the day’s events. It was just as well, for breakfast with the smugglers proved to be more unnerving than either of them could have imagined. The scene was all too familiar—a group of outlaws-in-hiding, gathered around a table, teasing and chiding one another. Fortunately, they didn’t have to bear it for long. Daniel had only to glimpse the discomfort in their faces before organizing an alternative arrangement.

      They were served breakfast in the kitchen instead, joined only by Daniel and Radburn. Radburn had been on the crew longer than anyone else. He was a tall, thin man in his late sixties with stooped shoulders, round spectacles, and a long mane of gray hair which he wore in a knotted braid. There were a few gaps in his tobacco-stained teeth, and his long, thin face was ruddy and wrinkled like hardened leather.

      “So?” he asked. “How’d you all get separated?”

      Caradoc sat back in his chair. “We were trying to find the woman who had first warned us about the attack on Damiras. We figured if we could talk to her, convince her to tell the truth about what really happened to the right people, we could all go home. We set off for Harroway when we heard she might be found there.”

      He paused. Thus far, he hadn’t said a word to any of the smugglers about their connection with the Spektors, and he still wasn’t sure it was wise. He certainly wasn’t about to admit that the “oracle” was also the Mistress of the dark spirits.

      Sensing his uncertainty, Harriet finished the rest of the story. “But the whole thing was a trap. The man who’d passed the rumor on to us turned out to be good friends with Harroway’s mayor, and essentially delivered us into his hands. The next thing we know, they’ve given us drugged wine . . . and one by one we fall unconscious on the road just outside the city.”

      Daniel laced his fingers together, frowning. “Then you both wake up in cages on the far side of the country. But not in the clutches of constables or Colonist-hunters. Far from any of them. Almost like someone put you out of sight.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “The people in Harroway live so isolated inside their walls, they’d never even heard of the Colonists. But that man who sent us to Harroway, I think he knew exactly who we were. Spotted Chester and Evering on a street corner and wasted no time giving a bit of all-too-convenient advice just when we needed it.”

      “And then didn’t give a damn about turning you in,” Daniel said. “Not to the proper authorities, anyway. Strange. What’s this man’s name?”

      “He was calling himself ‘Old Saul.’”

      Daniel looked at Radburn, who took a swig of coffee before shaking his head.

      “Don’t ring any bells,” he said, then rested his elbow on the low back of his chair. “But looking at things from another side, maybe it weren’t the wine that knocked you all out. Maybe it was some kind of witchcraft. Perhaps from that oracle woman.”

      A wave of unsettled disquiet passed over them all.

      “I never thought of that,” Harriet said.

      Caradoc pushed away his half-eaten plate of food. “Whatever the case, we have to focus on getting un-separated, and with no idea where the others were taken.”

      Harriet nodded. “But if the wine was to blame, it’s possible three of us escaped—Jeremy, Evering, and Ink.”

      “Huh,” Radburn grunted, amused. “That orphan boy, eh? So he is with you.”

      “That’s an even longer story,” she said. “But yes.”

      “And if we rule them out, who’s left?” Daniel asked. “Apart from Riva and . . . Mr. Hart, God rest him.”

      “Simon,” Caradoc said. “Simon Elias.”

      Radburn rubbed a hand over his weathered face. “So we’re looking for one other Colonist at the least, four others at the most. Meaning eight of you went into Harroway. Is that all that’s left of your crew?”

      “We left three more at home,” Harriet answered.

      “And you’re sure they’re safe?”

      Caradoc hesitated. The Mistress’s potential interference meant that nothing was certain. For all they knew, she had flung Martin, Margaret, and Delia off the village as soon as they’d left it. In the end, for Harriet’s sake, he nodded. “We think so. Yes.”

      “Well,” Radburn said, “I suppose the first thing to do is get you back home. See if anyone else has returned, then send out your search parties from there.”

      “That presents another problem,” Harriet said. “Home moves every so often. And with all that’s happened, I’d be surprised to find it where we last left it. There’s no telling where they might be.”

      “Then it seems you need to bring them to you. Set up some kind of signal. Some kind of message that will let them know where you are.”

      “We’ve lost our only means of sending any signal the others could see,” Caradoc replied. “And without any chance of retrieving it.”

      The group fell silent again. Radburn swirled the coffee in his cup. Daniel crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, puzzling over the dilemma. Harriet looked up suddenly and put a hand on Caradoc’s arm with an air of excitement.

      “We have Mavie.”

      “Who?” Daniel said.

      Caradoc scoffed at himself in reproach. “Of course! The head librarian of Mastmarner. She’s a friend of ours. The others are sure to be making their way to her.”

      “If they’re not there already!” Harriet said. “She’s got to be our best chance!”

      “Mastmarner’s on lockdown, last I heard,” Radburn replied. “Something I believe you’re all at fault for.”

      “I know of a secret entrance or two that will get us in to see her,” Caradoc said. “At the very least, we might be able to send her a coded message.”

      Daniel glanced towards the window over the kitchen sink. “That’s a bloody long way to travel. And the road will be terribly dangerous, not to mention the weather.”

      “No option will be perfectly safe for us,” Harriet said. “But I think we must at least try to reach Mastmarner.”

      “Agreed,” Caradoc replied.

      Radburn rapped his knuckles against the table in thought. “Well, the safest way would be to sail ‘round the coast. Charter a cutter. Or something a bit bigger.”

      “Do you know anyone with access to an airship?” Harriet asked.

      “Afraid not,” Daniel answered. “But we can keep our ears open. We may come across one that could be . . . borrowed.”

      Caradoc passed a hand over his beard. “Going by land would take us weeks, maybe a month or two. Sailing the coast could take half the year.”

      Radburn leaned his arm on the table. “So the question then becomes . . . do you want speed? Or do you want safety?”

      In the end, they all agreed it would take a bit more time to decide on the best course of action and gave themselves another day to think things over. While clearing the dishes from the table, Daniel was called away to mediate yet another argument over the group’s tobacco supply. When Harriet insisted on washing the breakfast things, Radburn obliged her and went off to scout the traps he’d set in the woods to discover what they would be having for dinner.

      Caradoc rummaged through a few drawers and found a small towel, then leaned against the counter waiting for a clean dish to dry. “How did you sleep?”

      Harriet’s expression was calm, but the anxious energy with which she scrubbed the dishes spoke otherwise. “About as well as you, I imagine.” She paused for a moment, her worried eyes searching his. “How much longer do you intend on keeping Riverfall a secret from them?”

      Caradoc glanced towards the kitchen door. Daniel had left it open, but the hall outside was silent and there was no sign of movement. “If it were only Daniel and Radburn we were dealing with, I wouldn’t think twice. But I don’t know any of the others well enough. After that business with Frederick, I can’t bring myself to trust too easily again, even if Daniel vouches for them. And it seems wrong to hold him to secrecy if we do tell him. But maybe that’s what needs to be done. I don’t know.”

      Harriet resumed her dish washing. “I suppose we have some time to work that out. Perhaps in the interim, we should try to get to know the others better.”

      Caradoc nodded. “Daniel came to me earlier with an offer to join his crew up with ours. Said they hold us in high esteem for what we did on Damiras. Or tried to do.”

      “It makes sense. Isn’t this the same crew you helped smuggle goods to keep the poorer Entrian families from starving?”

      “Yes, but . . . I don’t know, it’s an odd thing. Demonized all these years, then come to find out we’ve actually had friends down here the whole time.”

      “Perhaps the others are finding friends as well.”

      “I hope so.”

      She handed him a plate. He dried it with the towel, laid it in its cupboard, and returned to the sink in time to receive a coffee mug. He turned his back to the kitchen door and stood closer to her as he dried it.

      “I gave Mavie a spyglass on our last visit.”

      Harriet paused again, her eyes brightening. “You did?”

      “I meant her to use it if she ever felt the desire to return to Riverfall. If the Colonist-hunters haven’t confiscated it, we can use it to signal the village.”

      Harriet let out an audible sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. I had almost begun to despair of any real hope. It all seemed so impossible.”

      “That’s not to say the path ahead will be easy,” Caradoc said as he put the mug away. “But I think we’re both agreed in choosing speed over safety, even though . . .” He glanced down at the towel in his hands, hesitant.

      Harriet smiled. “Even though Martin made you promise to keep me safe.”

      “And Delia made you promise the same about me.”

      “She did. But I think both would understand.”

      Just then, Daniel stepped back into the room. “Hey. Fancy giving a lesson to our younger members on tying a decent knot?”

      “Don’t you know how?” Caradoc asked.

      “Yeah, but they don’t want to hear it from me. They’re asking for the master.”

      Caradoc nodded to his left. “Then why don’t you ask her?”
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      Years of crocheting, knitting, and cross-stitching had made Harriet Whistler the undisputed knot-tying champion among the Colonists. And what her upper-class finishing school neglected to teach her about rope knots was rectified by her time as a fugitive, when one’s resourcefulness was directly proportionate to one’s chance of survival. The smugglers gathered around as she demonstrated her skill from the sitting room sofa. Caradoc sat in the corner, studying a map.

      “You can’t always rely on strength,” Harriet said, showing them a finished bow knot. “If the line is too damp, or if you’ve mixed up the steps, it won’t matter how tight you’ve drawn it.” She untied the knot and handed the rope to Tompkins. “Why don’t you give it a try?”

      He twisted his mouth as he proceeded to duplicate the process. When a minute had passed and he had still not succeeded, Skiff smirked at him.

      “You weren’t paying attention, were you?”

      “I was!”

      A bald smuggler named Brannon stepped towards him. “Let me have a go.”

      “I’m getting it! All right?”

      Brannon put up his hands and backed away. When Tompkins tried and failed yet again, Harriet held out her hand with a gracious smile.

      “It’s tricky the first few times. Here, I’ll show you again.”

      He handed the rope back to her with a sheepish shrug. “Seems kind of silly anyway. Here we’ve got two real live Colonists with us and we’re asking them to show us knots? I bet there’s a lot more useful things you could teach us. Like fighting, shooting, shaking off pursuers . . .”

      “I fear we would disappoint. I’ve had to put my knot-tying skills to use far more often than I’ve had to fire a pistol.” She glanced across the room. “I think that goes for all of us.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I’ve definitely wrestled more chickens than Colonist-hunters.”

      “Well, that’s perfect,” another smuggler named Amos said, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “My dad was a butcher. Taught me all he knew ‘bout chicken-catching. I’ll go back with you and let you in on all the secrets.”

      “And I ain’t much for knots,” Brannon said, “but I’m good with hammer and nails. Same goes for Skiff. Give us a day and we could have a whole house knocked up for you.”

      “That’s the truth,” the young woman said with a nod.

      “And I can chop firewood faster than anyone alive!” Tompkins cried, not to be outdone.

      A frown creased Harriet’s brow as she looked at their faces. “You’re serious?”

      “’Course we are,” Amos said. “We’ve been following things. We know your crew’s a lot smaller than it used to be, which means you need reinforcements. That’s us.”

      “You’re all very kind,” Harriet replied. “And we know you’re quite familiar with dangerous circumstances, but . . . this goes far beyond anything you could imagine.”

      The last smuggler who had yet to speak—a portly young man named Jasper—turned to look at the Colonist in the corner. “So it’s true, then, Mr. Caradoc? What the papers say about you having some kind of mark on your hand? Something to do with evil spirits?”

      Caradoc made no attempt to hide his gloved hand as he set the map down and met the young man’s gaze. “If it were, would you still want to join us?”

      Jasper looked between the two Colonists in disbelief. “You still don’t understand. You’re the Colonists. You gave up everything for a cause no one else would believe in. But you’ve come through it, still alive, still fighting. Dodging Entrians and bounty hunters and commissioners—everyone they send against you. You add evil spirits to that list? That only means the stakes are even higher. They have to be. And that’s just our kind of dangerous circumstance.”

      “We’re not doubting your bravery,” Harriet said. “Or your experience. It’s just . . . you’re all so young—”

      “No younger than you were at the start, right?” Tompkins asked.

      “And meaning no disrespect,” Skiff added, “but I think it was us who rescued the two of you.”

      A corner of Caradoc’s mouth turned up. This is what they’d wanted all along. Not rope-tying lessons. Still, he wondered how much sincerity lay behind their earnest expressions. He found himself recalling Frederick Coram’s face, his blue eyes shining as he swore to do all he could to help the Colonists. A few weeks later, he’d helped five of them to a death sentence.

      “Hey, look,” Tompkins said, his face brightening as he got to his feet. “Daniel says we’re heading to the West Country, right? Let’s go break the Entrian girl out!”

      “She’s in Stalikos,” Skiff replied. “We can’t break her out. But . . . maybe we could try to snatch her whenever they move her to Ciras for the trial.”

      “If we can get there in time,” Amos added.

      Skiff sat on the sofa beside Harriet. “Sidas Ramm could make it! He could commandeer an airship with a single terrifying glare! Just get me higher lifts for the boots next time.”

      Harriet looked at her in astonishment. “You’re Sidas Ramm as well?”

      “Oh, it’s great fun,” the young woman answered with a grin. “’Course I don’t speak when I play him, but that makes my version the scariest of ‘em all.”

      “You are definitely not the scariest bandit chief,” Jasper said.

      “Yes I am!”

      Brannon chuckled. “You’re only five foot tall! My wardrobe is scarier!”

      As they continued to argue, Daniel appeared in the doorway holding a cane and a small glass bottle. Caradoc rose from the sofa to speak with him.

      “What are they on about now?” Daniel asked.

      “Who plays the scariest bandit chief.”

      Daniel raised an eyebrow. “I think I’m looking at him. Anyway, I’ve brought these. The cane you wanted for her and the Jarmarac she wanted for you.”

      “The what?”

      “It’s a mixture of opium and valerian root. We take it whenever we can’t sleep. She said you might need it. Just don’t down the whole thing at once. You won’t be able to walk straight for a week. We usually put half a dozen drops in a glass of rum.”

      Suddenly, there was a loud bang from the front door and the sound of running steps. Radburn rushed into the sitting room a moment later, flushed and breathing hard.

      “Sharp’s the word, mates! Get your weapons!”

      “What’s wrong?” Skiff asked, standing from the sofa along with Harriet.

      “Slavers! Must’ve followed us or picked up our trail!”

      Jasper frowned. “But why? Didn’t we pay them double?”

      Radburn shook his head. “It’s an old game their kind likes to play on occasion. Sell something valuable, then steal it back again.”

      “They’re damn fools to attack us mid-day!” Brannon said.

      “How many?” Caradoc asked.

      “Fifteen and counting.”

      “Everyone out the back!” Daniel commanded.

      “No!” Radburn cried. “They’ve already got the house surrounded. Get upstairs! Bar the doors and shoot ‘em from the windows!”

      Daniel nodded. “Do as he says! Then split up and get away as quick as you can. Meet up at Gadham! Got it? Gadham!” He glanced at the Colonists. “You two, come with me!”

      Everyone jumped into action. The smugglers donned their weapons and raced up the stairs while Radburn ran around the house, barring all the ground-level doors. Daniel led Harriet and Caradoc into the kitchen pantry and grabbed hold of a large barrel.

      “Help me move this.”

      They rolled the barrel aside, revealing a hole in the floor. A ladder led down to a muddy patch of earth.

      “Down you go,” he said. “Ladies first.”

      Daniel shut and locked the kitchen door from the inside while Harriet climbed down. Caradoc went next, hunching his shoulders to fit. The ladder led to a tunnel, the ground of which remained perpetually soggy on account of the nearby river. At the far end of the passage was the edge of the forest, letting in just enough light for them to see one another by. As Daniel caught up to them, they heard shouting and breaking glass from somewhere above. The crack of rifle and pistol shots sounded soon after.

      “Oh, God help them,” Harriet said.

      “They’ll be all right. Here. Take these.” Daniel handed them each a large leather pack with a single shoulder strap. “There’s a bit of food and water in there. A change of clothes. A pistol and dagger as well. Everything you could want for a few days of travel. Once we’re out in the open, run as fast as you can into the forest. We’ll try to keep the slavers here at the house and give you time to get away. Caradoc, you remember how to find the safehouse in Gadham?”

      Caradoc pulled the pistol from his pack and checked the chamber. “A mile south of the Blue Cliffs? In the foothills?”

      “North. A mile north. We’ll all meet there. It’s a seven-day journey on horseback. There’s a bag of coin in each of your packs. You can buy a few mares at the little town west of here, ‘bout two miles away. Now let’s go. Quick and quiet.”

      They followed him to the mouth of the tunnel. They were quick, but it was hard to be quiet when every footstep splashed with mud. Emerging into the sunlight, they rounded the tunnel entrance and stood for a moment on the bank of the river, daring a glance back at the house. A dozen slavers encircled it, with another half dozen lying dead or injured.

      “Now’s your chance,” Daniel said.

      Caradoc grasped his hand. “Thanks, old friend.”

      “Will you be all right?” Harriet asked.

      Crack!

      A bullet ripped into a tree trunk three inches above Daniel’s head. The next moment, a slaver jumped from the top of the tunnel entrance and knocked Caradoc to the ground. The pistol flew out of his hand and into the river. A second slaver rounded the tunnel from the opposite side and lunged at Daniel, brandishing a machete. Daniel dodged, swiped at his legs, and toppled him to the ground. Caradoc, meanwhile, had taken a hit to the mouth with a set of brass knuckles. He spit blood as he shoved his attacker away and got to his feet. Daniel was attempting to wrest the machete from out of the second slaver’s grip. But a third had since appeared, and was now advancing on Harriet.

      Before Caradoc could rush forward, the brass-knuckled slaver tackled him again, landing a hard blow to his back. Caradoc spun and grabbed the man by his jacket collar as he fell. Before either could stop themselves, they rolled down a steep hill and into the forest. The slaver was quick to rise again and advanced on his opponent with a pistol. The bullets had been spent but he bore down on the bleeding Keyholder and tried to use it as a bludgeon. Caradoc grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it, gaining enough leverage to throw his attacker off.

      The slaver stumbled back and promptly stepped into one of Radburn’s animal traps. The steel teeth sprang shut with a sickening snap. The man screamed, careened backward, and hit his head against a rock. He did not move again.

      Caradoc heard a laugh behind him. He got quickly to his feet and raced back up the hill, pausing only briefly to get his bearings. Daniel still wrestled with his assailant another ten yards away. The third slaver stood on the riverbank, grinning at Harriet as she rummaged through her pack in desperation.

      “That’s the problem with large handbags, love. You can never find what you want when you need it.” He flicked his dagger through the air with a flourish. “Tell you what. I’ll be a good sport. I won’t hurt you where anyone can see.”

      Caradoc and the slaver both went for Harriet at the same time. A second later, she pulled a pistol from her pack, cocked the hammer, and shot the slaver in the throat. Caradoc came to a halt, nearly tripping over himself in shock. The man slid to the ground, clawing at his neck as he choked on his own blood. Harriet stood frozen to the spot with horror. The smoking pistol shook in her hand. Caradoc spurred himself towards her.

      “Harriet,” he said, finally reaching her.

      She didn’t respond.

      “Harriet.” He put his hand on hers. “Give me the pistol.”

      She blinked, then finally released her grip. Caradoc took the weapon and went to the slaver’s side, making sure to block her view of him. The man writhed in anguish, wheezing and gurgling as he clutched at his throat. He put the pistol against the man’s chest, felt his own heart sink, and pulled the trigger. A final ragged breath slipped away, and the slaver went still.

      Caradoc turned back at the sound of running footsteps. It was Daniel, breathing hard and his face slicked with sweat. In the distance, his assailant lay crumpled on the ground with a bloody machete beside him.

      “You have to go! Now!” Daniel cried.

      Caradoc shoved the pistol into his belt and picked up Harriet’s pack, shouldering it along with his own. He took her gently by the arm. “Harriet, we have to run. All right?”

      She was still dazed, but managed to answer with a nod. Caradoc exchanged a parting glance with Daniel, then turned and helped her down the hill as gunshots continued to echo behind them. She balked for a moment at the sight of the dead slaver in the steel trap, but Caradoc caught her by the hand—both to steady her and to encourage her forward.

      Together, they ran through the forest as fast as they could.
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            A Long Way Down
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      The four giant propellers moving Riverfall across the sky were in full-blown rebellion. It took an entire day for Margaret and Evering to start them back up again, and from then on the rotating blades took turns suddenly stopping at random intervals. It didn’t help that the pipelines supplying them steam were breaking and blowing holes faster than they could be patched. To compensate, they had to load twice as much coal into the boiler and were forced to shut down all but two of the radiators in the houses to save what energy they could for propulsion.

      Everyone took to wearing a coat and several layers of clothing to make up for the heat loss, even when going to bed at night. If two propellers stopped working at the same time, Riverfall would slowly drift off course, forcing Martin to rush to the navigation room in the tower to correct their trajectory. As the problem worsened, it soon became necessary for all four of them to take turns working shifts in the pipeworks to keep an eye on things. They had calculated that it would take no more than a day to reach the place where they were to meet Mavie’s wolves. In the end, it took them four.

      The continual glut of problems also meant that the remaining Colonists had to spend a lot more time with each other. Delia, Martin, and Margaret had never really liked one another, and though the forced companionship led to inevitable bouts of arguing and squabbling, it also forced an education in tact and forgiveness. They knew they couldn’t survive without working together. Slowly but surely, their mutual hostilities and grievances turned to a kind of begrudging civility, which was all the more encouraged amongst them for Evering’s sake.

      Riva’s capture and Abner’s murder were things inconceivable only a week ago. Even two weeks ago they’d been thirteen strong and in better stead than they’d ever been before. Now they were only four, with one fast becoming a ghost.

      Evering barely functioned. He slept little, ate hardly anything, and was often seen wandering aimlessly through the village with a blank expression on his face. They tried to engage him whenever they could. Delia had him help her care for the animals and attend to chores in the dairy. Martin asked his assistance with preparing meals in the kitchen. Margaret often invited him to join her in a game of cards or a simple conversation over a nightcap. He flitted from one place to the next, obliging their invitations but hardly interacting. He rarely spoke, rarely looked anyone in the eye. He seemed to be spending most of his time inside his own mind, in his thoughts and memories.

      The night terrors were the worst of it. He would often wake up screaming in the middle of the night, calling for help and sobbing for his father. The others only discovered this when his cries were so loud one night they woke Martin two houses away. He’d found the young man drenched in sweat and tears, shaking uncontrollably.

      It took hours for Evering to calm down afterwards. Once he did, Martin returned to his house, packed a bag, then moved into the Hart residence and took to sleeping in Ink’s bed. It turned out to be a mercy for both. Evering’s nightmares would last only a few seconds before he was woken by Martin, and Martin was spared the pain of sleeping in a room which constantly reminded him of Harriet’s absence.

      Delia’s suggestion that Evering take a dose of Caradoc’s sleeping tonic ultimately proved unsuccessful. Though the dose of wine in the mixture did a good deed in helping the young man to relax his nerves before sleep, the narcotic made him sick. After three days of attempting to stomach the concoction, he was finally forced to abandoned it.

      As they neared their destination, the time came to slow Riverfall’s momentum. But just as they cut the steam from the boiler, a crack opened in the pipeline directly connected to the fourth propeller. Losing the full force of its energy all at once, it screeched to a sudden halt, resulting in two of its massive, weather-worn blades breaking off at their bases and flinging themselves into the pipeworks.

      Delia, Martin, and Margaret hurled themselves to the ground as the metal projectiles crashed into a collection of overhead pipes in the far corner of the chamber. Water and boiling-hot steam began to pour out of the system. Before it could reach them, Martin raced to the main lever and pushed it forward.

      As the steam dissipated, Delia and Margaret got to their feet. Martin wiped a hand across his brow.

      “That puts all our radiators out of commission,” he said.
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      Three hours later, the village came to a stop. Margaret and Delia boarded Drifter One and double-checked their fuel supply. Martin loaded the craft with several bags of dead leaves which they’d collected over the past few days. The plan was to locate any skytraps near the Drifter by throwing the leaves overboard and hoping they would catch in mid-air. Delia had come up with the idea, having recalled doing the same on her farm to find the near-invisible giant spiderwebs spun in her barns.

      When they were ready to depart, Margaret took her seat at the tiller and secured the bag of spyglasses beneath the bench. Delia stowed the pillowcases belonging to their missing friends. It had been a somber task collecting them.

      “You checked your pistol chamber?” Delia said to Margaret.

      “Yes. But I’m not sure a pistol will be enough to take down even one of those wolves if they turn on us. How’s your aim with that rifle?”

      “I’ve been shooting since I was twelve. I can hit a field mouse at forty paces. But it’s not the wolves I’m worried about.”

      “What then?”

      Delia switched on the gas burner and adjusted the flame. “People who can shoot back. All right, Martin. Cast us off.”

      “Wait!” a voice called from the far side of the chamber.

      Evering was hurrying towards them, dressed for travel and with a pistol of his own tucked in his belt. When he reached the airship, he stepped into the hull and plunked himself down on the bench in the stern.

      “All right,” he said, tightening his gloves. “We can go now.”

      The others exchanged worried looks. They wanted to ask if he was certain, if he remembered where they were going and how dangerous it might be. But it seemed foolish to do so. This was the most drive and energy he had shown in a long while, and they weren’t about to take it away from him. With a nod, Martin threw the anchor line into the hull.

      “Good luck.”
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      They guided the Drifter out over the planned landing site while keeping at the same altitude as Riverfall. Since Mavie had said that the traps were being set low, they figured it was best to descend vertically rather than sailing down at a more gradual angle. It was nerve-wracking all the same. No one said a word until Delia determined they were in the right position.

      “All right,” she said. “Let’s scatter the leaves.”

      They each took a bag and began tossing handfuls over the side. When they had emptied them almost by half, Delia instructed them to stop and save the rest for the return trip.

      Margaret stood and brushed her hands together. “I’m not seeing anything on my side. Are we certain the traps will catch them at all?”

      Delia sighed. “No. But it’s the best we can do for now.”

      “Look,” Evering said.

      He was gazing out over the stern. Margaret and Delia stepped closer and strained their eyes westward into the overcast sky. There was nothing to be seen at their elevation but scant wisps of cloud. A little lower, however, half a dozen dark shapes drifted over the coastline.

      Margaret frowned. “Are those airships?”

      “They are,” Delia replied, a tone of dread in her voice. “An entire fleet of them. And coming this way, by the look of it.”

      “Do you see what they’re doing?” Evering said, peering even closer. “There’s little flashes of green light around them. Almost like fireworks.”

      Both women looked again. They could just make out tiny figures throwing their arms out over the sides of the ships. Each time they did, a burst of strange light shimmered in the air, then disappeared moments later.

      “Damn, you’ve got good eyes, Evering,” Margaret said. “They’re setting skytraps right along the coast. Probably all the way from Mastmarner.”

      Delia rushed back to the gas burner and reduced the flame. “That means this area is clear for now. But we have to be quick or those traps will be laid right on top of us before we can get back to Riverfall. I’ll ease us down as fast as we can safely afford it. Be ready, Margaret. Evering, guide us to level ground.”

      A vast forest stretched below them. The snow had built up so high around the trunks of the fir trees that Evering could only make his best guess about where even ground might be. When the vessel finally landed, its hull sunk almost halfway into the powdery flakes.

      Delia cut the burner and grabbed her rifle from under the bench. “Come on. Should be just through these trees.”

      She stepped out over the hull and sank knee-deep in snow. Margaret and Evering followed after. The effort it took them to slog through it made them sweat beneath their coats and scarves. By the time they reached the line of trees to which Delia had referred, Evering had removed his hat and was fanning himself with it.

      Before them was a lake of frozen ice, so large they couldn’t see the far side of it. Around its rim stood huge pillars, each about twelve feet tall and constructed of black stone—the surface of which was so slick and shiny it almost seemed like glass. Margaret and Evering stared up at them as they caught their breath.

      “What are they?” Margaret asked.

      “Gate posts,” Delia answered, seating herself on a fallen log. “Of an enchanted barrier that once stood here. This is the place where we raised Riverfall into the sky six years ago. It was called ‘Rytram’ then. Seems the hole we left behind filled with rain afterwards.”

      Margaret sat on the opposite end of the log and wrapped her arms around herself. “Riva told me she couldn’t have raised it alone. That it took all of you to help with the enchantment. The thought of even Entrians doing such a thing is incredible. But to have Cassrians play a part in it? It’s astonishing.”

      “It was indeed.” Delia glanced back. “Do you remember, Evering?”

      He wiped his nose on his sleeve and went to sit between them. “Yeah. And it was Dad who told Riva to raise it so high. Figured it was safer that way.”

      It was the first time Evering had mentioned anything about Abner since hearing news of his fate. They were silent for a long time after that, content to simply take in all the sights and sounds of the place. The only sign of movement was the occasional robin flitting from branch to branch. The shadows of the trees crept sideways as the sun reached its full height. Margaret adjusted her position on the log with an anxious air.

      “We were late in coming here. What if we’ve missed them?”

      Delia pursed her mouth for a moment. “You said Mavie was able to . . . communicate with them somehow. I’m sure she would have told them to wait for us.”

      Another fifteen minutes passed. A breeze stirred and dusted snow from the treetops. The clouds overhead grew darker as they passed to the east. The Colonists knew they couldn’t wait forever. If a storm came, they would be grounded. If the fleet of airships reached them, they would have to travel miles away to escape the skytraps, further depleting their fuel supply. Delia stood and began to pace, holding the butt of her rifle in the crook of her arm.

      Snowflakes began to whirl down, tiny at first but growing by the minute. Evering blinked them out of his eyes as he stood and went to one of the black pillars on the edge of the lake. He set a hand to its surface. It was still. Cold. No spark of enchantment remained. It was just a stump of rock now, with no particular purpose. He sighed and glanced out over the frozen water.

      A wolf was sitting in the center. It was huge. Far bigger than any dog he’d ever seen. Its thick white fur made it virtually invisible against the snow, save for its amber-colored eyes—which were staring straight at him. Evering took a few steps back and gestured wordlessly to the others. Only when they hurried to his side did they spot the animal. Delia closed both hands around her rifle.

      From out of the hazy distance, a second wolf with a gray coat appeared and sat next to the first. A third came into view, black-furred, and did the same. Then a fourth, brown-colored. None of them moved any closer than the white wolf but sat staring at the Colonists. Margaret reached for the pouch of spyglasses tied to her belt.

      “Hang it all. They want us to walk across the ice.”

      “Leave it here on the bank,” Delia replied. “They can pick them up when we leave.”

      “No. They’ve gotta be put ‘round their necks.” Evering stepped in front of Margaret and held out his hand. “I’ll do it.”

      She drew her eyebrows together in worry. “Are you sure?”

      “They’re Otherworld wolves. And Mavie’s friends. I’m sure.”

      She couldn’t argue, especially not when he seemed so determined. She handed him the spyglasses, then pulled the pistol from her belt to have it at the ready. Delia gave him the bag of pillowcases and raised the rifle to her shoulder, keeping the muzzle pointed at the ground.

      Evering turned and walked out onto the lake. It creaked and groaned under his weight, but he heard no cracking, nor did he see any holes or fissures. He continued on, keeping his eyes on the wolves. They watched him with interest but still didn’t move. Margaret and Delia stepped to the edge of the ice, ready to jump into action if needed. The breeze gusted into a breath of wind, threatening to worsen the weather.

      When he had come within five feet of the formidable creatures, he stopped and opened the bag of pillowcases. There were six. One by one, he laid them out atop the ice. When this was done, he opened the top of the spyglass pouch and looked at the beasts again with no small measure of hesitation. As if sensing his fear and uncertainty, the wolves laid down, scraping their forepaws across the snow. At first, Evering could only focus on their massive claws, but their submissive demeanors made him reasonably assured they wouldn’t try to use them. He shut his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, then moved forward and knelt in front of them.

      He opened the pouch and pulled out the spyglasses. With shaking hands, he hung one around each of their massive necks, then gave the two wolves in the middle a second one each. The slender chains of each spyglass disappeared almost instantly under their thick coats of fur. Even the enchanted glass piece was fairly well hidden. Evering, still on one knee, swallowed his nervousness and addressed them.

      “I . . . I don’t know if you can understand me. But I wanted to tell you a few things. You got six spyglasses there, one for each of our missing friends. We know at least one of them—Riva—has been taken to Stalikos. There’s little hope of any of you getting in there, but once they move her to the mainland for her trial, there might be a chance to pass one to her somehow. It will likely be quite dangerous for all of you. There are bad people out there wanting to hurt us, and who’ve already done us great harm.”

      He furrowed his brow, clenching his hand into a fist.

      “Which brings me to the other thing. Mavie told you to be on the lookout for three particular people, and to warn her whenever they come near Mastmarner; Bill Stone, George Marlas, and the Lady Seherene. I want to add something. If you see them in your travels . . . and if you get the chance . . . hurt them.”

      Almost before he realized it, his eyes had filled with tears. He wiped them away with the back of his hand, then got to his feet and walked backwards past the line of pillowcases. As if on cue, the wolves rose to their feet and moved forward. Their noses inspected every inch of the cloth, reading each hint and sign there was to be found in the scents impressed upon them. When they were satisfied, they turned around and trotted off across the ice, their great bushy tails swishing across the surface. Evering watched until they had gone from sight, his heart still pounding in his chest.
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      The Colonists were back on Riverfall within the half hour, and with plenty of distance yet remaining between them and the trap-setting airships. A storm struck the area as soon as they left, dumping another six inches of snow and covering all tracks below. By nightfall the sky was clear, but the temperature had dropped a good ten degrees. When they had finished dinner and there was no more work to be done, they took chairs from the dining room and gathered around the stove in the kitchen.

      “Is this really the only place in the village to light a fire?” Margaret asked, holding her hands out towards the flames. “Besides the boiler, I mean.”

      “The Entrians who lived here before used enchantments to keep the place at a comfortable temperature,” Martin answered. “Never had the need for hearths or boilers in the houses. Honestly, without the radiators, we may all have to start sleeping in here.”

      “Can’t we move farther south?”

      He shook his head. “We need to conserve our resources. That means keeping the propellers shut down until we see a signal from one of those spyglasses, and only moving then.”

      “We’ll have to put some curtains up if we’ll be staying in here,” Delia said, adjusting the blanket around her. “That moonlight is going to keep me awake.”

      There were only two windows in the kitchen, but through the largest of them the night’s full moon was clearly visible, dead center in the middle of the glass pane like a massive eye glaring down at them. A small shadow moved across the light flooding across the floor. Evering tensed and drew his arms back.

      “Hullo, Oswald,” Delia said, leaning down to pet the cat. “Haven’t seen you all day.”

      The old, one-eyed cat looked up at Evering, twitching his tail.

      Martin chuckled. “Relax, Evering. He’s not going to eat you.”

      “Not yet, you mean. He’s waiting ‘til my back is turned.”

      “Are you really that frightened of him?” Margaret asked.

      “He’s creepy. With that unblinking eye of his and those long claws . . .”

      “Come now, he can’t help his eye,” Delia said. “He’s a good boy who keeps himself very clean and takes care of all the nasty bugs around here.”

      Oswald crouched for a moment, still staring at Evering, then jumped onto his lap.

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” the young man said, leaning to the far side of the chair. “What’s he doing?”

      “He’s found a new best friend,” Martin said with a smile.

      Margaret couldn’t help but laugh at Evering’s appalled expression. If the cat detected any hint of Evering’s disdain, he didn’t show it. Instead he found the most comfortable position he could and settled down with his paws nestled under his chest.

      “He knows,” Delia said. Her smile had softened.

      Evering frowned at her. “Knows what?”

      “Some animals . . . they can perceive sadness in humans. Cats and dogs especially.”

      Evering glanced down. The cat seemed perfectly content. Begrudgingly, he sat upright in his chair again, but continued to wrinkle his nose.

      “Well, I’m not going to pet him, if that’s what he wants.”

      He didn’t have to endure Oswald’s company for much longer. Only a few minutes later, the tower clock struck eight. At the same moment the bells started to sound, Riverfall began to shake and tremble like nothing they had ever felt before. Cupboards swung open, spilling dishes. Stacked firewood tumbled to the ground. A glass pitcher slid off a nearby table and shattered. Oswald leapt off Evering’s lap and ran out of the room as the others rushed to hold the cupboards shut. The house creaked and groaned. Furniture toppled and crashed in the Whistlers’ bedroom on the floor above. They struggled to keep their footing, clutching tight to sinks and counters. The whole ordeal lasted a full minute, then stopped.

      Delia glanced around. “Everyone all right?”

      “What on earth was that?” Evering said. “The pipeworks?”

      “Couldn’t be,” Martin replied. “Nothing in the pipeworks could make the entire village tremble like that.”

      Margaret nodded towards the far wall. “Look there. Out the window.”

      The moon no longer shone into the room but now hung several inches above the window frame, out of direct sight. Except for the modest fire in the stove, the kitchen was all but pitch dark. Martin leaned against a counter and put his hand to his brow.

      “Good God. We fell.”

      Margaret and Evering looked back at him in alarm. Delia’s eyes remained on the moon.

      “What do you mean?” Evering said, on the verge of panic.

      “We’re sitting lower than we were a few minutes ago. Something’s gone wrong . . .”

      “With the enchantment,” Delia finished, turning from the window. “Martin’s right. We must have dropped a full two feet.”

      “But how is that possible?” Margaret cried.

      Delia put her arms around herself and furrowed her brow. “Remember what we talked about by the lake? How it took everyone’s strength and energy to help raise Riverfall into the sky? What happens when the majority of that strength and energy is suddenly gone?”

      She glanced at Martin. He nodded, his face pale and grim.

      “Like the propeller losing all that steam.”

      “Hold on,” Margaret said, moving around the counter. “You’re saying . . . if we don’t get the others back soon, this whole village could come crashing to the ground?”

      “Maybe not crashing, but certainly descending,” Delia said.

      “And the shroud enchantment?” Evering asked. “The thing keeping us invisible from all the people who want to kill us? That could be fading, too?”

      Delia and Martin exchanged glances but came to no conclusions—at least, none that were spoken aloud. Margaret returned to her chair near the stove and sank down, looking ill. Evering ran an exasperated hand through his red hair.

      Martin kicked at the broken glass near his feet, then sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well . . . at least it’s a long way down.”
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      Ink stood in the corner of a tea room, straight and tall, with his hands clasped behind his back. His eyes were fixed on two Entrian men sitting near the center. One had a very high collar and sipped his tea with a finger in the air. The other had the palest face of any living human being he’d seen and had styled his hair so that an obnoxious curl hung over his brow.

      “Rubbish,” the high-collared man said. “The Branduff clan have always scraped the bottom of the barrel when it came to marriage. Their entire family is made up of alcoholics, going back generations. They’ve been such an embarrassment to decent society that no one will have them.”

      “What, even the youngest boy?” the pale man said. “I thought he did fairly well.”

      “Yes, but only after a hefty dowry was paid to the bride’s family. I’d be surprised if there was any inheritance left for future generations. That sort of thing would never happen in families like ours.”

      The pale man sniffed into a handkerchief with gold embroidery. “Well, I supposed that’s what the clan feuds were all about, eh? Eradicating that kind of behavior from our society. Weeding the garden, so to speak.”

      “Exactly.”

      Ink smoothed his blue frock coat and picked up a small tray from the table beside him. He approached the men and leaned towards them with an air of practiced propriety. “Pardon me, gentlemen. Would you care for more sugar?”

      “No,” the high-collared man said with a flick of his hand.

      Ink stepped away and set the tray on a nearby cart, then busied himself with arranging the spoons and cups on the table behind them.

      “Did you hear about that business in the Kurna Mountains?”

      “Ugh. Utterly treasonous. It’s not enough they’ve been stealing the riches of our rightful lands all these years. But now to have been harboring our worst enemies . . .”

      “My father owns several copper mines a few miles south of Ciras. He would be more than qualified to take things over.”

      “So long as the wealth is spread to the families who deserve it. There is still much payment to be made for all that was lost in the Great Ruin.”

      When Ink finished with the silverware, he turned and headed for the corridor outside the tea room. Just before he reached the exit, the high-collared man called out over his shoulder.

      “Ho, there! Boy! We could do with some more sandwiches.”

      Ink glanced back with a scowl. “I don’t work here, you daft milksop. Get ‘em yourself.”

      He disappeared through the door, leaving both milksops to look at one another in bewilderment.
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      Ink returned to his cabin. With a self-satisfied smirk, he lobbed the men’s wallets onto his dresser and flipped through the contents. Of course, he had no real reason to pick their pockets. Seherene had seen to it that he had everything he could possibly need or desire—a huge cabin adjoining hers, the finest clothes he’d ever worn in his life, and the best meals available on a first-class passenger airship. It was just good to know he still had the knack for it. No sense letting a useful skill go to the wayside, after all. When he had gleaned what he could from the wallets, he tossed them into the bottom drawer atop his father’s old coat, which he had carefully folded.

      He thought then of going to the window and having a look at the scenery passing below, but on his way he saw that a huge meal had been laid out for him on a nearby table. There was a whole roast chicken, fresh bread rolls, an assortment of fruits and vegetables, a jug of cream and a pot of tea. Most eye-catching of all were the dessert choices. A huge slice of chocolate cake sat beside two slices of apple pie, and next to these was a silver bowl of ice cream. With a grin, Ink took up a plate and helped himself to the pie and cake, then dumped the ice cream on top of both.

      A knock came at the door linking his cabin to Seherene’s.

      “Come in!” he called as he tucked his napkin into his shirt.

      The Entress entered, prompting Ink to stand from his chair.

      “No, please,” she said, raising a hand. “Don’t let me keep you from dinner.”

      “Care to join?” Ink asked, taking his seat again. “There’s more than enough, as usual.”

      “No, but thank you for the invitation.” She smiled as she surveyed his plate. “Dessert first, is it?”

      Ink cut into the slice of cake. “Always, if I can help it. Never know when something nice like this could be taken away, so might as well have the best part first.”

      Seherene took the seat opposite him. “And are the accommodations still to your liking? Have you been finding things to entertain you?”

      Ink twisted his mouth to keep from smiling. “Been doing a bit of exploring. It’s nice to be able to look at everything without sneaking around and worrying about getting caught. Thought I’d go snoop around the boiler room later on and see what it looks like down there.”

      “As long as you stay away from the promenade deck for a while.” She produced a small piece of paper and held it up for a moment before setting it on the table. “I just received a weather notice. Apparently, the air is so cold up here that frostbite could set within five minutes if you linger too long in the open.”

      “Ain’t that normal for this time of year?”

      “Not at all. I’m told the winters only get this bad once or twice in a generation. There’s a huge storm coming down from the north as we speak. It’s predicted to hit Ciras early tomorrow evening. Fortunately, we should arrive at my family estate by morning.”

      She glanced down at the table and fidgeted with a silver fork. Something was bothering her. Ink was on the verge of asking, but he was suddenly struck by the way her face looked in the candlelight. It made her dark eyes sparkle and cast a warm glow on her cheek and brow—almost like a painting he had once seen. When her eyes turned to him again, he cleared his throat to break himself from the trance.

      “Uh, someone . . . someone called me ‘Lord’ earlier today. I noticed most of the Entrians call each other ‘Lord’ or ‘Lady’. Even heard one of the airmen up on deck say it to his mate. Does everyone get to be called by those titles?”

      She leaned back in her chair. “For the most part, yes. It was explained to me long ago that the practice of calling everyone a Lord or Lady was meant to encourage respect, regardless of social station or family history. It’s a way to treat each other as equals, as peers, so that no one is looked down upon. But it is my belief that such meaning has gone out of our society’s use of it. One has only to look at the clan wars for proof. It remains now merely as a formality.”

      Ink nodded, mindlessly swirling his spoon through the melting ice cream on his plate. He tilted his head as he glanced back at her. “So . . . what do you do? For entertainment, I mean.”

      She swept her gaze across the table as she considered how to answer. “Most of my free time is spent reading and writing correspondences, keeping up with the latest news, with dispatches from my colleagues. Making travel arrangements. Planning meetings and organizing visits to the High Council and Assembly—”

      “But that’s all business,” Ink cut in. “Business ain’t entertainment. What do you do for fun? For a laugh? To escape all this nonsense you have to put up with? To keep all these priggish snobs and phonies from driving you up the wall? You’ve got to get away sometimes. Hang about with real people who are honest and down-to-earth—”

      “Like the Colonists?”

      Ink paused mid-sentence, deflating with a resigned nod of his head. “I see what you did there. That was good. Well done.”

      She chuckled, almost self-consciously. It was the nicest sound he’d heard in a long while. She leaned her arm on the table and ran her finger along a pattern in the tablecloth. Her thoughts sobered her expression, cutting short the lighthearted moment all too soon. “I can no longer afford the luxury of fun. The heavy work I must bear does not allow it. For me, there is nothing now but business. All my time is devoted to it. All my life.”

      Ink furrowed his brow. “But that’s so sad.”

      “That is reality. Even in those quiet moments before sleep, my thoughts are still captive to it, turning inevitably to all the mysteries yet to be solved. How did you end up in that mining camp? And why? How are you not harmed by the Spektors while you are separated from the Keyholder? How did Harroway keep their vast collection of silver mines hidden from us all these years?” She clenched her hand into a fist for a moment. “And how have they been allowed to put children to hard labor?”

      She stood from the chair and paced behind him to the window. Ink set down his spoon. He had told her only the most basic facts about the Colonists’ trip to Harroway, and with just the right words to assure her he wasn’t lying. He said nothing of their search for the Mistress, or the Spektors who had come for the stolen gift, or even the bags of silver. For all she knew, they had only gone for a short visit and left with a few supplies. Of his stay in the mining camp, however, he had not hesitated to relate every detail.

      Recalling the camp, his thoughts touched on the memory of Fetch and all the kind deeds he had done, even at a risk to his own safety. Ink put a hand in his pocket and curled his fingers around the handkerchief the blind caretaker had given him. Yet again, he found himself wishing he had come along.

      “I’m sorry, Ink,” Seherene said.

      Surprised, Ink rose from the table and turned to her. “Sorry? For what?”

      She put her back to the window and sat on the cushioned bench beneath it. “For not having found your parents by now. I’ve reached out to every contact known to me in every corner of Eriaris, and still I have nothing to show for it. I do not say I’ve given up. I will continue to do all I can. But it means I’ve been failing you all this time, while you have been a man of your word and kept your end of our bargain.”

      At the word ‘man’, Ink stood a little straighter. He’d never been referred to that way before, except in jest. A streak of pride lifted his spirits for a moment, but was gone in the next as he regarded the sorrowful expression on her face.

      “Hey, you’re doing your best,” he replied. “That’s all you can do, right?”

      A sad smile lifted a corner of her mouth. “That is kind of you to say.”

      Feeling a touch of embarrassment, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and kicked at a wrinkle in the rug. “But . . . as we’re on the subject, there is another set of people I’ve been wondering about.” He dared a glance at her face with a touch of dread in his heart. “The Plumsleys. Are they all right?”

      She clasped her hands together on her lap. “They are safe.”

      “Safe? Colonists safe with Entrians? What’s that mean exactly?”

      “It means they are fed three meals a day, have a roof over their heads, and are not ill-treated.”

      “Will they have a trial?”

      “In time. Their situation is a bit more . . . complicated than we had first anticipated. But more than this, I cannot tell you.”

      He sank onto the cherrywood trunk at the foot of his enormous bed, his hands still in his pockets. He couldn’t bear the thought of the Plumsleys wasting away in a prison cell. When he’d first made his deal with Seherene aboard the Adrasteia, he never imagined she would actually get her hands on any of the Colonists. He had only meant her to believe she could. And now he had all the others to worry about—Riva, Caradoc, Simon, Abner, and Harriet—they had all collapsed on the road before he’d lost consciousness himself. Perhaps Evering and Jeremy had followed soon after, though they hadn’t drunk the wine. Were they all in prison cells now? Would she even tell him if they were?

      “I was in the tea room earlier,” he said. “Heard two men talking about somebody stealing the Entrians’ rightful wealth, and harboring their worst enemies.” He fixed her with a determined stare. “How do they know about Harroway? How does anyone know other than you?”

      Seherene held his gaze for a long moment. Just as she moved to speak, a loud knock interrupted them. The sound seemed to come from a distance rather than from either entryway into Ink’s cabin. The Entress rose from the bench and stepped towards their adjoining door, listening. The knock came again, along with a few muffled words Ink couldn’t make out.

      “They’re at my door,” she said. “Stay here, and stay quiet. I’m not yet ready for anyone else to know you’re with me.”

      He nodded. She went through the door and shut it softly behind her. Ink returned to the dinner table and picked up his drinking glass. After he dumped the contents into a potted plant he hurried to the wall, put the open end of the glass to the wallpaper, and rested his ear against the bottom. She had just opened her door to greet whoever was there. The sound was still a bit muffled, but at least now he could understand the speakers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “How do you do, my lady? My name is Annuylan. And this is my dear friend Lord Malkimar. We are terribly sorry to interrupt your evening like this, but when we heard you were aboard, we felt duty-bound to introduce ourselves. We are great admirers.”

      “That is very kind of you. Please, come in.”

      Seherene had never seen either of them before but knew it would be the epitome of impoliteness to keep them standing at the door. She studied them as they took their seats across from her. The woman was small, fine-boned, and dressed very fashionably. The man had blond-white hair that fell to his shoulders, as well as a small beard and mustache. His blue eyes searched the room nervously.

      “So you are from Ciras?” Seherene asked.

      “Oh, no,” the lady answered. “I myself call Vaterra home. I run a little café in town. Nothing very grand but it has its amusements.”

      “Vaterra. Then you must have heard of the Entrian doctor and his wife slain on the outskirts a few weeks ago.”

      “Oh, yes. A dreadful business. And horribly shocking to think those vicious Colonists had been so close to us, waiting for their next victim. I went to the police station every day in the hope of hearing any news on the case. You’ve no idea how relieved I was to learn that two of them had been caught in the mountains—and one made a corpse shortly afterwards. We are on our way now to attend the girl’s trial.”

      Seherene tapped a finger against the arm of her chair. “And did you attend the burning ceremony?”

      “I had planned to, but a last-minute business matter delayed me. From what I heard of what happened there, I count myself fortunate to have missed it.”

      “And you, Lord Malkimar? Were you there?” Seherene asked.

      The corner of the elder man’s eyes wrinkled as though he meant to smile, but his mouth did not move. “I’m afraid not, my lady. I am a priest of the temple of Orthys, you see, and I was quite far away at the time. Though word spread quickly enough of the blood rain. It is, in fact, the reason I make for Ciras now. Several of my fellow priests are convening a committee to further investigate the matter and discover the identity of the perpetrator. As to that purpose, madam, I wonder if you might relate to me your experience of the event.”

      He laced his slim white fingers together as he waited for her reply. Seherene’s gaze fell to the rug. She was reluctant to revisit the horrible incident, but neither was she willing to impede an effort to examine the cause.

      “It happened so quickly. As soon as the flame was set to the pyre, the blood began to fall. Only the Colonist was untouched by it. Bill Stone was present and blamed the Entress girl. But the rest of us knew she was too far away and too inexperienced to have done such a thing.”

      “Do you have any idea of a more probable offender?”

      “No one by name. But . . . I did notice someone lingering in the seating area—long after everyone else had fled the place. I could not see their face, but I had the distinct feeling they were staring straight at me. And they didn’t seem at all bothered by the rain.”

      “Man or woman?”

      “I cannot say. They were well-hidden beneath a cloak.”

      Malkimar nodded, stroking his beard. “Perhaps it was an Entrian sympathetic to the Colonists.”

      “Sympathetic?” Annyulan said. “Impossible!”

      “Perhaps,” he continued, pointing a finger in the air, “seduced to the Colonists’ cause somehow, as Rivalia was. A conversation with the young lady might shed a great deal of light on the situation. If I may be so bold, Lady Seherene, I would like your permission to question her before her trial, once she is moved to her quarters on the mainland.”

      Seherene nodded. “Of course. I have no objections.”

      “You see now?” Annyulan said to Malkimar. “You were so nervous about coming up to meet her and look what good it’s done.” She cast a knowing smile at Seherene. “He can be quite the shy boy when he’s away from his temple.”

      Malkimar’s cheeks flushed red.

      Seherene smiled. “You have nothing to fear from me, Lord Malkimar, I assure you. And if I may further assist you in any way, please don’t hesitate to contact me again.”

      They stood from their chairs and made for the door.

      “You are so gracious to have met with us,” Annyulan said, pausing at the threshold. “There is not a politician in all of Eriaris who would have given us so much time and attention. I am glad to find that all the glowing reports I’ve heard of your character are true.”

      “You are most kind,” Seherene said. “And I do hope you are able to rest a little easier in Vaterra once you return home. I am confident we will have the remaining Colonists under lock and key in the months to come.”

      Malkimar furrowed his brow in a quizzical expression, knitting his white-blonde eyebrows together. “I hear you have employed Mervyn Giles’s air fleet to lay skytraps over the northern coast. Is that correct?”

      “It is. With his help, the walls are closing in around them more each day.”

      He bit his lip, then took a hesitant step towards her. “If you would permit me to give a small piece of advice, I must urge the utmost prudence and caution when dealing with the Cassrians. They will not have the purest motives in helping our cause and will likely prove unreliable and fickle. With our victory so close at hand—months, as you say—it may be wise to avoid their aid altogether, lest they . . . make a mess of things, for lack of a better phrase.”

      Seherene kept an amiable expression on her face as he spoke, all the while discounting every word. “Thank you, Lord Malkimar. I will bear that in mind.”

      “Times being what they are,” Lady Annyulan said, “with a volatile political climate and a society ambivalent towards our neighbors to the east, the hour may soon come when any such association is frowned upon.” A smile—in which Seherene caught the smallest hint of a condescending air—crossed the lady’s face. “You must forgive us our brazen opinions. But we do wish to put you on your guard.”

      “I welcome all perspectives, Lady Annyulan,” Seherene answered. “There is little progress to be made or wisdom to be gained without the merits of an open mind. Fortunate are those who see the value in such a thing.”

      Annyulan’s smile was soured by a look of uncertainty as to whether or not she had just been insulted. They wished each other a good night soon after, with Malkimar offering a reverent bow and Annyulan a small curtsey. Once they were gone from the room, Seherene shut the door and hurried back to Ink’s quarters.
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      It took her several moments to find the boy. She’d walked straight past him at first. He stood with his back to the wall beside the door, his shoulders slumped, his face pale, and with a drinking glass in his hand. She knew at once he had heard the entire conversation.

      “Is it true?” he asked in a quiet voice. “Is Riva in prison?”

      Seherene clasped her hands before her. “Yes.”

      “Safe?”

      She waited even longer to answer again. “For now.”

      He hung his head. “And . . . the one who’s dead?”

      “Abner Hart. They say he shot himself when he became cornered by Colonist-hunters. They found Riva at the foot of the mountains the next morning, near death.” She looked at the boy with regret. “This is not how I meant for you to learn of it.”

      Ink stood from the wall and wiped his nose on his sleeve. When he spoke again, his words took on their old familiar toughness, but there was emotion beneath them which brought his voice almost to the point of shaking. “Don’t make sense, does it? Me caring about the death of a murderer and a traitor in prison. You must think I’m a right fool.”

      “Ink—”

      “It’s just . . . all the time I spent with ‘em, you know? All the hours working with ‘em. Living with ‘em. But they hurt your people, so they deserve it, right?”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “And it’s all part of the plan, ain’t it? Part of the bargain?” Ink raised his hand, displaying the silver ring she’d given him. “That’s why I got this, after all. Why I’m here on this airship with you, eating ice cream and wearing fancy clothes, instead of . . .”

      With a sigh of frustration he moved past her, set the glass on the table with a loud thunk, and went to sit on his bed with his back to her. Seherene remained standing by the door.

      “I have no right to tell you how to feel,” she said. “But I hope you will realize you have no cause to feel alone.”

      A silent minute ticked by.

      Ink bowed his head. “Think I’ll go to bed now.”

      Taking her cue, Seherene opened the door and stepped between the rooms, pausing briefly to cast him a final glance.

      “Goodnight, then, Lord Featherfield,” she said, then pulled the door shut behind her.
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      Somewhere, far off in the all-encompassing darkness, there was a sound. It was a light tapping at first. Muffled voices talked together. Someone cleared their throat. Then the sound came again—this time as a series of hard and definite raps against a wooden surface.

      With a start, Caradoc woke and struck his head on the underside of an oak chair. He cursed, shoved the chair aside, and picked himself up from the pile of blankets he’d slept on beside the sitting room boiler. Shadows moved past the front window. Rubbing his head, he stepped to the far side of the curtain and moved it aside with a finger. Three men stood at the door, each holding something in their hands which he couldn’t quite see.

      It was the morning after the slavers’ attack on the Boathouse. He and Harriet had fled as far as the next nearest town where Daniel had said they might buy horses, but they both feared it wasn’t far enough. Sleeping outdoors in the cold, wet weather, however, was sure to result in serious illness. They had risked renting a small room at the town’s only inn, reasoning that if they checked in late, kept indoors, and left early, they would mostly go unnoticed.

      When the knock came a third time, the door to the bedroom opened just wide enough for Harriet to look out.

      “Who is it?” she asked anxiously.

      “Three men at the door. I can’t see their faces, but they don’t seem easily persuaded to go away.” Caradoc removed the candle from a heavy brass holder on a small table. “If this goes badly, bar the door and grab your pistol.”

      He picked up the candlestick and held it behind his back. His arms and shoulders ached from having slept on the hard floor all night, and he wished with all his might that his own pistol hadn’t been lost in the river. He unlocked the front door and opened it a few inches. The men waiting outside looked impatient but not angry. They wore a strange kind of uniform—blue with white trim on the collars and sleeves.

      “Good morning, sir. Sorry to disturb,” the first man said. “We’ve brought you and the missus a bit of breakfast.”

      “Breakfast?” Caradoc repeated. It wasn’t until then he realized the men were holding trays covered with silver lids.

      “Yes, sir. Complimentary. With the inn’s gratitude for your patronage.”

      Caradoc blinked a few times to make sure he was really awake, then stepped back and allowed the men into the room. The first man nodded at Harriet as he entered.

      “Morning, miss. We’ll get this set up for you in two ticks.”

      She nodded back, equally bewildered, then withdrew into the bedroom to dress.

      Caradoc set the candlestick down and rubbed a hand over his face. “Thank you. But there doesn’t seem to be room enough for three trays of it.”

      The sitting room in which he’d slept was the smallest he’d ever seen, boasting only a few chairs, a tiny table, and a wrought iron boiler in the corner. The third attendant stepped to a metal apparatus which jutted out of the wall like an arm, took a firm grasp of it, and pulled it down. There was a loud clank, followed by the sound of grinding gears and squeaking metal. A large piece of the ceiling slid aside to reveal a descending spiral staircase. Within a few seconds, it came to rest on the sitting room floor. Caradoc frowned at it, his mouth agape.

      The first attendant turned to him. “Oh, before I forget, sir . . . were you and your wife intent on heading north today?”

      “Sister. And yes, we were.”

      “I’m afraid the road flooded during the storm last night. You could try cutting through the forest, but it would be safer to wait. The water should recede by tomorrow morning and you can continue your journey then.”

      “We’ll bear that in mind. Thank you.” Caradoc gestured towards the metal arm on the wall. “I thought that was a candle holder.”

      The man raised his eyebrows. “No, sir. It provides passage to the master bedroom, dining area, and scenic balcony. Didn’t the desk attendant tell you?”

      “No.”

      “Ah. Sorry for that. He’s new here and still learning the ropes. But the smaller bedroom is decently comfortable, too. At least you weren’t sleeping on the floor, eh?”

      With a chuckle, the attendant started up the spiral stair with his tray, following the other two. Caradoc ground his teeth in his jaw and twisted his neck to wring out the aches.
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      The room had cost ten coppers, which at the time had seemed grossly exorbitant upon seeing what their accommodations actually looked like. As it was the town’s only inn, they’d been left with little choice, but a single glance at the second floor reconciled the cost in full.

      The master bedroom covered the entire span of the first floor. On one side of the room was a huge, four-post bed with a canopy of silk curtains. Vases of flowers were perched on every flat surface. Decorative ivy adorned the walls and bookcases. There were even a handful of beautiful paintings and handsome rugs. On the other end of the room was the dining area where the attendants had arranged the breakfast things. Beyond it was a wide balcony, its railing and pillars carved to look like tree trunks and branches. Long, sky blue curtains billowed in the breeze as if to frame the view.

      Both Colonists had endured a fitful night of sleep, full of dark dreams and snatches of terrifying memories from the day before. Any sound from outside the inn—whether a neighing horse or a brush of leaves against a window—set them to worrying that the slavers had come to finish the job. Caradoc had risen every hour to see if Daniel or any of the others had escaped as far, but there was no sign of them. In light of their harrowing experiences, the mere sight of the lovely room was a consolation to the soul.

      The breakfast did a good deal to help their spirits as well. Their supper had consisted of dried fruit and potted meat from the packs Daniel had given them. They had eaten in the woods just outside of town under Caradoc’s cloak, which he had spread and wrapped around three tree trunks. The worst of last night’s storm had arrived just as they’d finished. Every crack of lightning sounded like another rifle shot, every gust of wind like footfalls rushing up behind them. At the rate they were going, they were fortunate to have a solid roof over their heads at all.

      When Caradoc said so, Harriet nodded as she spooned another lump of sugar into her second cup of coffee. “That’s precisely why I think we should make the most of it. If he was right about the road flooding, I don’t think we ought to push our luck by making our way blind through a forest filled with untold dangers. I think we can risk staying another night.”

      “Agreed,” Caradoc said. “Plus it will give Daniel and the others a bit more time to catch up with us. I’ve also decided that if things get bad enough again, I’ll use the Key to get us out. I only wish it were possible to travel through a peaceful Otherworld to get us all the way to Mastmarner, but that would leave us too long out of this one.”

      “How long might we stay before it becomes dangerous?”

      “The Keyholder Book doesn’t say. And I’ve never tested it myself beyond a few hours.”

      “Nor should you,” she replied. “The thought of losing one’s memory is terrifying.”

      They continued on with their breakfast, relishing every bite of bread and swallow of hot tea and coffee. There was no telling when they’d see another like it after tomorrow. In the midst of stirring her cup, Harriet paused and looked at Caradoc with concern.

      “You had no tonic last night. Did you sleep a wink?”

      He tried to smile but only succeeded in a mild grimace. “Half a wink, maybe.”

      “Then why don’t you take this room tonight? And I can ask the desk clerk about sending out for something to help you sleep.”

      “You take the room. The ground floor will make it easier for me to keep an eye on things.”

      “Let me keep an eye on things for once. At least let me make up for your having to sleep on the floor last night.”

      This time, he managed a genuine smile. “It’s all right. Anyway, with this face, no amount of beauty sleep will do me any good.” He ran a finger over the two scars on his right cheek. “Though I have been wishing I had a bottle of Chester’s face paint.”

      “Lots of people have scars. Do you really think yours could get you recognized?”

      “Well, it doesn’t help that they draw attention. But worse than that, I left your cane back there in the house. Is your leg all right after all that running we did?”

      “It’s bearable. But another day of rest will help in putting it to rights again.” She tapped her spoon against her cup, took a sip—and was surprised to find her hand shaking. The cup scraped against the saucer as she set it down again, drawing Caradoc’s notice. An anxious chuckle of embarrassment left her lips. “My nerves haven’t settled yet, either. Serves me right, I suppose. For putting knot-tying over marksmanship.”

      Caradoc drew his eyebrows together. “Harriet—”

      “I just keep thinking of the horrible look on that man’s face. And the dreadful sounds he was making.”

      “Listen—”

      “You saw it, Caradoc. You saw what I did. No one deserves that kind of fate! No one—!” Her throat tightened, choking the rest of her words.

      Caradoc left his chair and went to kneel beside her, taking both her hands in his. “Listen to me. It is never easy to take a life. It shouldn’t be. But that slaver chose his fate by living the way he did, by his actions and profession. Not you.” He leaned his head forward to catch her eye. “Not you. And if you can’t help dwelling on it, then think of how many people you’ve saved by reducing their number, even if only for a little while.”

      She recalled the faces of her fellow captives. Remembered their fear and terror. Their despair. Not to mention her own. How relieved they must have been to learn that Sidas Ramm was really sending them home. What happy tears and reunions must have followed. She nodded, wiping a tear before it could fall.

      Caradoc stood, still holding one of her hands. “Come on. Let’s go and have a look from the balcony.”

      The East Country was not only the wettest region in Eriaris, but also the greenest. Here the trees grew wilder and taller than anywhere else, and there was a multitude of strange and wonderful creatures that couldn’t be spotted in any other part of the world. As they gazed out from the balcony, a trio of lemurs could be seen lounging in a nearby tree. Hoots and calls of various birds sounded throughout the forest below. To the right, a clearing in the trees revealed a river, deep green in the overcast light. A pair of fishing boats had just launched from a dock built into the embankment. The river was swollen with last night’s rainwater and tumbled southward in a rolling, boisterous current.

      The air was damp and balmy, the scent of rain still fresh. As Harriet took a deep breath of it, her eyes fell on a curious tree standing on the lawn of the inn’s back garden. Its bark was cherry red, with a sheen that made it look like wrapping paper. Greenish-brown knots and swatches of moss streaked across the bark like stripes on a tiger. It stood taller than any other tree in the garden, and its canopy of swaying leaves seemed a brighter shade of green than all the rest. She declared it one of the most wonderful sights she had ever seen.

      “It’s called a blushing birch,” Caradoc said. “Only grows in this part of the world. When you strip away the bark, the wood beneath is a deep scarlet color, all the way to the core.”

      “I never knew the East Country was so beautiful. What a pity it has to be so dangerous as well.”

      “Well, let’s just see about getting clear of all this danger.” Caradoc pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it atop the balcony railing. It was the map of Eriaris he’d been studying just before the slaver attack. He smoothed out the creases and squinted down at it. “Curse my eyes. I can’t read a word of it.”

      “You don’t have your spectacles?”

      “I found them in pieces in my coat pocket when I woke in that cage. Where is Varapalia? Here?”

      “Here,” she corrected, moving his finger to the spot.

      “Right. So the Boathouse is straight north of it on the Lower Ashing River. And we traveled almost a full day west, which puts us . . . somewhere here, I think.”

      “And Gadham sits at the foot of the Ashing Mountains, here,” she continued. “Which means there’s still a six-day journey to make.”

      “Yes. Which also means . . .” A knowing grin tugged at his mouth. “We need horses.”

      She met the news with a smile of her own, a thrill of joy easing the heaviness in her heart. Apart from family and friends, there was nothing she loved so well as horses. In the past few years, she’d begun to despair of ever having the chance to ride one again.

      “I heard Daniel mention it before. But I didn’t dare hope.”

      “Dare away, dear sister. You can choose a pair of them tomorrow morning. The best Daniel’s money can buy.”

      She glanced at the map again. “Perhaps we’ll even find Wendolen and Josephina along the way. And Chester as well.”

      “Perhaps. Would that we were closer to Ciras to help Riva.”

      Harriet nodded sadly. “I fear there’s nothing we can do for her until we return home. But there may be others there to help her.”

      Caradoc folded the map as he looked out over the balcony again. Dark storm clouds hung in the far distance, sweeping gray curtains of rain away to the west. Below, another fishing boat sailed down the river. The lemurs in the nearby tree watched it with interest, their large yellow eyes following until it was out of sight. Caradoc tucked the map into his pocket while barely stifling a restless sigh.

      “What is it?”

      He smirked at Harriet’s question before answering. “I’ve been thinking about something . . . difficult. Something you won’t like.” He stood back from the railing. “Once we get to Mastmarner—however long it may take—I think it best we part ways. You return to Riverfall if we manage to signal them. Stay with Mavie if not. And I’ll remain with Daniel’s crew to continue searching for the others.”

      “Part ways?” she said with a frown. “But wouldn’t it make more sense for me to stay and help in that search? We need as many friendly eyes looking for them as we can get.”

      “Having to travel through the East Country is bad enough. But once we set foot in Entrian Territory it will be ten times as dangerous, even more so than the last time we were there.”

      “And that is supposed to convince me to leave you behind?”

      “You wouldn’t be leaving me behind.”

      “That’s exactly what I would be doing!” she said, panicked by the very thought. “And it’s the worst arrangement imaginable! You—knowing I am safe on Riverfall, and me—not knowing whether you are living or dead from one moment to the next. Would you really ask me to bear that?”

      “For my sake? Yes. I couldn’t protect you as well as I’d like if—”

      “I do not ask you to protect me!”

      “You don’t have to ask!”

      He turned away and rubbed a hand over his face, instantly regretting the tone of his voice. Harriet felt the fire of her anger dissipate, replaced by steely resolve.

      “Now it is you who must listen to me,” she said. “When you stood before an army of Spektors in that town square and bade me walk away, I did. When you declared your intent to seek the Middling House and the vile woman who cursed you, I did not oppose it. I have always tried my best to be a good and loyal friend, never wishing to be a hindrance or a liability. But everything changed after Harroway. It made me realize that being a good friend to you doesn’t always mean keeping out of the way, even if it’s what you want. You would single-handedly do battle with all the evils in this world if it meant no one ever getting hurt again. But that’s not how things work. So we will travel wherever we must together, look for the others together—however long it may take. And when we return to Riverfall, we will do so together.”

      A gust of winter wind sent a shiver through the treetops below. Caradoc continued staring down at them from over the balcony railing. “I didn’t mean to shout. I’m sorry.”

      A faint smile touched her lips. “I shouted first.” She returned to the railing and stood beside him again. “I suppose that’s the kind of thing that happens on half a wink of sleep.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he looked at her, but there was nothing cross in the expression. “I’m not conceding, you know.”

      “Well, you did say it might take as much as two months to get to Mastmarner. That’s plenty of time to change your mind.”

      He smiled. Below, a gardener moved towards the blushing birch with a wheelbarrow, inside of which was a broad hand-saw and a long pair of pruning shears. They watched as he set to work on the tree, clipping and sawing whatever he could to keep it looking its best. He spent a good deal of time on one particular branch which had grown up slantways at an odd angle. After cutting through its base near the trunk, he had to apply his full weight to pull it down as all its secondary limbs and branches were tangled in others. Caradoc watched for several moments, then stepped up and hoisted himself over the balcony railing.

      “What are you doing?” Harriet asked.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said as he climbed down the pillar beneath.

      “Can’t you use the stairs?”

      “That’ll take twice as long!”

      Once on the ground, he hurried to the gardener and helped tug the large branch free. Harriet watched as they talked together. The gardener rubbed his chin, nodded, and went to retrieve the handsaw from the wheelbarrow, which he then gave to Caradoc. Together they made short work of chopping and stripping away the smaller boughs and offshoots from the main branch. When they were finished, Caradoc grasped the gardener’s hand in gratitude, then turned and jogged back to the balcony with the branch still in his hand.

      “Here,” he said, holding it up to her.

      She took it, then stood back as he climbed up the pillar and over the balcony railing.

      “What’s this for?”

      “I’m going to carve you a new cane out of that. Should only take a few weeks.”

      She smiled. “That’s wonderful! I never knew you were a woodworker.”

      “Certainly not an expert, but I learned a thing or two. Helped to pass the long months at sea. I tried giving the gardener a few coins for it, but he wouldn’t take them. Very nice man.”

      She took a long moment to admire the branch. It was even more beautiful up close, and much heavier than she would’ve thought. The inner part of the hewn end was a deep burgundy color, with lighter rings of crimson around it. She handed it back to him, still smiling.

      “It will be the envy of the East Country.”
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      The next morning, the attendants brought breakfast again, but this time with the news that the road leading north had cleared. After enjoying another meal on the second floor, they packed their things and headed for the stables. It was a small place only a short walk from the inn. An elderly man with an eyepatch met them at the door. As soon as he caught sight of their coin purse, he offered to showcase every detail of the horses in his keeping. He also assured them he had papers for each one which would verify their previous owners and extensive breeding history, to include sketches of their sires and dams.

      Neither Harriet nor Caradoc believed for a moment that his information was genuine. There were only six horses in the place, and the town was so small and so remote that no trader could afford to be so particular about the kind of livestock they bought and sold. In a region so heavily dependent on black market merchandise, it was far likelier they’d been stolen.

      Still, they were a healthy-looking bunch and didn’t seem to be skittish. Harriet all but glowed as she gazed at them and started straight off by quizzing the old trader on a number of technical questions regarding each one. When Caradoc sensed the conversation might well take up the better part of an hour, he inquired after directions to the nearest physician or apothecary, then asked Harriet to choose whichever two horses seemed the best.

      “Keep that coin purse near your pistol,” he warned her in a low voice before stepping away. “Don’t be afraid to let him know you have it, either. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

      She nodded.

      As he walked away, the old man shook his head and whistled through a chip in his front tooth. “Lucky lass. Never seen a wife entrusted with so much coin by her husband.”

      “Brother,” she said, and hooked her thumb over her belt so that her pistol was just in sight. “Now tell me about this Delving Bay on the end.”
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      The apothecary shop was right across the street. Inside, a woman busied herself with arranging a collection of bottles on a shelf. The smell of the place was a hodgepodge of various potions, dried herbs, and perfumes.

      “Good morning,” the woman said. “Wait one moment while I finish this.”

      Caradoc passed the time by browsing the shelves. There were all the usual things to be found in such a shop—incense, tinctures, oils, powders—but there were a number of unusual items as well. Seal pelts were draped over a stand in the corner. Books on the occult were locked behind a glass case. A metal jar held capsules of pure opium. Its shape reminded him of the silver ewer they had found in Harroway.

      “What can I do for you?” the woman asked, now behind the counter.

      “I need something for sleep. The strongest you have.”

      She turned and rummaged through the cabinet behind her. Bottles were pushed aside, opened and closed. She talked quietly to herself, reading the labels as if measuring each for their suitability. Caradoc leaned against the counter.

      “You have some . . . unusual merchandise here.”

      She answered with a scoff. “Illegal, you mean. It’s all right to say aloud. This is the East Country, after all. And we must make our living one way or another.”

      “Do you deal in enchanted items?”

      Her hand paused halfway to the next cabinet, but she recovered herself the next moment. “I see them from time to time.”

      Caradoc glanced around the shop again. “Ever heard the name ‘Old Saul’?”

      “No.”

      “What about ‘Wickwire’?”

      She returned to the counter and set a small bottle of brown liquid in front of him. “I have not. But if those names involve any sort of trouble, keep asking around. Someone east of the Ashing will have heard of them. Now here is an opium cordial for you. It should last you a few weeks. Put a dozen drops into a small glass of alcohol before bed. Any kind will do.”

      Caradoc picked up the bottle, wrinkling his brow in uncertainty. He was likely to be gone from Riverfall far longer than a few weeks. “Is this the only bottle you have?”

      “I’m afraid so. And nothing else I carry will be quite so effective, unless you want to be inhaling chloroform every night.”

      “What about that?” He nodded towards the corner of the shelf behind her.

      She glanced over her shoulder at a black jar half-covered by a bit of parchment. “No, no. That is Red Jarmarac.”

      “I’ve heard of Jarmarac. A friend recommended it to me for sleep.”

      “Ordinary Jarmarac, perhaps. The red variety is six times as strong.”

      He raised an eyebrow, indicating his interest. She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at him. He’d seen that look before. It was an assessment of his character, his worthiness to receive such an item, and a judgment of his sanity—or lack thereof. After a long moment, she turned and retrieved the jar. Following a quick swipe of cloth to remove the layer of dust covering the lid, she opened it and examined the contents. It was filled to the brim with a pale red liquid.

      “If you are caught carrying this, you could be arrested. Its only legal use is for the administration of euthanasia. Five drops is enough to cause death. Since you want it only for sleep, I must insist you use no more than one drop for this purpose.”

      She raised a finger to punctuate her point.

      “One . . . drop. Understand?”

      “Perfectly,” he replied.

      Satisfied, she took the jar to the back counter and retrieved an empty glass vial from a cabinet below. She donned a pair of gloves, then with a practiced hand, carefully and slowly poured the contents of the jar into the vial.

      “How long have you had trouble sleeping?”

      Caradoc tucked his left hand into his coat pocket. “Years.”

      “That’s unusual for a man your age. Have you consulted a doctor? Or a priest?”

      He thought about how to phrase his answer in a way that wouldn’t make it a complete lie. “I’ve always had trouble trusting such people. I find apothecaries to be far more honest. They don’t think so highly of themselves.”

      “Nor do they give discounts for compliments,” she replied. “But as you are taking both the cordial and the Red Jarmarac off my hands, you can have them for three silvers instead of four.”

      “Three silvers? Mercy’s sake, perhaps you are a doctor after all.”

      She placed the vial and bottle of cordial into a small pouch. “The Jarmarac is made with a rare mineral found only on the island of Fenmire. It is harvested with weighted nets from the deck of a ship rather than from the shore. Apparently, no sailor will set foot on the land.”

      “Why is that?” he asked, dropping the coins into her hand.

      “I have never heard a practical reason for it. But all the merchants say it is haunted.”

      “I’ve never heard that said about Fenmire. It’s uninhabited, isn’t it?”

      “As far as anyone knows. But the merchants claim they’ve heard strange noises coming from it. Probably after a hard night of drinking, if you ask me.”

      He thanked her for the concoctions, then asked about buying a set of carving tools. She directed him to the general store but wouldn’t let him leave before issuing a final warning about the proper dose of Red Jarmarac.
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      Five minutes later, he emerged from the general store with the carving tools and a new hat. As he had been unsuccessful thus far in finding any face paint to cover his scars, he figured a wide-brimmed hat would be the most effective and least suspicious means by which to hide them. He stepped out onto the main street and paused to tug it lower over his brow.

      A fair distance to his left, two men suddenly began to shout at one another. Caradoc glanced over in time to see them dismounting from horses in front of the inn. The argument lasted only another moment before the first man shoved the second towards the door. As he disappeared inside, the first hung back in the street and scanned the main road. Caradoc looked down at his leather pouch of tools, pretending to inspect them while hiding his face and glancing at the man from out of the corner of his eye. The stranger seemed to curse, then spat on the ground and pushed through the door of the inn, following his companion.

      It was then Caradoc remembered where he’d seen the man’s face before. He was the chief slaver who had accepted Sidas Ramm’s offer of double payment for the women and children at the auction. The same man who must have ordered the attack on Daniel’s crew, and who was probably now fixed on hunting down any survivors. With a muttered curse of his own, Caradoc tucked the pouch into his belt and hurried back towards the stables.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Shave and a Haircut
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      Simon sat at the small desk in his bedroom and stared out the window. He had never seen so much snow in all his life. The garden shed was half-buried by it. The wooden fence almost looked as if a new layer of paint had been applied. There wasn’t a single blade of grass or patch of earth visible in any part of the back garden, nor in the field beyond. Even the trees seemed cowed by it, every branch drooping under the weight. It was an unprecedented sight for inhabitants of the South Country, even in winter, and it made him feel as if he were looking on another world.

      He tapped his pen against the letter on his desk and rubbed a hand over his eyes. He’d been at his family’s house for three days—sleeping in his old room, doing household chores, and in general, living as though no time had passed at all. Everyone had wept with joy the moment Sophie had brought him through the kitchen door, himself included. His mother hugged him for a good ten minutes before letting go, and his father couldn’t be persuaded to leave the kitchen for the rest of the night for fear that his son would disappear as quickly as he had come. He was introduced to little Lydia, who was a friendly and spirited one-year-old with a head of dark curls. She took to her long-lost uncle instantly and would often raise her arms to be picked up by him. He always obliged. His brother-in-law, Andrew, was a slightly different case. He’d been a school mate of Sophie’s and seemed a decent man, but almost straightaway Simon had detected his worry and uneasiness over having a fugitive in the house, though he never said as much.

      And it was his house, after all. Once Simon had been identified as a wanted criminal, his family had been put into holding cells and interrogated for five days on what they knew of him and his possible whereabouts. They’d been living in a small town near Altan at the time, where Simon’s father, Willard, had earned a promotion to the Cassrian Education Council. When word of the family’s disgrace spread, they soon found themselves without caring friends, reliable neighbors, or gainful employment. This had forced their move back to Mardale, where they had not lived in twenty years, and where they hoped they might find a few friends still willing to show compassion. These were precious few. The only work Willard could find was grading papers for local schools, and only on the condition that he work from home and never publicly declare his association with Mardale’s education committee. Simon’s mother, Eula, knitted quilts and convinced a neighbor to try and sell them at the local market, but these never fetched more than a few coins each month. It then fell to Andrew to serve as the breadwinner, and his job as a bricklayer earned barely enough to provide for the family of five. They economized wherever they could, sold whatever they didn’t need, and got used to eating two meals a day instead of three. To his great credit, Andrew never once complained, and in his gratitude, Willard had signed the deed of the house over to him.

      Simon glanced down at the letter again. It was addressed to Abner’s brother, Edwin. He had spent the last two days trying to describe what Abner had meant to him, and to the rest of the Colonists. How his selfless sacrifices had saved them time and again. How his tireless efforts had made it possible for them to live in comfort and ease. How his bravery and courage at Harroway had helped save an entire town. He’d written four pages but didn’t feel he’d done his friend justice. Still, he had to try. The newspapers were pushing nothing but lies and lurid speculations about Abner’s final moments. His brother deserved the truth.

      Once this letter was finished, he would then have to face the monumental task of writing to Riva’s parents. He dropped his pen and stood, restless. It was a three-week journey between Mardale and Ciras. He thought every day of borrowing a neighbor’s horse, devising a good disguise, and going to see her at court. But even if he’d had all the resources required for such a trip, he still wouldn’t make it in time. The papers announced a daily countdown to her trial, and another to her sentencing. The whole thing would be over before he could even cross the Lockhorns.

      A sound of squeaking hinges caught his ear as his bedroom door swung open. He turned to find little Lydia toddling into the room, holding a small wooden cup in her pudgy hands.

      “Mek!” she said, her big brown eyes fixed on him as she held it out.

      Simon smiled and crouched down. “Milk? Didn’t you just have some at breakfast?”

      “Mek!”

      He scooped her up into his arms. “All right. Just so long as your mum doesn’t yell at me for spoiling you again.”

      In the kitchen, he set Lydia in her chair, retrieved a jug of milk from the larder, and asked for her cup—which she handed him gleefully. As he stood at the counter and poured the milk, he noticed someone just outside the back door through the window.

      “I can’t believe we’re discussing this again!”

      It was Sophie’s voice. He could just see the corner of her red scarf.

      “And I can’t believe you’re going to keep ignoring the danger!”

      That was Andrew.

      “Do you realize what could happen to us if someone finds out?” he continued. “They could take us to Stalikos! Take Lydia away—”

      “Yes, Andrew, yes! It’s a risk. I know it is. But he’s my brother. You can’t honestly expect me to turn him in.”

      “I’m not saying turn him in. I’m saying send him away to hide somewhere else.”

      “He’s been away for nine years!”

      “Sophie, I was barely supporting the five of us before he came. He can’t work, he can’t bring in extra food or coin, I’m on my last nerve worrying that someone’s going to see him, and all the time you and your parents are living in this fantasy world—”

      “I don’t want to talk about this now, Andrew. Go to work.”

      There was a brief silence.

      “You never want to talk about it.”

      Simon stepped back to Lydia and handed her the cup of milk. Sophie entered through the kitchen door a moment later, her face sullen and her cheeks rosy from the cold. Outside the window, Andrew headed towards the road leading into town.

      Sophie pulled the scarf from her head and brushed a finger against Lydia’s cheek. “What’s this? Convinced Uncle Simon to pilfer another glass for you?”

      “I can’t say no to those eyes,” Simon said with a small smile. He leaned on the back of a chair, gripping his fingers tight around the varnished wood. “Sophie, I’m sorry about all the trouble this is causing. Andrew is perfectly right to feel the way he does. I am a strain on his income and a terrible risk to you all. I promise I’ll only stay until I get the slightest hint of where my friends might be.”

      “And then you’re off again?” she said, looking as though he had just insulted her.

      “You know I can’t stay here forever.”

      “What I know is that I need my brother. Lydia needs her uncle. Mum and Dad need their son.” She slouched into a chair, her shoulders sagging. “But all you can think about is your friends. Your new family.”

      Simon sat opposite her. “Extended family. Not replacements. And if you were in my place, I’d wish such a family for you. Or would you rather I live in exile alone?”

      “I would rather you live here.”

      He stifled a sigh. They could sit for days talking in circles. His family was a stubborn lot—his mother and sister in particular. But it was a hard thing to hold against them in this situation. The next moment, his father walked into the kitchen.

      “Glory be! He’s still here!”

      Willard pulled his son out of the chair and put his arms around him. Simon returned the embrace. This had become the ritual for every time his father saw him. After a long minute, Willard pulled back and clapped Simon on the shoulder.

      “Your mother wants you in the parlor. Says it’s time for a haircut.”

      Simon tried to give Sophie an encouraging smile before leaving the room.

      His mother had him sit in a rocking chair which had been propped back to the farthest tilt. But before she would cut his hair, she insisted on shaving his beard. He argued it was the least he could do in the way of a disguise, and in the end, persuaded her to only tidy his neck and cheek lines. She hummed as she tied a sheet around his neck and lathered his face with soap. It smelled of lavender. He reached up and scratched his cheek.

      “Don’t touch your face now,” she scolded.

      “I had an itch. Have you done this before, Mum? I don’t remember you ever shaving Dad’s beard.”

      “He never let me. But I used to do it for my own father when he got too old to keep his hand steady. So don’t you worry.”

      She did know what she was doing, but it was a good five minutes before Simon unclenched his hands from around the arms of the chair. He had cut himself shaving enough times to make him suspicious of someone else doing a better job. She clucked her tongue as she scraped the razor against his neck.

      “Just look at all these gray hairs. You could barely even grow a beard when you left us.”

      He wanted to make a smart remark but resisted the urge to move his jaw while the razor was so near. She continued humming as she worked, off-key at times, but he loved her all the more for it. She was seventy-two this year, and her own hair was now completely silver.

      “I went to Harrington’s this morning,” she said. “They were selling this new contraption that plays music. Looks like a trumpet attached to a pottery wheel.”

      “A phonograph? They’re remarkable things. You should get one.”

      “Ha. You wouldn’t believe how much they were asking for it. Selling my soul would only make up for half the price. Besides, it doesn’t cost anything to force Sophie to play the piano for me.”

      “Do you have to force her? Doesn’t she like to play anymore?”

      “Keeps saying she doesn’t have the energy, what with chasing Lydia around everywhere. But I know an excuse when I hear one, mostly because I hear them all the time.”

      Simon smiled, but it faded as his thoughts drifted back to the phonograph. The last time he’d seen one he’d been in the care of the deplorable Professor Percival. He was still having nightmares about the place, re-living the cruel lessons and long hours of agonizing pain. He had told his family almost the entire story of his time with the Colonists, from his and Caradoc’s meeting with the odd woman in the temple ruin, to their escape to Riverfall and the rescues of Ink and Margaret, and finally their trip to Harroway. There were only three details he’d omitted, not wanting to upset them further. The first was the identity of that ‘odd woman’ as the Mistress of the Spektors. The second was the Spektors themselves. The third was his imprisonment in Percival’s “workshop”.

      “Mum,” he said, “I saw this old, run-down building on my way over here. The sign said ‘Auckley’. I thought it sounded vaguely familiar but I couldn’t put my finger on it.”

      Eula made a noise of disgust as she swished the razor in a bowl of water. “That place is a blight on the entire town. They should’ve torn it down long ago. I’m surprised you remember the name at all. The story only got out in the papers after you left.”

      “What happened?”

      “Some fool failed out of medical school but had the money and means to open his own practice in that little building. Illegally, of course, but no one knew that at the time. He treated people who couldn’t afford to go anywhere else. Practiced on them, I should say. The vile man had a liking for drilling holes in people’s skulls, no matter the ailment. They call it trupping . . . or trip-something . . . what is it now?”

      “Trepanning?”

      “Yes, trepanning. The police finally got involved when people started dying. They shut down the place, barred him from ever practicing any sort of medicine again, and threw him into prison for a little while. Not that it did any good. They say a politician he was friendly with got him out early. God only knows where the little swine is now, but good riddance, I say.”

      Simon frowned but said nothing. With any luck, Gurdrick had helped the rest of the patients escape and put a permanent end to Percival’s practice. He also couldn’t help wondering how long it would’ve taken for his own skull to have been drilled.

      His mother wiped the shaving soap from his face. “There now. That’s cleaned you up a bit. Now set forward a little so I can trim your hair.”

      He listened in silence to the snip snip of her scissors. Lydia shuffled into the room, picked up a stuffed rabbit toy from the floor, and shuffled out again. The murmuring sounds of his sister and father talking in the kitchen were just perceptible.

      “How’s Delia?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “That’s the first time you’ve mentioned her name since I got here.”

      “Well . . . it’s been hard for me,” she replied. “Hard to accept. She was my closest friend. And then to have that taken away suddenly, with little hope of seeing her again. It took me a while to forgive her for it. To forgive you for the same reason. Not to mention for putting the idea into her head in the first place.”

      Simon caught his mother’s hand and held it between his own. She looked down at him with eyes filled with sorrow.

      “There were people who needed help, Mum,” he said, “and we were the only ones who would help them. We had to do what was right. Isn’t that what you and Dad always taught?”

      He’d explained it to her many times since coming home, phrasing it differently with each re-telling in the hope that she might finally understand. If she did, however, she gave no indication of it. Nor of acceptance. She, like Sophie, often fell to brooding on one point and was reluctant to try and see things from any other point of view.

      Eula put a hand on her son’s shoulder. “Yes, it’s what we taught. But now I’ll tell you a secret. It’s true that we parents want our children to be good. To be selfless and honorable. To do the right thing. But most importantly—far above all else—we want them to be safe.”

      She leaned down and kissed him on the head, patted his shoulder, and resumed cutting his hair. She sniffed as she cleared her throat, as if to keep her emotions at bay.

      “That’s why I was never easy about you being friends with Isaac,” she continued. “He was always dragging you into mischief. I know he was probably only acting out against his father. People used to say you could open the dictionary and find the name Ambrose Caradoc under the word ‘taskmaster’. But why you two couldn’t channel your energy into more productive uses of your time, I’ll never know.”

      Simon laughed. “Because we were fifteen years old! And here’s another secret for you—most boys that age are crackbrained halfwits, particularly when their parents aren’t looking.”

      “Well, you weren’t one of the crackbrains. You were always a good boy.”

      “All right. Just keep telling yourself that, Mum.” His smile dimmed as he fidgeted with a corner of the sheet tied around his neck. “Anyway, that time was cut short soon enough. He had to grow up fast when his mother was killed.”

      Eula clucked her tongue again. “The poor woman.”

      A loud knock came at the front door. Simon and his mother froze as their gazes swung towards the outer hall. The knock came again.

      “Eula? Willard? Anyone home?”

      His mother touched his shoulder. “Hide. Get in the larder.”

      Simon shot out of the chair and rushed into the kitchen. Sophie and Willard were already on their feet.

      “Who is it?” Sophie asked.

      “I’d say Mrs. Finch-Barker by the way my skin is crawling,” Willard replied.

      Simon opened the larder door and ducked inside. His father had built it when they’d first moved into the house, and it was just large enough that he could fit beneath the bottom shelf with his knees drawn up almost to his chin. Sophie shut the door behind him and stood in front of it.

      A tall, sour-faced woman came striding into the kitchen carrying a large basket. Eula trailed behind, angrier than usual over their intrusive neighbor’s tendency to barge into the house without invitation. Mrs. Finch-Barker nodded to the others.

      “Good morning, Willard. Sophie. I’ve brought you a few jars of pickled cabbage. I had an excess this harvest and thought they could be put to charitable use.”

      Mrs. Finch-Barker was the kind of woman who did not hesitate to point out her own generosity and virtue. Because of it, the mere sight of her was less welcome than even the jars of fermented vegetables she regularly foisted on the less fortunate.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Willard replied. “We . . . certainly appreciate it.”

      “Can you believe this weather we’re having?” the woman said as she placed the jars on the table. “All this snow? I’ve been meaning to pay you a visit for days but couldn’t get my buggy past the front gate. Never seen anything like it!”

      Inside the larder, Simon wrinkled his nose. The smell of pickled cabbage had quickly permeated the entire kitchen. He grabbed a sprig of rosemary and held it close to his face.

      “They’ve been saying it’ll be the worst winter in our lifetime,” his father said. “You shouldn’t have troubled yourself with a trip all the way out here.”

      “Nonsense! What with all the shocking news in the papers, I couldn’t wait a moment longer to ask you about it!”

      Eula frowned. “Shocking news?”

      “As if you hadn’t heard! The Colonists? One shot dead in the mountains? And another taken to Stalikos?”

      “We haven’t gotten a paper in over a week, ma’am,” Sophie answered.

      The woman made an ugly half-sighing, half-spitting sound of disgust as she threw her hands up in the air. “Well, it’s all anyone can talk about! Caught a whole pack of them in the mountains up around the Gulf of Er Haen and they scattered like cockroaches! I thought your son might’ve tried to contact you after what happened. You still haven’t heard from him?”

      Eula sighed, heavy-hearted. “Not a word.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes. “You’re telling me that in nine years, he’s never once tried to reach you? No cards? No letters? No secret messages? You’re certain about that?”

      “Certain, ma’am,” Willard said, losing patience by the minute.

      The entire Finch-Barker family was made up of busybodies and gossips, but a few of them went even farther by taking it upon themselves to act as neighborhood police. They might’ve even been good at it were they not so astonishingly tactless.

      “Hmm,” she said, puckering her mouth, “well, you be on the watch for him. Desperate times are made ten times worse in weather like this. And be sure to notify me if he does come ‘round. I’m a close friend of the chief constable and I may be able to put in a good word for you when they come to pick him up. There’s a lot of credit given to friends and family who hand their loved ones over to justice, painful as it may be. Commissioner Marlas might even send his personal thanks. The papers say he himself delivered the last one, you know. I say that’s a politician worth his salt.”

      Lydia, who’d been watching everything from the corner of the room, chose that moment to waddle over to the larder and reach for the handle.

      “Uckle!” she said.

      Sophie quickly scooped her up and shushed her. She exchanged a nervous glance with her mother, who stepped back towards the hall and gestured to the front door.

      “We’ll be sure to take your advice to heart, ma’am. Thank you so much for your kind gift. We’ll make good use of it.”

      Mrs. Finch-Barker drew herself upright with a perturbed air, then followed her down the hall, glancing into every room along the way. No one breathed until she had climbed into her buggy and finally trotted out of sight.

      Sophie set Lydia down and opened the larder door.

      “It’s all right now.”

      Simon climbed out and smoothed his rumpled shirt with a thoughtful frown. George Marlas had delivered Abner’s body? The odious cretin had never done so much work in all his life. What had possessed him to do the job personally? Surely any lackey or Colonist-hunter would have sufficed. Why him? Had he been collaborating with Old Saul? It was certainly possible. They had worked out that Saul had somehow known Caradoc was a Keyholder who could fix Harroway’s Spektor problem. Marlas knew all about Caradoc and had the power and connections to arrange such a scheme. Perhaps that was the answer to the mystery. Or perhaps . . . perhaps Marlas had been Old Saul himself?

      “You all right?” Willard asked.

      Simon blinked and straightened his shirt again. He didn’t want his family worrying about it. They had enough to deal with.

      “Yes. It’s just . . . she said a few things that got me thinking.”

      “Well, thank God she’s gone now,” his father said. He took a seat at the kitchen table and picked up one of the jars of pickled cabbage. It swirled in the vinegar like a clump of gray moss. “A person could die from charity like this.”

      “She looks like she’s pickled her face with the stuff,” his sister said with a smirk.

      “Sophie . . .” Eula chided as she returned to the kitchen. “You mustn’t say such things. Even if they’re true.”

      Simon drew his eyebrows together. “Is that how everyone treats you?”

      There was a long moment of silence. Though no one spoke, he had his answer.

      “That’s despicable,” he said. “In a supposedly tight-knit community in a supposedly God-fearing town? You ought to move somewhere else. Change your names. Start a new life.”

      “It’s not that easy,” his mother said. “The court made it clear to us that any attempt to do so would make us absconders in the eyes of the law.”

      “Absconders? That’s ridiculous!”

      “They watch us, son,” Willard said. “The moment we set foot outside this house, every eye follows us. From Mrs. Finch-Barker to the temple priests to the street sweepers. Even if a person means us no ill-will, they’ll find themselves doing it. It’s just a fact of our lives now. We’ve learned to live with it.”

      Simon put a hand over his face, feeling a surge of anger. It was quickly overtaken by sorrow and regret. “I’m sorry. I am so sorry I brought all this down on you. Perhaps I should just turn myself in.”

      “No!” the others cried all at once.

      “It wouldn’t solve anything,” Eula said. “Nor would it change anything. Nothing we care about, anyway. So no more of such talk. Now come on. We’ve got a haircut to finish.”

      She turned and disappeared down the hall.

      Willard picked himself up from his chair. “Guess I’ll finish fixing Lydia’s crib.” Before heading to the hall, he went to his son again and gave him another hug.

      When he was gone, Simon looked at his sister.

      “Sophie, I need to ask a few small favors. Two, to be exact.”

      “Of course.”

      “But you can’t ask me why.”

      He could tell she didn’t like that at all. But despite her feelings, she managed to swallow her reluctance and answer with a short nod. Simon stepped closer and lowered his voice.

      “I need something to disguise my face. The beard won’t be enough, but if you could get me—I don’t know—a wig or a pair of spectacles. Even an eyepatch would do. Anything.”

      “All right.”

      He rubbed a hand across his jaw and glanced towards the hall, making certain his parents were not in earshot. “As for the second favor . . . I need you to go to the police station and tell them that Percival has returned to Auckley. That’s all you need to say. ‘Percival has returned to Auckley’. Got it?”

      She was clearly confused, and clearly dying to ask questions, but she held her tongue and nodded instead. Simon squeezed her shoulder in gratitude, then pulled her into an embrace. She wrapped her arms around him as though he’d just threatened to leave.

      “This is not going to last forever,” he said. “I promise.”
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      It was midday by the time the prison boat reached the shores of Ciras, but the sky was so dark one could’ve been forgiven for thinking night was about to fall. Storm clouds billowed black from the northern rim of the world, and news of its imminent break had already begun to empty the city’s streets. This was fortunate timing for Riva’s transfer, for it meant there would be no crowd to rush upon her if she was noticed.

      Still, the Elders had commanded that a shroud enchantment be placed around her to keep her coming to the mainland a secret. It would also throw a significant hitch in any plans the Colonists might have made to rescue her. Her guards would be in plain clothes, and she would be temporarily shackled to Dr. Tyrus until they could reach the new cell. Tyrus watched her face as the manacles closed around her left wrist, then his right. In the course of his career, he had attended to thirteen imprisoned Colonists. By this point they were usually panicking—begging for mercy, trying to make deals, nearing hysteria at the thought of their impending fate. Riva was by far the most silent. She was sickly pale and had eaten very little, yet she managed to retain a dignified composure. Whether it was acceptance or defiance, or some of both, it was hard to say. But Tyrus felt a touch of admiration for her, in spite of her crimes.

      Before stepping onto the dock, he placed a hand on her fettered arm to steady her. “The guards are required to visually confirm that you’ve been transferred from the boat to the coach. Once we reach it, I will then place the shroud around you. You should also know that a shield enchantment has been placed beneath the pier, so if you are thinking to escape by diving into the water—and pulling me along with you—the only thing you will achieve is broken bones for us both. Do you understand?”

      She glanced down at the water and answered with a solemn nod. They started off across the walkway. Four guards took the lead, scouring the wharf with hands near their pistols. Four followed behind. The only other souls in sight were two men tying up their fishing boat a good distance away, and a group of older kids sitting on the snow-covered embankment.

      The kids talked amongst themselves, teasing each other and drinking bottles of beer. They seemed at first not to notice the odd group coming towards the shore, but then the tallest of them stared a little too closely—noticed the soldier-like positioning of the guards, the coaches waiting to receive them—and shushed the others. They followed his gaze, talking in hushed whispers, then began to rise to their feet.

      “It’s her!” one of them said. “It’s the Colonist!”

      They began to whistle and jeer at her with mocking gestures and curses.

      “Come for her trial, has she?” another said, stepping closer. “We all know how that’s going to end!”

      “Stay back!” one of the guards barked.

      But the kids weren’t afraid, and as the arriving party set foot on land they ventured closer, throwing rocks and sticks.

      “They gonna hang you, Colonist? Eh? They gonna ring your neck?”

      “Naw, they gonna slice that pretty little head clean off!”

      One of the guards broke out of formation and made for the kids. They laughed, scampering back just far enough to make it seem like they were leaving. Then the biggest of them picked up his beer bottle with an ugly sneer on his freckled face.

      “Traitorous witch!” he shouted, and flung the bottle at her.

      It struck her in the face. She cried aloud and dropped to the ground.

      “For God’s sake, run them off!” Tyrus ordered.

      He crouched beside the young woman and grasped her by the shoulders. She held her hand to the side of her head. Blood welled between her fingers. The guards shouted at the kids, who finally scurried away, still laughing and yelling curses. With a word of encouragement, Tyrus helped Riva to her feet and hurried her to the coach. Two of the guards entered and sat beside them. The driver spurred the horses into a gallop. The remaining six guards followed in the second coach behind.

      “Let me see,” Tyrus said, pulling Riva’s hand gently from her face.

      The bottle had made a sizeable gash across her cheek. He put his fingers around the wound and shut his eyes. Within two minutes, the flesh was healed. He handed her his handkerchief and instructed her to wipe the blood away. She did so in silence. Tears had filled her eyes but did not fall. Tyrus sat back and looked out the window towards the embankment, feeling a rush of anger.

      “Malicious little beasts,” he said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They traveled at a good pace into the northern part of the capital. Lamplighters had been called out to their work six hours early. Shopkeepers were closing the shutters over their windows. Constables walked the streets advising all they passed to take shelter inside their homes for the next twenty-four hours.

      Tyrus pulled up the collar of his coat as the horses slowed to a stop a few minutes later. The guards disembarked first, followed by Tyrus and Riva. The shroud enchantment was now in place around her, and the doctor draped a scarf over his arm to hide the chain connecting him to the invisible prisoner. A narrow house of stone stood across from the coach, its front door flanked by two guards. Rising high in the distance was a great dome of glass. Its many panes and panels were fitted together with such careful precision—with no sign of any outer or underlying support or structure—the entire edifice resembled an enormous diamond. Black clouds swirled above it, approaching the city with unyielding resolve.

      Tyrus led Riva into the house. There was only one room on the first floor, with nothing in it but a few chairs and a door in the ground which had already been opened for them. He guided her to the entryway and down the stairs. Another two guards led the way with lanterns. A long, dark passageway stretched ahead, the end of which could not be seen at present. As they moved forward, Tyrus felt a hand clutch at his arm. But still, she did not speak.

      When they finally passed beyond the door at the far end, he lifted the shroud enchantment from around her and raised his arm for the removal of the manacles. There were four cells in front of them, only half the size of the accommodations at Stalikos, but clean and well-lit. There, on a bench opposite the cells, sat Defense Counselor Drystan. Riva stared at him in surprise as he stood and nodded in greeting.

      “Good afternoon,” he said. “Or evening, as the storm would have it. I am glad to see you’ve made it safely to your new quarters. Good to see you as well, Doctor.”

      “Likewise, Lord Drystan,” Tyrus answered.

      Drystan glanced back at Riva and gestured to a spot on the bench. “Please.”

      As she went to take her seat, the defense counselor nodded at the remaining guards, who withdrew into the passageway and shut the door behind them. The Entrian lord sat beside the young Entress and leaned forward with a hand on his knee.

      “How long has it been since you were last in Ciras?”

      She pulled her cloak tighter around herself. “I’ve never been here before.”

      It was the most Tyrus had heard her say all week. Her voice was thin and quiet but did not quiver or become choked with tears. She crumpled the bloodied handkerchief in her fist and kept her eyes to the stone floor.

      “That is a pity,” Drystan replied. “It is regarded by many as one of the most beautiful cities in the world, even under several feet of snow. If we had the time, I might have arranged a coach tour for you. Did you see the great glass dome as you drove in?”

      She tucked a long blonde strand of hair behind her ear and nodded.

      “That is the Diamond Court, which we are now sitting directly under. It was constructed for the express purpose of holding public trials for residents of Stalikos Prison. Because the trial of a Colonist concerns the entire Entrian nation, the High Council regards it all the more fitting that the proceedings be as visible and transparent as possible. When you are summoned, you will see the inner chamber crowded with every government official, family member, witness, and constable that can be spared. Outside the chamber, you will undoubtedly find a great crowd encircling the place as far as the eye can see. I tell you this to prepare you, not to frighten you.”

      But she was frightened, if only for a moment. Tyrus caught a brief look of dread and panic in her eyes before she took a deep breath and regained her self-command.

      “I have done my best to prepare what defense I can on your behalf,” Drystan continued, “but your silence and unwillingness to cooperate have made things very difficult. You’ve had some time now to think about what might be gained from telling us more about the Colonists, and what might be lost if you do not. If there is anything you are willing to share, even the smallest detail, I urge you to do it now.”

      She took Tyrus’s handkerchief and carefully folded it into a neat square. “Am I allowed to see a priest before the trial?”

      “You are.”

      “And before the execution?”

      “No one has said anything about an execution.”

      Riva fell silent again. Tyrus looked on, feeling helpless to both.

      Drystan stood and paced in front of the cells. “Is there anyone who might vouch favorably for your character? Is there any evidence you can provide that shows you were seduced or manipulated to join them? Any indication of . . . of sickness or mental instability that might have altered your judgment?”

      She frowned at him. “You’re operating on the assumption that the Colonists are guilty.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then there is no case to be made at all. If your starting point is based on a lie, what good will come of my telling you anything?” She glanced away. “Besides . . . all that I know, or don’t know, was made perfectly clear to Lord Pallaton when he used my mother to interrogate me.”

      Drystan glanced back at Dr. Tyrus with a look of concern. Tyrus raised an eyebrow and proffered a reluctant nod, confirming her words. Drystan paced back to the bench.

      “I cannot build our defense on trying to prove the Colonists’ innocence. Such an effort goes far beyond the scope of my commissioned duty, not to mention my professional abilities. I am your defense counselor, not theirs.”

      Riva lifted her piercing blue eyes to his face. “Lord Drystan . . . what earthly good is any counselor who is not interested in the truth?”
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      Ten minutes later, Drystan and Tyrus stood outside the narrow house near the counselor’s coach, their boots four inches deep in snow. Gusts of wind had begun racing through the streets and over the rooftops. Flurries swirled down through the frigid air.

      “She is trying to bait me,” Drystan said, gritting his teeth against both the cold and his own mounting frustration. “To shame me. Can you believe that? When the Elders called for an attorney to defend the Colonists, I was the only one to step forward. The only one! The law requires the position be filled no matter the identity of the defendant. I honor that law! I have been mocked for it by my fellow counselors. I have been ridiculed and cursed for it by every ungrateful Colonist I ever met. But never shamed!”

      “Calm yourself,” Tyrus said. “Look at this clearly. It is projection. She is imposing on you the tremendous disgrace and humiliation she cannot bear to feel herself.”

      Drystan considered this, still brooding in the heat of anger but attempting to compose his temper. “Did Pallaton manage to get anything?”

      “Very little. Only that their hiding place changes on a regular basis.” Tyrus glanced both ways down the empty street before stepping closer. “He believes the time has come to use the drug. If you are in agreement, I am to start administering it tonight.”

      Drystan scoffed. “I am heartily in agreement. If she has already begun to prepare herself for execution, it may be our only option.” He frowned at Tyrus. “You disapprove?”

      The doctor glanced at the coach driver, who was likely listening to their every word. He took Drystan by the arm and pulled him several steps away. “Since my service for the court began, I have used the drug on thirteen Colonists. And not one of them—not a single one—has left that prison cell with their senses fully intact. As a physician, I am finding it increasingly difficult to condone its use.”

      “But because of it, every one of those Colonists were persuaded to speak more openly.”

      “In a feverish dream state,” Tyrus continued. “In hallucinations and half-delirium. How can we be so certain they are even telling the truth under such conditions? Our courts have made it clear that physical torture is unlawful and immoral. Why have we worked so hard to make ourselves believe this is any better? Do you know its common name? What it is called in the opium dens and black markets? It is known as ‘The Waking Nightmare’.”

      “It has been proven to break down mental barriers, Tyrus. Proven. And that is her strongest defense right now. You say you cannot condone its use as a physician. Fine. But what about as a soldier of our cause?”

      Tyrus frowned, a hint of resentment flaring in his heart. “I have always been loyal—”

      “I am not doubting your loyalty,” Drystan said. “I only mean to remind you that good and faithful soldiers do not question orders from their commanders. They trust and obey.”

      “They also have a duty to uphold integrity when they perceive that wisdom is wanting.”

      “I will certainly convey your message to Lord Pallaton the next time I see him. Unless you wish to point out his want of wisdom personally.”

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” a voice said.

      Both men turned to find a woman standing nearby. She was dressed in a long blue robe, with her fading red hair swept back into a tight bun. There seemed to be little defense against the cold but a black scarf around her neck. She clasped her hands in front of her.

      “I’m supposed to meet the new arrival from Stalikos. Am I in the right place?”

      “Ah, you are the ministering priestess,” Drystan said. “For a moment, I had forgotten what the blue robe signified.”

      “The High Council sent me to attend to the young woman. Here is my authorization.”

      She handed them a letter which had been written and signed by Ciras’s chief constable. Both Tyrus and Drystan read it before agreeing to allow her into the chamber.

      “She had just mentioned something about seeing a priest,” Drystan said as he handed the letter back. “Fortunate timing.”

      “In my line of work, we call that ‘divine providence’,” she replied, then nodded to them. “Good day to you both.”

      She moved past and strode up to the house. A similar exchange followed with the guards, during which she again showed her letter, waited for it to be read, and was finally permitted to enter. As she disappeared through the door, Tyrus turned back to Drystan with a look of weary resignation.

      “I will do as you and Lord Pallaton command. But as her personal physician, I reserve the right to stop its administration at whatever time I deem necessary.”

      Drystan pulled on his leather gloves. “That is your right, Doctor. But the sooner she speaks, the better.” He turned and moved towards his coach.

      “The sooner she breaks, you mean,” Tyrus said.

      The defense counselor glanced back. “Your words. Not mine.” He offered a final parting nod and stepped into the coach.
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      Riva lay on her cot in her new cell, staring up at the stone ceiling. She’d been buried twice; once underwater, and now under the earth. At least she was used to the silence. Used to seeing no one but Dr. Tyrus and the occasional guard. It was almost as though she’d been given time to prepare for what was to come, for in a week or two, she would be buried for good. The most severe penalty for aiding the Colonists was lifetime imprisonment. She knew that. But she also knew she was no ordinary accomplice. She was one who had betrayed her entire nation. And for that, a more serious punishment would certainly be demanded.

      She had accepted it in both her heart and head, but in her soul, despair threatened to take hold. This put her at risk of a greater danger than even an executioner’s axe. Hate and despair were the two means by which Spektors could possess a living human. Martin, who had suffered such a thing, was always extremely reluctant to talk about his experience. But what little she’d learned of the mental and physical torment involved had made her believe it was a fate far worse than death.

      She staved off the despair by imagining the Colonists’ faces. Simon’s compassionate smile. Harriet’s kind eyes. Evering’s cheeky grin. She recalled the sound of their voices, their laughter. Chester and the Plumsleys singing. Caradoc’s terrible jokes at the worst times. Jeremy’s gentle conversations with the Memory Tree. She imagined herself walking the stone path. Picking wildflowers from the meadows. Gathering apples for the Harvest Feast. She remembered the prank Chester had played on Ink, pretending to be a talking chicken, and how Ink had screamed like a schoolgirl. She laughed aloud at the thought, filling her cell with noise for the first time in hours.

      The chamber door clicked open. Riva sat upright as a woman in a blue robe entered and approached the guard. After he had read the letter she produced, she spoke a soft word to him, and he retreated into the passageway and shut the door behind him. The woman tucked the letter into a small pouch on her belt, then stared at Riva for a long moment before finally addressing her.

      “So . . . this is the dreaded monster. The Colonist. Why, you’re practically still a child.”

      Riva remained silent. The woman glanced around the chamber. Seeing the nearby bench, she went to it, grabbed hold of one end, and dragged it in front of Riva’s cell.

      “The guards let me in on the understanding that I was a priestess sent to minister to you in your great time of need.” She sat and rearranged the long skirt of her robe before clasping her hands together and gazing back at Riva. “I’d almost made up my mind to maintain that pretense once meeting you. I thought perhaps I could get you to confess your sins to me. Reveal your every crime and misdeed. Then I remembered the famous lie-detection ability Entrian females possess and figured you’d find me out in a few minutes. But what persuaded me most to abandon the scheme was the realization that I don’t really care about your crimes and misdeeds.”

      Riva stood, curiosity overcoming her usual tendency to stay silent. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Emma Hallstein. Until recently I was a resident of Harroway, but now find myself little better than a vagrant and a fugitive.”

      “Hallstein?” Riva repeated. “Why that must mean . . . you’re Galena’s mother!”

      “I am. Or was.”

      The smile faded from Riva’s lips. She sank down onto the end of her cot. “What do you mean? What’s happened?”

      The elder woman raised her eyebrows. “So they’ve not told you? That’s surprising. I thought the Entrians would’ve been all too happy to force a Colonist to face the consequences of their actions. Let me catch you up to speed. A little over a week ago, my daughter wrote to me of a group of visitors who had arrived in Harroway, and who—through a rather regrettable series of events—had agreed to help rid the town of its persistent tormentors. They were not Entrians, as everyone had thought, but spirit creatures. Ghosts of some kind. Of course, I was immediately concerned and almost began packing my things to return home. But she insisted that the visitors were fully capable of dealing with the threat. And as I was also three days’ ride from the north gate and not likely to reach the city in time, I continued my work at the mines instead.”

      She loosened her scarf with an agitated frown.

      “And then, only a few days ago, it became clear that something had stopped the supply wagons from reaching the mining camps. When I finally returned to the city to discover the cause, I found it swarming with all manner of new and unfriendly faces. Some were Assembly guards, many were bounty hunters, and there I learned that half of Harroway’s citizens had been put under house arrest, while the other half had been taken south to Talas Prison. All for the same crime; aiding the Colonists.”

      Riva’s face fell in dismay.

      “I hid in a friend’s house to avoid being captured myself. When it became clear that my husband and daughter were no longer in Harroway, I escaped the city and took passage on an airship that would get me to Altan within a day. I still had a good deal of silver in my coin purse, and it was a fortunate thing, for I’ve had to use bribery almost every step of the way to get the information I’ve sought. I found my husband in Talas.” She paused for a moment and looked down at her folded hands. “Tell me, girl . . . do you know anything of that place?”

      Riva shook her head.

      Emma pursed her mouth, shaken by the memory. “The cells are set into a cliff side which is exposed to the open sea. Sickness runs rampant. Every prisoner is isolated, some forgotten altogether. From time to time, they’re moved down a level. Those who’ve been there the longest struggle to survive in cells that regularly fill with several inches of freezing sea water at high tide. This is a death sentence, as you can well imagine, though the authorities prefer to call it ‘population management’.” She took a deep breath and clasped her hands even tighter. “Fortunately, my husband was in the topmost row. And he told me everything. How Mayor Kingsley had learned of your ability to stop the attacks on the city. How he had trapped and deceived you when he was no longer sure of your willingness to help. And how you still offered your aid, even when the attackers were revealed to be a force of dark spirits.”

      Riva wasn’t sure how to answer, but settled on a slight nod.

      “Even now,” Emma continued, “I can hardly tell you which part of the story is more astonishing to me. I wouldn’t have believed it, except that every fellow citizen I spoke with also confirmed it. If I had time I would hear your side of the story, but that is a luxury both you and I are short on.” Her face fell into a look of deep anxiety. “Galena is missing.”

      “Missing?” Riva said with a frown.

      “I didn’t find her in Talas. It seems that from the hour the mass arrests took place, she was nowhere to be found. Even my husband didn’t know her fate. I questioned prison guards, constables, even the clerks in the law offices in Altan—all while disguising my identity, of course. But no one could tell me a thing. When I had exhausted every resource, I remembered my husband had said that he’d seen her speaking with a few of you a time or two. It took nearly all the remaining contents of my purse to purchase the letter of authorization I carry, as well as to learn the whereabouts of this cell. I beg you not to tell me I have done so much for nothing.”

      Riva’s heart filled with compassion. There was something about the woman that reminded her of her own mother. It was an effortless regality, as well as a gracefulness and quiet resolve rooted in strength and love.

      “Galena was a very good friend to us,” she replied. “And perhaps the only person in Harroway who had no ulterior motive for it. She got us to safety when we were caught outdoors during an attack. She showed extraordinary courage in her willingness to stand by us when we faced the Spektors in the square. She also tried to hurry us away before another plot could be carried out against us.”

      “You mean your capture on the mountain road?”

      “Yes. She’d heard talk of a secret order concerning us and felt moved to warn us, though she didn’t know its meaning. The last time I saw her, she was standing in the middle of the crowd who’d been celebrating our part in the Spektors’ defeat.”

      Emma’s gaze cast about the chamber in dismay and weary discouragement. “Then she didn’t leave with you.”

      “No. But perhaps she escaped the city before the arrests began.”

      “Perhaps. But in all her life, Galena has never been outside Harroway’s walls. She has no friends elsewhere to help her, no knowledge of how to survive in the mountains, no other safe haven to flee to. I fear she may be lost all the same.”

      Riva almost reached out to touch the woman’s arm in sympathy but soon remembered the shield enchantment around the cell bars. “Galena is one of the most determined people I’ve ever met. She has an indomitable spirit, and a good deal of her mother’s strength, I think. I would not give up hope. If there was any other way I could help, I would. As it is, my faith is the only thing I have to offer now. I will pray for her, Mrs. Hallstein.”

      Emma looked at her in amazement. “Pray? A Colonist pray for my Galena? Will wonders never cease?” She smoothed the folds of her robe, ruminating. “Like most residents of Harroway, I had until recently lived in ignorance of who the Colonists are and what you’re accused of. I know you maintain your innocence, yet I also wonder how the whole world could be so wrong about you. But then . . . I have only to look back at my own city to see how it might be done. Deception, willful ignorance, fear—all powerful distorters of the truth. The Entrians are deeply angry that we have been mining the riches of their lands all these years, and they are right to be. Under the terms of the Separation Decree, living east of the Lockhorns put us under Entrian rule and law. But we would not hear it. We closed our ears. Our hearts. We dismiss what we’d rather not accept. Even when it’s the truth.”

      “It was Kingsley who would not accept things,” Riva said. “He manipulated the situation to his best advantage and kept all the rest of you in the dark about it.”

      Emma shook her head. “We kept ourselves in it. And now we pay the price. I admit I was angry with you—with the Colonists—for your role in what happened to Harroway, eager to lay blame. But really we brought it on ourselves. Much like Gwenyth Kingsley.”

      Riva dropped her gaze, remembering the horrible fate of the mayor’s wife. “What will happen to the others from Harroway?”

      “Well, Talas is full. It can’t hold any more. I understand the rest will be farmed out to smaller jails and facilities that can make room for them. Then begins the long task of interrogating each citizen and determining their role in the whole mess. They say the investigation could take up to a year. As for the city itself, now that its secret is out, I imagine it will soon become a battlefield, full of greedy souls trying to claim their piece of it.”

      With a sigh, she pushed herself to her feet and moved the bench back against the wall. Riva stood as well, feeling a touch of disappointment at her leaving. Emma turned back and regarded the young woman with an expression of remorse.

      “I don’t know who is right in all this. But you don’t seem to be what they say you are, and I am . . . sorry for you. If you can believe that.”

      Riva hugged her arms around herself. “All I can do is believe. They’ve taken away my ability to detect a lie.”

      A wry smile crossed the elder woman’s lips. “Which you did not reveal until the very end of our conversation. Very prudent. Seems you’ve learned a thing or two about survival.” She took a step towards the door, but soon turned back again. “Are you afraid?”

      Riva bowed her head for a moment, collecting what nerve she could before finally answering. “Only of despair.”

      Emma’s brow wrinkled. From what emotion, Riva couldn’t tell.

      “Well,” she said, “for what it’s worth, I was glad to meet you, Colonist. I can see how you and Galena might have been very good friends. And I think . . . I will pray for you, too.”

      Riva smiled. And even after the woman departed, and the guard returned to his post, she was still smiling. Here she was—a despised prisoner, a traitor and a fraternizer, cursed and mocked and put deep out of sight until the order would be given to end her life—and yet, she had managed to make a friend. It was another source of light by which she could stave off the darkness. If only for a little while longer.
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      The storm hit Ciras just as Ink and Seherene arrived at the Atturias Estate. The whole world seemed one big swirling sheet of snow, obscuring everything from sight except what lay a few feet in front of them. Seherene’s first concern was for the horses, and when they descended from the carriage she ordered they be taken to the stables straightaway and not employed until the storm was over.

      As soon as they entered the house, Ink stood for several minutes staring at his surroundings and shaking the snow from his hat. He’d heard stories about grand castles and palaces where the Entrian kings and queens of old once lived, and he now began to believe that Seherene’s home was the closest likeness to one he would ever see. Mayor Kingsley’s mansion had been an impressive sight, filled with opulent furnishings and a host of servants ready to obey his every command—but this place was different. It was grander and more ancient somehow. There was an air of history, of solemn prestige and authority. He almost felt as though he had stepped into a temple, or even a mausoleum.

      The servants were gathered in the main hall to meet them. Seherene greeted each one and introduced Ink as ‘Lord Featherfield’. Ink nodded at them but remained quiet. Upon hearing his name, their stares of curiosity turned to expressions of astonishment. Some even reached out to shake his hand while declaring their relief that he’d at last been rescued from the loathsome Colonists.

      “Is my mother in her room?” Seherene asked one of the servants.

      “No, my lady. At the memorial.”

      The Entress’s eyes became suddenly troubled. She bid Ink to follow her, then led him up a flight of stairs and into a small corridor. A door stood ajar at the end. She stepped up to it and peered inside with an apprehensive gaze. Ink ran a hand through his snow-damp hair, which had the unfortunate effect of making it stick up over his ears. Down the opposite side of the hall, servants began carrying their luggage into their rooms.

      “Listen, Ink,” Seherene said. “When you meet my mother, you may find her especially . . . brusque. She doesn’t approve of mincing words, nor of shying away from speaking her mind. I hope you will not take offense. It has become her way of coping with feelings she has yet to reconcile.”

      “I’ll be all right,” Ink said. “Don’t you worry about me.”

      “Seherene? Is that you?” a sharp voice called from within.

      The Entress took a deep breath before answering. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Come in. And bring the boy. I want him to see this.”

      They stepped inside. It was a small room with a very high ceiling. The floor was black marble and the walls a dark shade of blue. The effect made Ink feel as though he were underwater. Its furnishings were sparse and all set against the wall on the far side. There was a long cushion on the ground, similar to those he had sometimes seen in temples, and placed in front of a small table bearing a metal bowl.

      The only other item in the room was a portrait which hung above the table. In it, a young man was depicted on a horse. He was very finely dressed and held the reins in his white-gloved hands. Ink would have usually sneered at the sight of yet another Entrian dandy styling himself in such a way—but there was something different about this man. It was an air of honesty in his face, a sincerity in his eyes which gazed steadily at the viewer, a manner that gave no evidence of any real posturing or condescension.

      An elderly woman knelt on the cushion and stared up at the portrait with her hands clasped before her. Ink glanced at Seherene. She stood stiffly, as if uncomfortable. There was also an unmistakable measure of pain in her eyes.

      After a long moment of silence, the old woman rose from the cushion and stepped forward to the metal bowl atop the table. She bowed her head, muttered a few words, then dropped a handful of something into it. As soon as she stepped back, fire blazed to life inside the bowl. The flame burned a deep red at first, then quickly changed to yellow, then white, and finally blue. A puff of smoke rose with a crackling snap. The fire’s color returned to yellow, and the smoke was reduced to a thin but steady stream. A sweet scent filled the chamber soon after.

      Ink twisted his mouth and tapped his hat against his thigh. It was obvious now. The portrait was of Darian—the young prophet whose death had incited the bloody Battle of Damiras nine years ago. As Ink understood it, most Entrians regarded him as a heroic martyr. Seherene, perhaps, most of all. He had died in her arms, and in her grief the depth of her feelings for him was all too clear. He was also the man Caradoc had shot in the heart, if the Entrians were to be believed, which explained why he was at the top of all the warrant lists.

      The elder Entress turned at last from the portrait and approached them, fixing her eyes squarely on Ink. Her stare was so piercing he was sure she could see straight through his coat to the raspberry jam stain on the front of his shirt.

      “Ink,” Seherene said, “this is my mother, Madara. Mother, this is Inkwell Featherfield.”

      Ink nodded. “Hi.”

      The old woman looked at him with a deadpan glare, obviously piqued by his informal address.

      “Hello,” she finally answered.

      “I came across him in a mining camp north of Harroway,” Seherene continued. “He woke there after falling unconscious on the road outside the city. Neither of us is quite sure how it all happened.”

      “And you thought it best to bring him here?”

      “He is under my protection. Since business demands I remain in Ciras for a few weeks, he will stay under this roof as well.”

      Madara narrowed her eyes as she scanned the boy’s expensive attire. “You certainly don’t look as though you crawled out from under a rock. How fortunate you are to have curried favor with my daughter when you did.”

      Before she had finished speaking, she went to a small bell pull near the door and tugged on it. A servant soon appeared at the threshold.

      “Have tea made ready in the parlor,” she commanded.

      The servant bowed and scuttled away.

      Madara laced her claw-like fingers together and fixed her gaze on Ink again. “I was very much against Seherene’s decision to employ you as an ally. But with three Colonists now in Entrian custody, and one dead, I suppose you have proven yourself useful. Even so, I cannot bring myself to decide whether you are really fox or hound in this hunt.”

      Ink raised an eyebrow. “Well, then I guess it’s a good thing you don’t get to decide.”

      The woman’s wrinkled mouth drooped in displeasure. She gestured towards the portrait. “Do you know who that is?”

      “I can guess.”

      “You seem to do a lot of guessing. You have also risked a great deal to get what you want at the expense of others. Do you think that makes you clever? Bold and daring? Look on the true face of such a person. There on that wall. The observance you have just witnessed me do is repeated in hundreds of Entrian households out of respect to his memory. That is a man to be esteemed. In him was courage and valor beyond anything you could ever dream, and we honor that daily. While you have ingratiated yourself with his murderer.”

      “Mother,” Seherene said, her voice level but full of warning, “you are being too hard on him. You said yourself there are four less Colonists running free in the world since he offered to aid us. And this he has done while continuing in their company under constant threat of discovery. I call that very courageous indeed.”

      “There is a difference between courage and opportunistic greed,” Madara shot back.

      Ink sighed. “Ma’am, with all due respect, or whatever, I don’t really give a toss what you think about me. And I may be a lot of things, but a fool ain’t one of ‘em. I help you, you help me. That was the deal. And I’ve been giving you an awful lot of help lately. So maybe you’ll consider being a little nicer to me, eh? After all, I know more about ‘em than anyone else.”

      Madara narrowed her piercing eyes at him again. “Let us put that to the test.”

      Ink’s smug expression wavered briefly into panic. “What?”

      “This so-called knowledge you claim to possess.”

      “Is this really necessary?” Seherene asked.

      “For my satisfaction? Yes,” Madara replied. “Let him prove the worth he speaks so highly of. But not by anything obvious. We must have a sense of your intuition. What you have studied in their eyes and seen in their hearts. So tell me now. When you alerted Frederick Coram to the Colonists’ presence at Mastmarner, did you witness the resulting battle?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And when Isaac Caradoc broke Mr. Coram’s leg bones, were you present?”

      “I was nearby. Didn’t actually see it.”

      The elder woman reached for a gold locket hanging from a chain around her neck. She clasped it between her fingers, musing on her next question before speaking again. “But when you saw Mr. Caradoc again—the very next time, or perhaps when he later spoke of it, as surely he must have done—what was the look in his eyes? Was it mad glee? The bitterness of hatred? The blind rage of an animal?”

      Ink swallowed a lump of anxiety down his dry throat. He was standing in a room with two Entrian women who would be able to tell whether or not he was lying. Fortunately, he couldn’t think of any reason why answering the old woman’s question might be harmful. It was only an accounting of character, after all, not a betrayal of any particular secret.

      “No,” he answered at last. “No, it was nothing like that. I remember glancing at his face right before he did it, and then, later, seeing the same look when he talked about it. I thought it seemed like . . .” He paused, struggling for the right words.

      “Seemed like what?” Madara asked.

      “Like it broke his heart.”

      Seherene, who until now had been keeping her eyes to the ground, now raised them with a look of bewilderment. Her mother, however, appeared almost pleased.

      “So you do know him. Most children your age would be hard pressed to observe so much feeling in another person, much less put it in those particular words.” She glanced at her daughter. “While you seem utterly dumbfounded. Were you not aware that Mr. Coram and the Keyholder are first cousins?”

      “Cousins? No, I have never heard of it.”

      “It is the means by which Mr. Coram was able to insinuate himself into their inner circle before bringing the hunters down upon them. It is also the reason I believe he was merely wounded and not killed during the fight at Mastmarner. For some inexplicable reason it seems the Keyholder still regards Coram with affection, even after his betrayal.” She looked again at the boy. “Which, I daresay, is lucky for you, Mr. Featherfield. For if he does discover your treachery, perhaps it will only mean a pair of broken arms at the worst.”

      A small bell sounded in the hall beyond the door. Madara moved to the threshold but kept her eyes on Ink, as if wanting a last look at him.

      “Well,” she said, “if we must have another Frederick Coram in our ranks, at least this one appears to be somewhat effectual. Have him shown to his room, Seherene. Then meet me in the parlor for tea. We have much to discuss.”

      Ink felt suddenly nauseous as she departed. He’d never before realized how alike he and Coram actually were. And though Madara had regarded this likeness with a hint of approval, all in all, it was the worst compliment anyone had ever paid him. But it wasn’t really true. Not completely, anyway. Unlike Coram, he hadn’t intended on things going so far. He hadn’t meant for the Entrians to have three Colonists in custody. And he certainly never wanted one dead. At the thought of Abner’s face, he stooped and put a hand to his stomach.

      “Ink? Are you all right?” Seherene asked.

      He couldn’t lie. So he diverted.

      “I think I’m just tired after the trip. Might lie down for a while.”

      “Of course. Let me show you to your room. It’s one of the nicest in the house.”

      He nodded and followed her through the door. Somehow, that made him feel even worse.
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      For the next two days, everyone in Ciras kept inside their homes. The air pressure from the great sea to the west and the towering mountain range to the east forced the snow and winds into a bitter tempest which did not relent for any amount of time between start to finish. Ink laid awake both nights with an anxious knot sitting heavy in the pit of his stomach. What if the others were out there without shelter? What if they were someplace worse? And what of Fetch and the other miners? Were they still being made to work in such terrible conditions? He couldn’t bear the thought of it. Or any of his thoughts, really.

      And then, he’d suffered a nightmare about Caradoc coming to tear his arms off while Madara looked on and laughed. He woke in a cold sweat and lit every candle he could find in his room. For two hours afterward, he sat with his knees drawn up under his chin, waiting for the terror to pass while resisting the urge to shut his eyes. Caradoc’s name in the First Language—the soul marking burned into the back of his eyelids—had begun staring back at him with a new level of malice.
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      The next morning, a servant told Ink that Seherene wished to see him in her room. As soon as he walked through the door, she greeted him with a look of concern.

      “Good morning. My goodness, you’re pale. Are you ill?”

      “No, I just . . . had some bad dreams is all.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. I had a few myself, as it happens. But there’s a good breakfast being prepared for us both. That should set us on course to feeling better again. And look here.”

      She beckoned for him to approach the desk, where he saw a tall stack of sealed envelopes.

      “I’m sending out another call for aid in the search for your parents,” she said. “These will go as far as the East Country—to every temple, meeting hall, and official. I’ve also added a substantial reward for anyone who comes forward with any information of value. With all the brigands and outlaws in those parts eager for a bit of fortune, I am confident it will bring some result. I hope this will put your mind at ease, even if only a little. I don’t want you losing heart.”

      He rubbed at the sleep in the corner of his eyes and nodded. “Thanks.”

      She looked sad for a moment, but tried to brighten with a smile in the next. “Why don’t you stay in here until breakfast? I don’t mean for you to sit alone in your room all day. There’s some wonderful books on these shelves. Why don’t you have a look at them?”

      He obliged her and wandered over to the nearest bookcase. His tired eyes made the titles look blurry, but as far as he could tell, most of them were about the natural world. There was an entire shelf devoted to botany, and a larger section focused on animals and insects of all types. One particularly large book was titled Flora and Fauna of the Eastern Isles. He pulled it from the shelf and sat in a cushioned reading alcove in front of a tall window.

      The Eastern Isles had always been a point of interest for him, mainly because the region was rumored to contain a number of rare and exotic creatures that couldn’t be found anywhere else. According to the book, a pair of Entrian scholars had traveled the isles for a year, studying countless plants and animals—sometimes even under the cover of shield and shroud enchantments. Their sketches and drawings filled the book, and Ink flipped eagerly through the pages, marveling at one strange and wonderful curiosity after another. By the time he reached the end, he’d decided the tigers were best of all, not only for their size and beauty, but for their great fearsomeness as well.

      After he’d looked at each of the tiger sketches a second time, he set the book down beside him with a sigh. He didn’t feel like reading anything else. He didn’t feel like doing much at all. On Riverfall, whenever such a mood would strike him, he always managed to occupy his mind by doing a few hours’ worth of chores. Maybe he could help the servants wash the dishes after breakfast, or dust all the statues in the house. He scoffed as he leaned back against the window. The old Ink would’ve cursed him out for even thinking such thoughts.

      The pane of glass was cold against his head and neck. He could feel the slightest vibration with every powerful gust of whistling wind. Snowflakes had frozen in intricate patterns along the edges. Ink reached into his pocket and pulled out the small piece of wood Fetch had given him. The tiny row of mushrooms along the top had wilted and begun to shrivel. He cupped his hands around them and peered through the darkness.

      “Blast,” he muttered.

      Seherene looked up from her letter. “Something wrong?”

      He held up the piece of wood. “Fetch gave this to me back at the mine. Supposed to glow in the dark but it looks like its dying now. Probably got too cold on the way here.”

      She stood and approached him. “May I see it?”

      He handed it to her with a shrug. She studied it carefully and touched her fingers to a few of the mushroom caps.

      “This is foxfire. And it isn’t dead yet but nearly. Here . . . hold it in your hands again.”

      He did as she asked. She knelt down and placed her hands over his. Ink felt a strange sensation pass through his skin, like a small shock of cold which quickly turned to heat. It wasn’t painful and lasted only a few seconds. As he gazed at the foxfire, the mushrooms slowly straightened and stood upright along the wood. Even the strands of moss underneath brightened in color. With a rush of excitement, Ink cupped his hands around it and held it up to his eye. The stalks glowed brighter and more vibrantly green than ever. He could scarcely believe it.

      “Oh, brilliant! You fixed it!” he cried. “And I was ready to throw it out the window! You got an enchantment ‘specially for resurrecting mushrooms?”

      She chuckled. “Not just mushrooms. It’s a restoration enchantment. In my previous career, I worked as a naturalist on a wildlife restoration team. We traveled the country caring for all manner of different habitats—forests, rivers, crop fields, even bogs. Any plant or animal we found sick or injured, we set to the work of making them well again and ensuring they would continue to flourish after we were gone. I learned a few things about foxfire from a colleague who specialized in bioluminescent life.”

      “Huh. Well, I s’pose that explains your book collection.” His eyes widened in renewed excitement. “Does that mean you’ve actually been to the Eastern Isles? Have you seen the tigers?”

      “No. We never made it that far, unfortunately. But maybe you and I can pay them a visit one day.”

      “I’m surprised your parents even let you do that kind of thing. Wasn’t your dad an Elder? Did you really need to work?”

      She picked up the book from the cushion and sat beside him. “It was my choice. I’ve loved anything to do with plants and animals since I was a young girl. When my father saw just how much, he encouraged me to pursue it as a calling. My mother, however, gave me constant battle over the subject. She said it was a filthy, low-born occupation which made me utterly undignified and entirely unladylike.”

      “Well, what else would a bully say?” Ink realized his mistake immediately and snuck a glance at her with a wince. “Sorry.”

      As she had done so many times before, Seherene responded with a grace he knew he didn’t deserve. “It’s all right. She always took it upon herself to present our family’s image in the best and brightest light possible. She considered it her duty to ward me away from anything that might damage it.”

      Ink bit his lip. Another gust of wind tossed a swirl of snow against the windowpane.

      “Your dad . . . he died on Damiras, didn’t he?”

      She nodded sadly. “I only managed to reach him after he was gone. He’d been in a separate tent with all the other Elders. My only consolation has been that I never hesitated to tell him how much I loved him, whenever I could.”

      Ink’s gaze fell to the ground. He’d never done anything like that for his own parents. At least, not that he could remember. And what if it was too late now? He shook his head, forcing the thought away. “I guess that’s why your mum’s so angry all the time, losing him like that. Can’t really blame her. Do you go into that room every day, too? Like she does? Into that . . . shrine, or whatever it is, with Darian’s picture?”

      “Shrine is the better word. And it’s what makes me so uneasy about the whole business. I’ve told you before that he was very special to me, but he was a man, not a god. He made mistakes and lost his temper, and his elevation to a martyr has done more harm than good, I think. It has turned admiration into worship. So no. I don’t go into that room. Not if I can help it.”

      Ink turned the foxfire over in his hands. “Well . . . then my gratitude for resurrecting these mushrooms won’t go no farther than admiration.”

      Her lips curved into a smile.

      He placed the treasure back into his pocket, being careful not to damage it. “It’s really amazing, you know. All these things you can do. Just when I think I’ve got a handle on enchantments and whatever else, something entirely new and unexpected happens. Then I realize I don’t know very much at all. But maybe that applies to most things.”

      “I think that’s giving yourself far too little credit. No one understands every aspect of our abilities. Not even the chief priest of Orthys himself. I have always felt that there is still so much for me to understand. That I don’t know half of what I ought. It’s a wonderful excuse to never stop learning.”

      “How do you learn enchantments? Is there some kind of special school for it?”

      “Not exactly. There are certain classes all students must take to begin to develop their skills, but only between the arithmetic and history and grammar. And not everyone finds it necessary to continue building on their knowledge of enchantments. Some are perfectly content with the basics. On the other hand, those who wish to devote themselves to further study usually finish their education in theological centers of learning. Temples and such.”

      “Really? You’re saying there are Entrians out there who ain’t interested in growing their powers to the fullest?”

      “Yes. The ability to perform enchantments is based very firmly in a person’s faith and discipline. There are many who simply have no interest in those things. And of course, there are those who cannot easily manage their tempers and emotions, which is also a crucial aspect of using our gifts. Even for those of us who can manage, and who do take an interest, we are never able to fully master every expression of it. We have individual talents in different areas. Some people are better with defense and concealment. Some with kinetic manipulation.”

      “Or restoring things,” Ink finished. “Like you.”

      “Restoring and healing. They tend to go hand-in-hand. Of course it doesn’t mean I can’t summon a decent shield every now and then, just that it won’t be as strong as those who have a natural knack for it.”

      “Huh. So what’s your mum’s talent?”

      “She has a gift for infusion. The ability to imbue an ordinary object with enchantment. It’s one of the more difficult and complicated skills—so much that enchanted items have actually become quite rare. I’ve heard of people willing to trade their entire life savings for a single item.”

      “Is that so? You got any ‘round here?”

      She laughed, reading his thoughts. “A few. But my mother is so worried about theft, she placed concealment enchantments around them. Even I don’t know where they are anymore.”

      Ink rubbed his chin, glancing down at the ground. “So Riva . . . her talent must be—”

      He fell silent, instantly regretting having mentioned the young woman. Seherene put a supportive hand on his upper back, making a swirl of butterflies rise in his stomach. He turned his head to make sure she couldn’t see him blush.

      “It’s all right,” he said. “I don’t think it would hurt anyone to say. I only thought she must be best at moving objects. People, too. She stopped me falling out of a tree once, right before I smashed my head into the ground. And then at Mastmarner, I got the shock of my life watching her throw knives around, using enchantments to send them off every which way. It was incredible.”

      A hint of disapproval crossed the Entress’s face. “Combat . . . is something a bit different.”

      Ink nodded. “Riva told me. She said it goes against the reason you got your gifts in the first place.”

      “She told you rightly. Using our skills to kill and to injure was never intended. But unfortunately it became necessary for survival, particularly during the clan feuds. It was at that time, in fact, that families began encouraging their children to learn defensive skills in order to protect themselves—some at a very young age. Though the feuds have ended, many families continue the practice. Knife-throwing is a very popular one, along with boxing and marksmanship.”

      Ink raised his eyebrows in interest. “So what’s yours, then?”

      She glanced down at her hands as if self-conscious. “I learned a bit of knife-throwing myself.”

      “Really? And your mother didn’t try to put you off it?”

      “Not when every other Entrian family in Ciras was allowing their children to learn. We couldn’t be left behind. She even had our cellar remodeled to be a practice chamber.”

      Ink practically jumped off the alcove seat. “There’s a practice chamber here? Like with weapons and targets and things?”

      “I’m afraid there is.”

      “Aw, then you gotta show me! Show me what you can do! You got some knives down there, yeah?”

      “Ink, it has been a very long time since I even set foot down there.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it’ll come back to you in no time! Come on, I can’t sit here reading all day. I’ll go cross-eyed! And you need a break from all that letter-writing. It’ll be fun! You remember fun, right?”
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      The practice chamber was a large room which spanned half the length of the house above it. The walls were cushioned with padded pockets of goose feathers and straw. A number of barrels and wooden dummies had been strategically positioned at different distances in various configurations. A rack near the bottom of the stairs held a large collection of weapons. Ink rushed up to it and drew a rapier from its scabbard.

      “Oh, wow!” he said. “I’ve never even held one of these before!”

      He walked off a few paces and slashed it through the air. It made a satisfying whish-ing sound that made him regret not stealing one from a merchant when he’d once had the chance.

      “My father used it for exercise,” Seherene said, pulling on a pair of leather gloves. “Just be careful you don’t make yourself sorry for holding one now.”

      Grinning, Ink hopped up onto one of the barrels and laid the rapier across his lap. “All right, then. Let’s see what you can do.”

      With a small smile of her own, she pulled a broad leather belt from the rack and fastened it around her waist. There were six knives on it, three on each side, each in a leather sheath which rested on her hips. She walked to the center of the chamber, studied the targets around her, then took one of the knives from her belt and held it loosely in her grip.

      “I can’t promise this won’t be terribly disappointing,” she said.

      “The only way I’ll be disappointed is if you don’t try at all. Now come on! Go for it!”

      She raised the knife, and with a flick of her wrist, sent it flying through the air. Just before it could reach the target directly ahead, she made a second motion with her hand. The knife twisted left at a sharp angle and sunk into a target on the far side of the chamber. Ink hooted and clapped. Wasting no time, she drew another knife and flung it forward. This one shot ahead, pivoted right, then moved around the third target and struck a fourth behind it. The next knife sailed out, then turned a wide circle before finally hitting the target straight ahead.

      “Brilliant!” Ink shouted, almost laughing with delight. “Look at you! That’s amazing!”

      “I’ve slowed down a lot.”

      “Oh, pffft,” he said, swatting a hand through the air. “I bet only you could tell something like that. You got three knives left. Keep at it! Show me the hardest throw there is.”

      “The hardest? Hm. That would involve summoning a shield to protect myself while still trying to hit an opponent.”

      “I can’t imagine trying to do even one enchantment during a fight, much less two. Your nerves are probably scrambled enough already.”

      “Precisely. And if my opponent was also changing the trajectory of their weapon of choice, I couldn’t know where I might be hit. So the shield would have to surround me on all sides. But the chief difficulty is choosing the right moment to risk opening a gap in my defense to let my own knives through.”

      “Hm,” Ink said. “Not really something you can practice with a Cassrian volunteer, then. Unless . . .”

      He closed his mouth again. He’d been on the verge of revealing the great secret the Colonists had discovered about enchantments; that Cassrians could contribute their strength to Entrian abilities. But Riva had warned of the danger of such a revelation. Telling the Entrians their divine gifts were not as special as they thought would only increase the ill-feeling between the nations, and perhaps cause a panic across the entire country. He certainly didn’t want to be responsible for that kind of thing. Even so, there was a part of him that believed the knowledge was too important to keep secret forever.

      “Unless what?” Seherene asked.

      Ink glanced around for a moment, then jumped down from the barrel and returned to the weapons rack. On the wall beside it was a pair of padded shirts reinforced with chainmail. He smirked as he unhooked one.

      “Unless your unpredictable projectile is me.”

      “Ink . . .”

      “I asked you for the most difficult throw. And this is the only way to do it, right?” With some effort, he pulled the heavy shirt down over his head. It was made for a full-grown adult and reached almost to his knees. “So . . . I’ll run towards you, dodging this way and that, all crazy-like, and you try to stop me. Come on. We can at least give it a go, eh? Even just once?”

      She regarded him with wary uncertainty, but soon answered with a sigh. “All right. One try. But I won’t be throwing any knives at you. As soon as I give the word, you run towards me from behind so I can’t anticipate your movements. Then I’ll use a kinetic enchantment to push you away from me.”

      “All right. Sounds like a plan.”

      She turned her back to him and braced her stance. Her right hand hovered just above the remaining knives on her belt. Ink took a few steps to one side and bent his knees, preparing to burst into action.

      “Go!” she said.

      Ink sprinted forward. Before he knew it, all three of her knives were away, sinking into three different barrel targets around the room. The moment the last one had left her hand, she drew an arc in the air above her head. A shimmering blue shield appeared around her like a huge soap bubble. It didn’t look very strong. Perhaps he could break through it with enough force. He dodged and ducked, then picked up speed as he came within a few feet of her. She raised her palm into the air, and suddenly a surge of green light came speeding towards him.

      The next moment he was flung off his feet high into the air and sent sailing back across the room. He struck one of the cushioned walls, then collapsed into a heap of straw.

      Seherene rushed to him and dropped to her knees. “Ink! Ink, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

      She couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders began to shake. She reached out and turned him towards her. He was laughing.

      “Sweet gravy!” he said. “That’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me!”

      “I’m glad you think so,” she replied, then fell to laughing herself.
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      By the following day, the worst of the storm had passed, and when the sun at last showed its face in the early afternoon, Seherene took Ink to the roof of the estate to look at the view. The cold winter air felt tremendous in his lungs, as did the feel of what little warmth the sunlight imparted. He ran his hand along the top of the parapet as he walked the perimeter of the roof, sloughing off the thick layer of snow. He wore a brand-new coat and a pair of fine leather gloves.

      The snow-covered city below glittered in the sunlight. Others had also begun to venture from their homes, breathing in the fresh air, sweeping their pathways and pavements. Children romped in the snowbanks and threw snowballs at one another. Farther down the main street, Ink spied a group of lamplighters removing the shield enchantments from the lamp posts and finally dousing the enchanted flames which had continuously burned throughout the duration of the storm. A flock of blackbirds alighted in the estate’s garden below, pecking at the winterberries in the hedge. Incredibly, the flowerbeds had come through unscathed, looking healthy and vibrant, as though it was just another spring day instead of the tenth of December.

      Seherene breathed a sigh of satisfaction as she gazed out across the fields and river to the north. “It feels like a world newly born. And to think it takes such a fierce storm to do it. But there it is. Beauty brought forth from chaos.”

      Ink glanced up at the fleet of clouds sailing away towards the horizon. He wondered how Riverfall was faring under several feet of snow. The pipeworks were probably under a lot of strain, and it would be especially difficult to keep them working now that Abner was gone. He kicked his boot against a knot of ice that had formed between two stones in the wall. The mere thought of the village brought a strange ache to his heart. If he didn’t know any better, he might have guessed he was homesick. But it was hard to know for sure. He'd never felt that way before.

      “Excuse me, madam.”

      Ink and Seherene turned to see a servant leaning out of the roof’s entryway.

      “Lord Pallaton is here to see you.”

      She nodded. “Show him up here.”
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      Pallaton appeared a few minutes later. Ink happened to be standing behind the entryway just then, and so was not seen by the Entrian lord as he strode forward to clasp hands with Seherene. His winter coat was very fine and had a high stiff collar edged with filaments of silver.

      “I see you are enjoying your freedom from the grip of the storm,” he said.

      “Indeed I am. Such opportunities must be taken whenever possible. Besides, I thought it would do us both good to avoid having another solemn conversation in yet another dreary room.”

      He smiled. “I have to confess, when I heard you wanted to see me on the roof, I began to fear for my life a little.”

      She chuckled. “There are no assassins here, my friend. Only myself and Lord Featherfield.” She turned and gestured to where Ink stood.

      Pallaton looked over at the boy in astonishment. Ink, too, could not help but return the expression. He had seen this man before. The proud bearing, the hawk-like profile, the ruby jewel hanging from a short gold chain on his silk cravat—all familiar. This was the Entrian who had stood outside Mr. Bash’s house and argued with Bill Stone. Seherene had been there, too, along with a third Entrian whose name Ink couldn’t recall.

      “Featherfield?” Pallaton repeated, still staring at Ink. “The orphan boy? So he escaped?”

      “He did,” Seherene answered. “Though the exact circumstances were . . . complicated. He is now my guest for the foreseeable future.”

      Pallaton moved towards the boy, but in a slow and wary manner, as though he were approaching a poisonous snake that might lunge at any moment. When he was still several feet from him, he stopped and pulled a piece of paper from inside his coat.

      “Can he read?”

      “He can,” Ink said, crossing his arms. “’Bout just as good as he can talk, too.”

      The man narrowed his eyes, unfolded the paper—which soon looked more like a short scroll—and held it towards Ink. “Here. This is a list of all the Colonists we believe are still at large. I would like you to tell me if it’s accurate.”

      Ink took the list. It was similar to other warrants he’d seen in newspapers, only this one contained a great deal more information about each person’s history and family background. His heart sank as he gazed at the sketched portraits beside each name. Chester was not among them, nor either of the Plumsley sisters.

      Near the bottom of the paper was the name “Fen Pitman”. Beside it was the picture of a young woman. She was very thin with a sharp-boned face and large, wide eyes set beneath a pair of heavy eyebrows. Ink frowned. Both her name and face were entirely unfamiliar to him.

      He handed it back to Pallaton with a nod. “Seems right to me. As far as I can tell.” These last words he added for Seherene’s benefit, who was watching him closely for an honest answer.

      The man frowned. “Seems? You mean you are not certain?”

      “I mean as far as I know.”

      Pallaton tucked the paper back into his coat as a look of cold suspicion filled his eyes. “The Lady Seherene has placed a dangerous bet on what you know. I hope, for your sake and hers, that you intend to honor that risk by being as honest and forthcoming as possible. Of course . . . it would be even better if you were serving us out of a pure motive, rather than a selfish one.”

      Ink raised his chin. “Your people are important to you. I get that. But I got things important to me too, which means I’ve also got the right to do whatever I can to look after ‘em. Same as you.”

      Pallaton laughed, but the sound of it was utterly unkind. “So you really are what I expected all along. Just another Cassrian profiteer trying to exploit a tragedy. We should have dumped you in a prison cell a long time ago. It would only take a single enchantment used in just the right way to get you to tell us everything you know.”

      “Lord Pallaton,” Seherene said. She was now by his side and had laid a hand on his arm. “I would appreciate it if you would refrain from threatening my guest.”

      The man scowled, then dropped his gaze to the ground as if to prevent himself from becoming even angrier. “Does your guest mind clearing off so we can talk in private?”

      Seherene nodded at Ink. The boy shot Pallaton his own scowl before striding across the roof and disappearing down the stairs. He paused as soon as he had gone out of sight, wondering if he might still be able to hear their conversation from where he stood. But he couldn’t make out a word. They were on the opposite side of the roof. He continued down the stairs with increasing speed. Perhaps he could pass the time by having his own private conversation with a wooden target and a very sharp rapier.
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      “What bothers you more?” Seherene asked once Ink had gone. “That he is being guarded and secretive? Or that he is a Cassrian?”

      Pallaton went to the nearest parapet and leaned a hand against the cold stone. “Both. In equal measure. But that is no excuse for my lack of restraint. I apologize. I came to inform you that Rivalia has been moved to the mainland. She’s now in a cell under the Diamond Court. Her trial is set to commence within a fortnight.”

      “Have the court summons been sent yet?”

      “They will go out today, now that the storm has passed. I’ve even requested a few prisoners from Harroway to serve as witnesses if there should be need of them. Will you be paying her a visit beforehand?”

      “I meant to visit Stalikos a week ago but complications arose. Now that her trial is so close, I’d hate to interfere by being a distraction—and possibly diverting any progress Lord Drystan is making with her.” She went to the parapet and looked out over the city. “I did, however, give a certain Lord Malkimar permission to question her about the blood rain. He persuaded me it would be useful in his investigation of it.”

      Pallaton frowned. “You’ve met Malkimar?”

      “You know him as well?”

      “Yes. I interviewed a number of priests from Orthys after the Battle. He was one of them. Interesting man.”

      “He also advised me to keep my distance from the Cassrians and avoid relying on them for aid.”

      A wry smile crossed Pallaton’s face before he could hide it.

      “I know,” she said. “You’ve said the exact same thing a hundred times. You don’t have to remind me. Perhaps you’d rather it was he and not I standing beside you on this roof.”

      “That is ludicrous! Unthinkable!” he answered in mock disapproval. “I would never again have the pleasure of winning another argument if I worked with someone who agreed with me all the time, and I will not be deprived of such a pleasure.”

      “Oh, winning. Is that what you call it?”

      “Admit it. You like the sparring just as well as I do. After all, there’s no other reason for you to avoid bringing all this to an end by making proper use of the boy.”

      “I know you’re frustrated,” she said. “But think of it as reeling in a fish. If you lose patience and start pulling in the line too fast, so many things can go wrong. You break the line, or the fish wrestles free of the hook and gets away . . . which, in our case, would also mean that all the other fish get away as well. It may look like madness to you, but there is method in it. Not unlike your agreement with Commissioner Marlas—a Cassrian, mind you—to let the Plumsleys go on tour rather than to trial.”

      “I see your point. I do. But I would urge you to keep a close eye on him all the same. Profiteers have a habit of double-crossing their associates as soon as a better offer comes by.” He stood back and smoothed down the front of his coat. “I also happen to know Drystan is having a great deal of trouble making any progress with Rivalia. You might consider finding out if your guest knows anything about her that might be useful.”

      “He is reluctant to even mention their names. But if he does reveal anything valuable on that score, I will be sure to inform you both.” She fell silent for a moment, then regarded him with an air of curiosity. “How did she seem to you?”

      Pallaton furrowed his brow with a look of chagrin. “Innocent. She has been taught to play her part very well. With conviction—fierce conviction. I’ve been trying to think of how I might use it to the greatest advantage during her trial. What will most inflame the people’s anger and passion? Her betrayal of our entire nation, consorting with our worst enemies? Or the Colonists’ corruption of such a sweet, modest young girl?”

      Seherene remained quiet, staring down at the city. Pallaton leaned on the parapet again and watched a man dig snow out of the back of his wagon.

      “I paid my respects to your mother before coming up here. She seems well enough. She also hinted—strongly—that I should offer myself as your escort to the Lord Mayor’s ball.”

      The Entress let out a mirthless chuckle. “She still can’t bring herself to accept that I won’t be attending. She’s tried every strategy in the book, short of kidnapping me and taking me there by force. Unless that’s yet to come. It doesn’t help that she’s still upset with my decision to keep the Mastmarner librarian under house arrest. Reminds of me of it almost every day.”

      He nodded. “Then I can imagine her feelings about Mr. Featherfield. Still, we have continued to make progress, and that is what counts. Rivalia’s trial comes soon. The Plumsley sisters begin their tour within the month. When my duties as chief prosecutor are no longer needed, I will oversee the expansion of the skytrap operation. Catch this airship of theirs which you were clever enough to discover. And you will continue your search for the Spektor Crypt?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Everything I know and continue to learn convinces me the Colonists are searching for it. We must be there to meet them, if we can. There is another matter I’d like your help with as well. Ink told me that the silver mines around Harroway employ children as a source of labor. This cannot be allowed to continue. I would like you to speak to the Elders about it and come up with a plan to put a stop to it.”

      “Yes, by all means. How horrible.” After musing for a little longer, he stood from the wall and turned to face her again. “Well, I can think of no better reason to make my excuses and be on my way. I’ll head to the Council House directly.”

      As he reached for her hand, she looked at him with feigned offense, a slight smile on her lips. “Do you often find yourself having to think of excuses to escape my presence?”

      “Well, of course. Otherwise I might never leave it.”

      He stooped and raised her hand to his lips. The moment lasted just long enough for Seherene to find herself taken aback. He had never done such a thing before, and there was something in the manner of it that went beyond mere courtesy.

      He straightened again, smiled, and walked off without another word.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Aiding, Abetting, and Trap-Setting

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Of course it would be dark now—just as Spindler found himself racing down a dirt path through a thick forest of prickly fir trees and brambles. He couldn’t remember how long he’d been running, but his leg bones felt as though they would crumble into dust if he continued on much longer. A rustling noise caught his ear. He glanced over his shoulder and spotted a dark form hurtling down the path behind him. A moment later, he lost his footing and sprawled to the ground. A break in the clouds above released a wide beam of moonlight through the canopy, illuminating the forest floor.

      To his horror, Spindler saw that it was Bill Stone who was chasing him. With a choked cry, the newspaperman scrambled to his feet and raced off again, leaving his hat where it lay. When the clouds enveloped the moon once more, Spindler took advantage of the darkness and dodged into a patch of close-growing shrubbery. The branches scratched his face and hands, but he pushed through to the other side and weaved through the trees before finally coming to a stop behind a broad-trunked oak. He stooped over with his hands on and his knees and tried to quiet his gasping breaths.

      “You can’t hide!” Bill roared, his voice tearing through the air with unnatural volume.

      Spindler risked a glimpse around the trunk and saw the Colonist-hunter charging straight towards him, his eyes bright with rage. With a curse, he shoved off from the tree and sped faster into the woods, forcing every step with all he had to give.

      A shed soon came into view. It was no place to hide, he knew that, but at the very least he might be able to find some kind of weapon or perhaps barricade himself inside. Without daring to look back again, he rushed through the door and slammed it shut behind him. The tiny room was almost pitch black. One step to the right revealed the presence of a narrow table set beneath a small, dirt-encrusted window. He quickly dragged it in front of the door—just as the sound of pounding footsteps drew near.

      A loud thwacking noise came against the back wall from the outside. Spindler trembled uncontrollably as beads of sweat rolled down his face. Timbers were cracking and splintering with every strike.

      Thwack! The sound came again, a few steps farther down the wall.

      Thwack! This time from the shed’s western side.

      Thwack! Now against the front wall, just beside the door.

      Then came a mighty crash. Spindler ducked and covered his head as shards of glass flew into the room. When he looked up again, he spied a giant axe head stuck fast into the windowsill. Bill’s face appeared through the opening, and the terrible expression he bore stole away the last of Spindler’s nerves.

      “Thought you could get away with it?” Bill cried. “Thought you could keep it a secret?”

      “What are you talking about?” Spindler shouted. “What in God’s name have I done?”

      “You’re one of them!”

      Bill’s face disappeared from the window, making way for a shaft of moonlight to flood the room. Spindler looked around. Surrounding him were a dozen faceless corpses, each slumped against the wall. He started back with a gasp of horror and scrambled onto the table. The walls shook on their foundations as Bill wrenched the doorknob back and forth. Spindler covered his face with his hands and waited for the end.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      Spindler frowned. The tapping came again, light and gentle.

      “Mr. Spindler? You there?” came a woman’s voice.

      Suddenly, the table collapsed beneath him, and he tumbled forward into the darkness.
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      He woke on the floor of his office’s front room. The knocking came again.

      “Mr. Spindler?”

      Two silhouettes stood outside the thin curtains drawn over the window. He put a hand on the sofa to steady himself as he got to his feet, shaking his head to clear the chilling remnants of the nightmare.

      “Coming! I’m coming!” he called.

      With a groan, he staggered to the door and fumbled with the three sets of chain locks he’d installed the night before. He squinted as the door swung inward. The bright morning light made spots swim in his eyes, and he blinked for several seconds before attempting to identify his visitors.

      “Blimey, Spindler, you look like you’ve had a rough time of it! Have you been drinking all night?”

      Spindler cleared his throat and frowned up at the woman. It was Constable Forster, who stood a full five inches taller than himself. She was a regular at the pub down the road where they often played cards together.

      “Uh . . . no. No, I’ve just been . . .” He sucked in a breath of air and nodded. “Working.”

      “You’re all right, then?” said the man next to her. This was Constable Leeds, who stood a full four inches shorter than Spindler. “D’you want a doctor?”

      “No, no. I’m fine.” He tried to prove it by smiling but only managed a lopsided smirk. “So what can I do for you?”

      “Mind if we come in?” Forster asked.

      Spindler cleared his throat again, stalling. Jeremy was in the back room. Hopefully he would hear their voices and know to stay there. He opened the door and stepped back to make way for them. “Of course.”

      Both constables removed their hats as he shut the door behind them.

      “Uh, do you want coffee or tea or . . . ?”

      “Naw, we don’t want nothing,” Leeds said. “This ain’t meant to be a long visit. We just didn’t want to be conducting business out there in the street. Might make people uneasy.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “Two corpses,” Forster answered. “Found yesterday afternoon buried under four feet of snow. Out by the old abattoir on Doulton Street.”

      Spindler felt the blood drain from his face. “Good God.”

      “One had their head smashed in,” she continued. “The other a stab wound to the chest. Nasty mess it was. There was a wagon nearby, too, but no sign of horses or mules. We wondered if you might’ve heard something about it.”

      “Or if you’ve seen any newcomers in town or people making trouble,” Leeds added. “Anybody bragging about a fight and such. Or seen somebody acting jolly nervous for no good reason. Anything like that?”

      Spindler rubbed his chin, pretending to think. “No. Can’t say I have. But I haven’t exactly had my ear to the ground, either. Been working a lot. There’s been so much news lately—all that business about the Colonists—I’ve had trouble getting it to print on time.”

      Leeds chuckled. “Then I guess this means we brought a bit more for you to do. We wondered if you’d put something in your paper about the bodies. Ask people to come down to the station if they know anything.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “We heard you got your cousin in to help you,” Forster said. “Is that right?”

      “That’s right. He’s been a godsend. Papers would be a week late if not for him.” Spindler smiled. Mrs. Mullins had spread the news, just as he’d predicted. She was nothing if not reliable.

      “Well, we won’t take up any more of your time,” she said, donning her hat again and moving to the door. “But if you get a whiff of anything odd, you know where to find us.”

      “Of course. Say, Leeds, when are you coming to the pub for a round of cards?”

      “Ah, well, it’s hard to get away, mate, you know? Got the new little one, plus the older two makin’ mischief.”

      Forster sighed in disgust and rolled her eyes. “That’s his excuse for everything these days. Can’t go to the pub, can’t take a night shift, can’t stay for the chief’s birthday party . . .” She wrinkled her nose and continued in a mocking voice. “’Cause he’s got the new little one and the older two makin’ mischief.”

      “Well, I do! What, d’you want me to abandon them?”

      “If you think playing a round of cards qualifies as abandonment, I am seriously worried about your judgement as an officer of the law.” She started down the pavement, then stopped and leaned back towards Spindler. “Ooh! Before I forget. Big game this Saturday. Ten o’clock. Folk are coming all the way from Gallswell to play. You ought to bring your cousin along!”

      “He’s not exactly fond of crowds. But I’ll be there. And you better be, too, Leeds.”

      The shorter man grinned. “I’ll try. Really, I will.”

      “Yeah,” Forster deadpanned, “and I’m a two-foot gnome with a perky personality.”

      The constables continued their friendly argument as they walked away. Spindler glanced down the street in both directions before withdrawing into his office and closing the door.
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      “Morning, Cousin Rupert,” he said as he entered the back room. “Mercy above, do I need an eye-opener. You want one?”

      Jeremy lifted his gaze from a collection of paper strips. “No, thank you.”

      Spindler started towards a small table in the back corner of the room but halted midway. “Where’s it gone? I had a week’s salary worth of alcohol here. You didn’t drink it all, did you?”

      “I put them in the cupboard.”

      Spindler rushed to it and wrenched the doors open. Inside was a mass of bottles of all shapes and sizes. “Oh, thank God. But why are they in here?”

      “I got tired of looking at them. And of them looking at me.”

      “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

      “I just . . . don’t like it is all. Anyway, who were you talking to in the front room?”

      Spindler poured himself a glass of whiskey. “A couple of constables I’m friendly with. We often play cards together. They wanted to make sure I’d be at the game this Saturday.”

      There was no point bringing up the discovery of the bodies by the abattoir. He was sure he himself was under no suspicion, and Jeremy fell so easily into gloom that Spindler deemed it wiser to keep that particular memory firmly in the past.

      “What are you working on?”

      Jeremy picked up two strips of paper and exchanged their places. He pushed another towards the top of the table. “Layout for tomorrow’s paper.”

      “What, this early? I think you’re more of a machine than that printing press in the corner. You don’t drink, you don’t take breaks, you hardly say a word all day. It’s not healthy to keep your nose to the grindstone round-the-clock. I’m starting to regret teaching you all this.”

      Jeremy remained silent, his eyes still bent on the table. Spindler sat in a desk chair and leaned back. It was clear the Colonist liked the work. He’d taken to it instantly. His editing and grammar skills were nothing to speak of, but he had an eye for knowing what colors and type fonts would look best, and for what stories deserved the more prominent places over others.

      “Why are you so quiet?” Spindler asked, tilting his glass towards him. “Are you used to being bullied and browbeaten? Or have you always been so painfully shy?”

      The corner of Jeremy’s mouth turned up in a self-conscious smile. He rubbed a hand across his brow, leaving a slight trace of printing ink. “I grew up in a house with a talkative mother, two loud brothers, and an even louder father. After a while, I felt it wasn’t worth trying to be heard over all the noise. And that was all right for me. In the end, I was just happy to be in their company.” He shrugged. “Then I just stayed that way when I grew up. The others—my friends—they always encourage me to give opinions. And they always make sure I’m heard when I do have something to say. But I’m not afraid of silence, like most others are.”

      Spindler nodded thoughtfully. Jeremy leaned over the table and turned the knob on the oil lamp sitting near the corner, enlarging the flame.

      “Well,” he said, “it sure wasn’t difficult picking the headline story for this one.”

      “Let’s have a look,” Spindler replied, rising from his chair.

      The topmost slip of paper was not only in bold, capital letters, but printed in red as well.

      
        
        COLONIST TRIAL IN FORTNIGHT

      

      

      There was also a story about the mysterious blood rain at the burning ceremony for Abner Hart, which had ended with his quick burial—unprecedented for a Colonist. Another column detailed the plight of Harroway’s imprisoned citizens, the Entrians’ outrage over the secret of the city’s hidden wealth, and the political fallout in its wake.

      Jeremy let out a small sigh. “Except for the weather report in the corner, the entire front page is about things concerning the Colonists.”

      “So it is,” Spindler said. “Most people would relish an opportunity like this. Use the publicity to showcase an agenda or promote a cause they believe in. Perhaps this is your chance to tell your side of the story. This may only be a local paper, but if it features an article as important and shocking as that would be, it’ll spread from town to town in a flash.”

      “Which would risk both your life and mine. When Riva started trying to spread the truth all those years ago, she almost didn’t make it back to us.”

      “But it doesn’t have to be so risky. We can frame it in terms of . . . rumors and speculations.”

      “That won’t make people any less angry. And it would draw a lot of attention to this office I’m trying to hide in. If we were going to try to send a message, we’d have to be much more clever about it.”

      Spindler tapped his finger against his whiskey glass. “I suppose you’re right.”

      Jeremy picked up another strip of paper and stared down at it in sober grief. “Do you think . . . is there any chance she could be rescued?”

      Spindler took the paper from his hand. It was the story about Riva’s upcoming trial.

      “Not by us, I’m afraid,” he answered. “Even if we could somehow get close enough to snatch her out from under the Entrians’ watch, the weather won’t even let us entertain the thought. With the way it’s been behaving, we’d likely arrive in Ciras too late.”

      “Even by airship?”

      “They’ve grounded all flights because of the storms. And it’ll take some time to get them up and running again afterwards.” He looked at the strip of paper again as he set it down. “It is a shame, though. If there were more time, I would’ve sent a request to cover her trial from a Cassrian perspective, with the Assembly’s permission. Then again, even with such approval, the Entrians would probably just tell me to go hang.”

      “Why? Haven’t they allowed other Cassrian journalists to attend trials?”

      “They have, yes. But none of them were ever rendered unconscious at a secret meeting led by a prominent Entrian priest—who probably has very high connections.”

      In the far distance, the giant whistle at the mill shrieked out the call for the start of a new shift. Jeremy glanced towards the window at the sound of it, then sat back in his chair and folded his arms. Spindler knew the look on his face. There was something on his mind. But he had learned by now not to press too hard for him to speak. And in some cases, not to press at all.

      “We still haven’t properly talked . . . about that day.”

      The Colonist fell silent again, pursing his lips as though he regretted saying anything at all. Spindler decided to take a chance and press.

      “What about it?”

      “Well, you mentioned once that the priest intended to summon a powerful figure. The ‘guiding light’ of their cause. The cause of the Blue Flames.”

      “That’s right. He called her ‘the Angel Melinoë.’”

      Jeremy clasped his hands together, hesitant. “She . . . she has another name. Known to very few people. The Mistress of the Spektors.”

      Spindler frowned as a surge of horror struck his heart. He quickly pulled up a chair across from Jeremy.

      “Why would you tell me this? Ink must have apprised you of how I hired him to snoop around Bash’s house for information.”

      “He did.”

      “Then how can you trust me?”

      “Because you’re interested in the truth. Not just what sells papers, but the genuine truth. You’ve gotten closer to it than anyone else apart from us. And all because you decided the Spektors might actually be a real threat.” He twisted his mouth for a moment. “I was wrong. What I said earlier about you being in it for the money. That’s not who you are at all.”

      Spindler leaned forward with his arms on his knees. “So then . . . what about this Mistress person? Who is she?”

      “She has authority over the Spektors. They answer to her. Do her bidding. There’s not much else we know—except that we believe she’s at fault for planning the Battle of Damiras.”

      Spindler’s eyes grew twice as large. “What? Are you serious?”

      “A few weeks before the Battle, she told two of my friends that a black spell would soon wreak havoc on the Entrians. She didn’t reveal herself then. They didn’t know her true identity. But she boasted about the coming disaster. Even seemed glad of it. They raced to the Assembly as soon as they could to get help—and the High Council after that—but no one would listen. So they had to gather anyone who would believe them, in the hope of going to Damiras to stop the massacre, to stop her. But when we arrived, she was nowhere to be found. And when the chaos broke, all we could do was try to help anyone we could. But it only got us blamed in the end.”

      Spindler stood and paced the room, deep in thought as he muttered to himself. “Heavens above. A black spell? Can such a thing be possible? I suppose it must. Enchantments are no myth, after all.” He returned to the chair and sat down again. “And is that why you went to the Tinderbox? Because you knew this Mistress person would be there? Did you think you might be able to get her to talk again? Confess what really happened?”

      “Almost right,” Jeremy replied. “We were looking for her, and for just the reason you say, but we didn’t know she herself would turn up. We only heard that someone was asking questions about the Spektors. People from this Blue Flames group, or cult, or whatever it is. We thought they might be a lead to help us track her down.”

      “That chap Malkimar talked of her as though she were some patron saint,” Spindler said. He smoothed down his mustache with an anxious frown, then rose again and renewed his pacing. “He knew I was a journalist. He knew I’d report everything I saw happen in that room. He even tried to prevent me from going in there to begin with. I wonder if he wasn’t the one who knocked me out and had me sent home! Oh. Ohhhh, bloody hell . . .”

      He veered around and put his fists to his head as though trying to conjure a thought that wasn’t yet fully formed.

      “Oh, Mr. Stockton. Do you know what you’ve just done?”

      Jeremy drew his eyebrows together. “Uh . . .”

      “You, my friend, have unearthed a conspiracy. And one which might even involve . . . blimey, I can’t even bring myself to say it aloud. Have you not thought of it yourself? No, of course not! How could you? You never knew about Malkimar trying to bar me from the meeting or my going unconscious before anything important could happen. Oh, it’s bloody brilliant. Genius!”

      He held his arms wide with all the bravado of a showman.

      “Someone knows! Someone else knows the Mistress was responsible for Damiras and not you! That’s why I was knocked out! If she’s one for bragging, they wouldn’t have wanted to risk a newspaperman getting wind of it! And even if she hadn’t said anything, a story about a summoning like that would’ve drawn too much attention to their secretive little group. But why so secretive? What else do they have to hide? They must know! They must!” He thrust a finger into the air in excitement. “And that’s why someone had you and your friends kidnapped and not turned over to the Entrians! Because they know you’re not guilty! But they also know that as long as you’re taking the fall for it, the spotlight is off them! It’s sheer brilliance! Don’t you see? Oh, but how deep does it go? How far up the echelons of power? And who else is in this Blue Flames party? And does it involve all of them or just a few? Perhaps only Malkimar. I’m not sure yet. But the point remains. This is not just about a few scholars with a creepy interest in the Spektors. This is so much more! A scandal to shake the very foundations of Eriaris! Now . . . you say you’ve been trying to track this woman down. Presumably without having to summon her. These Blue Flames have already been in contact with her, so surely they must have information on her whereabouts. But we have to be careful about it. Clever, as you’ve said. Oh, this is fantastic. I’ve been dreaming of a break like this all my life! If we find her, if we get her to confess the truth, you’re free and clear! All of you are free and clear! And you don’t look very excited. Why is that?”

      “You make it sound so easy,” Jeremy replied. “At the Tinderbox, she said only that her dwelling place was . . . as moveable and changeable as our own. No help to us at all. We even went back to Damiras once to look for her there but found no trace.”

      Spindler hurried to his desk and began flipping through the pages of a small book. “Ah, but there is a difference this time. You didn’t have me before. I can dig where you can’t, snoop and eavesdrop where you can’t. For the most part, anyway. Malkimar almost certainly knows what’s going on. If I could just get an interview with him. Find out what he knows. He seemed willing to talk with me when we first met. Of course, with all that’s happened now, there’s a decent chance he’ll simply shut the door in my face. But I could be sly about it. Play dumb and such. I’m good at that. The main difficulty will be getting close to him again.”

      Jeremy went to a nearby cabinet and began withdrawing several trays of rubber stamps. “Well, I suppose you could always get him to come to you.”

      “What, here? With you hiding away in the back room? And do you really think a fancy Entrian lord would soil his boots treading into a lowly little town like this?”

      “You only have to threaten him with a little truth. Write to him and tell him you’ve discovered a fascinating link between the Blue Flames and the Mistress. With a line like that, he won’t be able to stay away. But don’t elaborate. Don’t say a word more. Just invite him for a cup of tea to discuss things. And don’t tell him where you work or live. That’s too dangerous.”

      “Right. Right,” Spindler said, catching on to the plan. “I can have him meet me at the café in the middle of town. That way I’ll have witnesses if something goes wrong. Maybe even have a couple of constables nearby at another table. That would work. And I’ll have to insist on him coming here to Harburg. Any invitation he might extend to me would doubtless be a trap.”

      “Are you looking for his address?”

      “No, I’ve got that already. I’m looking for Deputy Commissioner Coram’s. He gave me his card a while back.”

      Jeremy dropped the tray of rubber stamps he was holding. He blinked hard, looked down, and stooped to pick them up. “And . . . h-how are you connected with him?”

      “I ran into him at the Great Hall a little while ago. He asked me to contact him if I ever heard anything interesting about the Colonists. But he also intended to do some investigating of his own about the Spektors. Maybe he’s found out more about these Blue Flames people. Perhaps even the Mistress herself. Of course, I won’t mention anything about you.”

      Jeremy took a step towards him. “I-I wouldn’t bother, if I were you. It’s not safe. He’s not safe.”

      Spindler’s mustache went crooked with his look of confusion. “But if he heard the truth as I did, perhaps he could be convinced? I mean, if—”

      “No. You don’t understand. It’s not the Spektors he really wants. It’s the Key. The power it grants. The control. He could never be a friend to us. Not really.”

      “Key? Do you mean . . .”

      Jeremy turned his back and resumed arranging the stamps, clearly unwilling to say anything more. That usually meant it was a conversation for another time. Spindler could wait. He had plenty else to do in the meantime.

      “All right,” he said, shutting the book. “Then I won’t contact him.”

      A knock came at the door in the front room. Both men tensed and exchanged glances—their customary reaction to anyone showing up at the office. Spindler went to the door between the rooms and cracked it open. Beyond the curtain was the shadow of a very short person waiting outside.

      It turned out to be Morgan Swipson, Spindler’s paper runner and sometime office assistant. He was a reedy boy with curly hair and a host of freckles on his face. His paper-selling skills were decent enough, but he was hard pressed to do any work in the printing room and often showed up late. Since Jeremy’s arrival, Spindler had instructed him not to enter the office at all until the ‘renovations’ inside were complete. As he opened the door, the boy nodded in greeting and offered him a sheet of paper.

      “Afternoon, sir. This came for you at the post office. Advert for tomorrow’s paper.”

      “Ah. Thank you, Morgan.”

      As Spindler took the paper, the boy leaned forward to get a glimpse into the office. “Looks exactly the same in there. When are these ren-vations gonna be finished?”

      “Ren-o-vations. And I don’t know. Replacing a floor takes a long time. Haven’t even started on the front room yet. Anything else from the post office?”

      “Nah, that was all. Everyone’s already talkin’ about it, though. I’d put it on the front page if I was you, or as near as you can get.”

      “I believe you may be right. Now I want you here on this very spot of pavement at five-thirty in the morning. Not one minute later. Understand? Tomorrow’s paper might be the most important we’ve published in nine years.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll be here. Five-thirty.”

      Spindler shut the door and read through the advertisement as he returned to the printing room.

      “Well, well,” he said to Jeremy. “Here’s a thing that’s not been seen in some time. And don’t the promoters know it, too. Just look at all those exclamation marks. Think we might make it a full spread for page two.”

      He set the paper on the counter and tapped a finger on it.

      “There now. That’s a story that doesn’t have the least bit to do with the Colonists. I’ll leave that with you. I must start on that letter to Lord Malkimar.”

      He whirled off towards his desk, still basking in the excitement of his discovery. Jeremy pulled the advertisement closer and glanced down at it.
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      The East Country had a poor reputation. Crime was abundant and law enforcement scattered too broadly and thinly to be effective. Its designation as the most dangerous region of Eriaris was also well-earned. No one traveled unarmed, and no one traveled alone if it could possibly be helped. This also meant that villages and homesteads were fewer and farther between, for there were not many people keen on doing honest work who dared live in such a place.

      In part, Caradoc considered this a blessing. It meant there were fewer eyes to notice them. Less people to avoid. On the other hand, however, it had made the task of finding decent lodging considerably more difficult. The first and second nights of their journey northward, Harriet and Caradoc had managed to find rooms at two different inns. The buildings were little bigger than stables and the rooms like stalls, but they were warm and dry enough to elicit gratitude for not having to sleep outside. The third night, they found accommodation in the spare room of a small house, owned by an elderly couple who took great pride in showing off their vast collection of firearms.

      The fourth day of their travels, they saw no dwellings at all. It wasn’t until well after dark that they spotted the light of a single lantern in a distant cabin. The place belonged to a tobacco farmer who was missing an ear. He regarded them with great suspicion at first, but upon Harriet’s offer of payment for the use of his loft, he was persuaded to let them stay the night. At dinner, he told them he was a former bandit who’d found reformation in religion and had used the profits of his sinful days to buy his farm. The Colonists were polite and pleasant in his company, but upon retiring to bed they made sure to pull the ladder up after them and sleep with their weapons nearby.

      They were on the road again at first light, now only two days from the safehouse in Gadham. They had made good time on horseback and not once regretted the cost of the animals, though they were both certain the one-eyed trader had overcharged them. Harriet’s horse was a reddish-brown Delving Bay she had named Annabelle, and with whom she had fallen hard and fast in love. The horse seemed to return the favor, as docile and obedient a creature as they had ever seen, despite having only just met her new owner. Caradoc remarked that the mare must have instantly perceived Harriet’s kind and gentle temperament, and he declared it a perfect match.

      He himself rode a dappled gray Turesian Thoroughbred. She was a more excitable horse who often became skittish after sundown, but in a few days Caradoc had discovered just the right tone by which to calm her. Harriet had called her Bessie. Caradoc complained the name was far more suitable for a cow but let her have her way in the end. They had already spent the last four nights arguing over who would sleep in the guest bed, and he had ‘won’ the quarrel each time by convincing her to take it. Once—in the tobacco farmer’s house—she’d threatened to join him on the floor out of good-natured spite, but she was soon dissuaded by the sudden appearance of a large mouse scuttling across the room.

      After a few hours’ ride on their fifth day on the road, the thinning trees gave way to a vast meadow. This would prove to be another blessing, for it meant they could easily see anyone coming at them from any direction. In summer, the grasses might have been tall enough to conceal an entire gang of bandits, but the steady winter winds had laid them low. By the time they reached the Ashing River, dusk was fast approaching. The Ashing was the third longest river in Eriaris and ran steadily southwest until it dropped over a thousand-foot cliff. From the great pool at the waterfall’s base, the river continued into the Talas Sea another fifteen miles away.

      When they came to a narrow bridge, they dismounted and led their horses down to the water’s edge for a drink before crossing. Though it was out of sight, they could hear the faint roar of the falls away to their left. The water with which they filled their canteens was freezing. Pockets of ice had also formed along the edges of the bank where the current was slowed by sticks and mud. Caradoc took a long draught from his canteen, then stood gazing at the snow-covered Ashing Mountains to the northwest. In the space between, a hawk drifted high on the winds.

      “That’s a very contemplative expression,” Harriet said, still crouching by the river as she replaced the cap on her own canteen.

      “I’m trying to work out how far my hometown is from here.”

      “You didn’t grow up in Altan?”

      “No. That’s just where my father ran his business. He hated town. We lived in a small village called Frostwood. Sits a few miles off from the southern end of that range there.”

      “Perhaps we should pay a visit. At least see it from afar.”

      “That would take us out of the way to Mastmarner. Besides, no one’s there anymore. And you, you’re from Sedgewick Glen. You and Martin both, right?”

      She nodded. “Born and raised, and with no intention of ever living anywhere else. That’s always been the custom there—to stay put in one place and grow the population until everyone in town has the same last name and there is no one left to marry.”

      Caradoc smiled. “And now you’ve seen the wide world.”

      “Yes, and thank God for it.” She stuffed her canteen into the pouch hanging from Annabelle’s saddle. “I suppose that kind of life is all right for some, but I sympathized with Galena when she lamented having to stay within the walls of Harroway.”

      “Didn’t it bother your sisters as well?”

      Harriet stroked Annabelle’s silky nose where there was a patch of white shaped like a diamond. “We never really talked about it. What was there to discuss about an expectation? You simply had to do what was required and say no more about it.” Her eyes filled with worry as her hand moved to an amber-colored brooch pinned to her lapel.

      “I’m sure they’re all right,” Caradoc said, guessing her thoughts. “We’d have read something in the papers about them otherwise.”

      “Oh. I know they are.” She held the brooch between her thumb and forefinger. “My mother gave me this when I got married. She said it would change color if anyone in our family ever fell sick or injured. I know it’s only a silly superstition, but it still brings me comfort somehow.”

      “Best hold tight to it, then. That’s worth more than all the silver in Harroway.” He patted Bessie’s shoulder. “Ready to go, Bess?”

      Harriet swung up into Annabelle’s saddle and adjusted the folds of her dress with a sigh. “I might’ve thought of getting a pair of riding trousers before we left that first town. I don’t fancy traveling side-saddle all the way to Mastmarner.”

      Caradoc stepped into the stirrups and mounted his horse. “Well, that farmer offered you a pair.”

      “Yes, a pair that had once belonged to his deceased wife. No, thank you.”

      “It’s not as though she was still wearing them.”

      Harriet smiled as she guided Annabelle towards the bridge. Caradoc followed. It was just wide enough for a wagon but not quite able to allow for two horses to cross side by side.

      “It’s just a bit too disturbing for my liking,” she called back. “And I have enough on my mind to have to start worrying about haunted trousers.”

      “Then sit astride. It’s not going to bother anyone out here.”

      “It would bother me. I may have seen the wide world but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten everything I was taught about manners and propriety. So side-saddle it must be.”

      Caradoc considered this for a long moment. “All right, tell you what. If, by the time we set out from Gadham, we haven’t found you proper riding attire, we’ll switch outfits. Except for my hat. I get to keep the hat.”

      She laughed, louder and freer than he had yet heard. Their recent troubles and tragedies had been so grim that every expression of mirth was like a shower of sunlight breaking through a storm cloud. He saw how much good it did for her heart, and felt his own glow simply to hear it.
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      By the time the moon rose over the trees, they had gone another day without seeing a single building. The possibility of sleeping outdoors for the first time suddenly seemed very real. They had plenty of garments and blankets to wrap themselves in, but the nights were far colder than where they’d been even a few days ago. The meadow was also fast coming to an end. A dense forest stood a few miles ahead which likely ran all the way to the base of the mountain slopes. There would be no moonlight in there, and the ground would be damp due to low-lying fog from the sea and river. Bessie snorted and lurched to one side as a rabbit broke cover and darted across the path in front of them. Caradoc calmed her with a soothing voice and guided her back again.

      “Look,” Harriet said.

      Ahead, the path split into two branches. One ran directly in front of the forest to the northeast. The other continued straight into the trees but appeared to curve back towards the south, parallel to the river. At the junction was a post bearing a single sign pointing down the left-hand path. Harriet leaned forward to read it.

      “Sparrowhaven. Two miles. Have you heard of it?”

      “No,” Caradoc said. “Could be anything. Should we try for it?”

      “I think we must. But carefully.”
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      The path took them steadily upward on a precipitous incline. It was almost too dark to see the road. The horses were surefooted, however, and that was reason enough to trust them to continue on. The dampness from the nearby sea made the air particularly chilly, and they each pulled an extra cloak from their packs to wrap around their shoulders.

      Soon enough, the glow of lights could be seen ahead. After cresting another steep ridge, they saw they were now riding along a sheer cliffside which looked out on the Talas Sea. Another few minutes brought them to an open gate with the name SPARROWHAVEN posted above it. Voices sounded ahead. They stopped the horses just short of the lantern light.

      The place appeared to be a small village. There were seven or eight small wooden houses clustered together on the overlook. Vine-covered rail fences and tall shrubs and hedges ensured a good deal of privacy between each one. In the center was a clearing with a number of low wooden benches set around a hearty campfire. A man and a woman sat on one of the benches, talking and staring into the fire with their arms around one another. Another couple sat on the porch of a nearby house, gazing out over the cliff towards the sea.

      “Remind you of anywhere?” Caradoc asked.

      Harriet nodded. “I know.”

      She sounded just as unsettled as he felt. It was obviously no ordinary village. More a settlement—perhaps owned by a single family. Or gang. Still, there didn’t seem to be any immediate danger, nor too many people about. They would stay on horseback while making inquiries about the place, ready to ride off at the first sign of trouble.

      Caradoc led the way, guiding Bessie towards the firepit in the clearing. The couple on the bench glanced their way and smiled but soon fell back into conversation with one another. They were obviously not afraid of strangers, nor bothered by them. That was a good sign at least.

      “Excuse me,” he said to them. “Do you know of any lodging here?”

      “Oh, so you’ve just arrived!” the woman said. “You’ll want to talk to Beatrice. Her office is in that cabin there. I’m sure there’s plenty of room to spare. We’ve only seen a few couples about since we got here.”

      Caradoc frowned at the odd mention of couples—not people or families—but he thanked them and steered Bessie towards the cabin to which she had referred. They dismounted and tied off the reins at a post near the front porch.

      Inside was the quaintest, most charming room they had ever seen. On the right was a desk with a large ledger—a perfectly normal feature of any inn or hotel—but the rest of the room was a sitting area. There were throw rugs and needlepoint cushions on rocking chairs. A small fire flickered in a red stone hearth, upon which sat a small collection of statues in the shapes of woodland creatures. Pictures on the walls showed mountains, lakes, and rivers. There were flower vases of every shape and color on every available level surface. It was like walking into a shop that sold nothing but quaint and charming home furnishings. Only someone lived here.

      The door they entered through set off a small golden bell. At the sound of it, they heard movement from a room behind a door near the desk. The next moment, a woman appeared on the threshold, holding a porcelain teacup and beaming from ear to ear.

      “Good evening! Oh, I was not expecting any more guests this season. How wonderful to be wrong! Come this way, my dears. We’ll get you settled in quick as we can. I’m sure you must be dreadfully tired from your journey.” She held the cup out to them. “Can I offer you some tea? I just made some for myself. There’s plenty to spare.”

      “No, thank you. We’re fine,” Harriet said.

      The woman smiled and hurried behind the desk. She set her teacup down and pulled the ledger towards her, humming to herself. Caradoc removed his hat and took the opportunity to study her while she scanned the contents of the ledger. This was not a gang or a bandit outfit, that much was certain. She was accustomed to having guests, so it was a legitimate inn, at least by all appearances. The woman herself had not the slightest aura of anything dangerous or frightening. He guessed her to be in her late fifties or early sixties. She had bright blue eyes and round cheeks that suggested a lifetime spent doing a great deal of smiling and laughing. Her gray hair was swept up into a loose bun and she wore a pair of round spectacles that seemed to magnify the cheerfulness in her face.

      “Now let me see,” she said, tapping a finger against her lips. “Most of our cabins are available, I’m just trying to remember which ones have finished their renovations. We put brand new floors in each one. Fresh coats of paint, new furniture, brand new bathtubs. It will be like staying in a house newly built! How lucky for you!” She chuckled with glee, as if genuinely excited for them. “I must say, when I moved to the East Country to start up this honeymoon village, I never dreamt it would find so much success. I suppose being the only one of its kind in the area helps as well. Still, you can never really guess what will work here and what won’t.”

      Caradoc raised an eyebrow and blinked a few times in disbelief. “H-honeymoon village?”

      “Yes. Oh . . . did you not know?”

      He shook his head. “We were just trying to find somewhere to stay for the night.”

      “This was the first place we’ve come across all day,” Harriet finished.

      She pushed her spectacles further up her nose. “Oh! Well, what a fortunate find! There’s not another place for miles and miles. You might have been sleeping in the trees if you’d not stumbled on my little world.” She laughed brightly. “And you are in for a rare treat, believe me. It’s a wonderful place to spend time, even if only for a few hours. I named it ‘Sparrowhaven’, you see, because I read somewhere once that sparrows mate for life. Or at least the varieties in the East Country do. Now, let me just find your key. They’re all a-jumble in this drawer. I keep meaning to organize them but I never do!” She laughed again, then crouched down behind the desk and rifled through a collection of metal keys.

      Caradoc touched Harriet’s elbow and drew her a few steps away. “We can still tell her we’re brother and sister,” he said in a low voice. “She’ll believe us now that she knows our coming here was an honest mistake.”

      “Here we are!” the woman said, straightening and holding up the key.

      The same moment, a cat leapt up onto the counter and upset the teacup. It slipped over the side of the desk and fell to the floor with a crash.

      “Ugh! Herbert! I have told you time and time again not to jump up here! Now look what you’ve done!”

      She set the cat on the floor, then retrieved the teacup and set it back on the desk with a sigh. She turned the ledger around and pushed it towards them.

      “There now. Cabin number three. It’s just here on the map. You’ll have a lovely view from the overlook. Only mind that you don’t stand too near the cliff’s edge. I’ve been meaning to get a fence built, but I’m afraid that will have to wait ‘til after the renovations. Go ahead and put your names down. Let me just step out the back for a moment and call for my stable master. He’ll see to it that your horses are well cared for.”

      As soon as she disappeared through the door, Harriet laid a hand on Caradoc’s arm.

      “Look. The teacup. It isn’t broken.”

      She was right. There was no sign of any damage at all, not a single chip or crack. And they had heard it shatter very clearly. Caradoc stepped up to the desk and glanced behind it, thinking she had taken a new cup from a cupboard somewhere and that he would find the pieces of the broken one still on the floor. But there was nothing there. He glanced back at Harriet with a frown of apprehension. Neither of them had to say what they were thinking.

      Their hostess was an Entrian. It was the only explanation. And it meant they couldn’t tell her they were brother and sister. In fact, they could claim no other relationship than their real one, as friends. But a man and woman who were friends, even very close friends, would not be permitted to share a room.

      “I’ll ask for my own cabin,” he said.

      “That would only look suspicious,” Harriet replied. “She’ll ask why two people who are only friends would be traveling all the way out here. She’d have no choice but to assume we’re up to no good.”

      “We can say we were separated from our other friends and are making our way back to them.”

      “Didn’t you see the paper in the last inn we found? The story on the front page cautioned everyone to be on the lookout for people who are claiming that very same circumstance.” She stood still for a moment, deep in thought, then moved to the ledger and picked up the pen. “I will write our names as Anne and Tom Rawlings. We don’t have to speak them aloud in front of her. We don’t have to say anything at all that might give us away. And if she asks for details, we can just be vague and ambiguous.” She glanced at Caradoc’s face, then pursed her mouth to keep from smiling. “You look as though you’re going to be sick. Is it really such a terrible thing to have to pretend?”

      “No, it’s not terrible at all, it’s just . . . I don’t want to have to lie about that. I don’t want to . . . give offense to you or to Martin.”

      “It does not offend me,” she replied, the tone of her voice like one trying to calm a skittish horse. “Nor would it Martin. He would understand the necessity. Besides, Delia told me to keep an eye on you. What better way to tighten the reins than this?”

      He smirked just as the woman breezed back through the door with two cups of tea on two dainty saucers. She set them down on the counter in front of them.

      “Right! Everything is taken care of, Mr. and Mrs. . .” She pulled the ledger closer and peered down at it. “Rawlings. Your horses will be treated like family. Don’t worry a snit about them. Here is your key. Oh, what a shame you’ll only be with us for one night. But perhaps the room and the view will convince you to stay a little longer. You’re certainly welcome to change your mind if you should fancy to. My name is Beatrice Babbin. You mustn’t be afraid to call upon me for anything at any hour. I am at your service. And I know you said you didn’t want any tea, but I poured you some anyway. Here, my dears. Take them to your cabin. And we shall see you at Introductions later tonight!”
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      Though night had already fallen, it was only seven o’clock. It would be hours before either of them felt like turning in for bed. Once they were properly settled in their cabin, Caradoc went out to the back porch and continued his work on Harriet’s new cane. The view of the sea in the moonlight was every bit as wonderful as Beatrice had claimed. The cold, dry air also made the stars gloriously bright, and he was sure he had never seen more of them filling the sky from anywhere else he’d traveled, save for the open sea.

      He ought to have been a nervous wreck, considering their situation. But the peaceful beauty surrounding him and the calming work with the blushing birch steadied something deep inside him. At present, the former tree branch looked more like a bludgeon than a cane, but as the rose-colored wood shavings fell and the bits of knotted bark piled around the base of his chair, it began to take shape.

      Time passed. An owl called in the distance. A breeze ruffled the snow-topped trees. Combined with the rhythmic shick-shick of the knife strokes, he might have fallen asleep. He paused for a moment and examined the edge of the blade. It was good quality, no sign of any nicks or chinks. He turned it over to inspect the other side, holding it against his gloved palm as he did so. A sudden and unexpected flare of pain cut to his heart.

      The last time he’d held a knife to his hand, he’d intended to carve the Auric Key out of his flesh—so frustrated had he been by his failure, his grief, and the unbearable weight of responsibility. But Abner had stopped him. There’d been no lecture, no berating or shaming. Only understanding. Caradoc sat back in his chair with a quiet sigh. He hoped his friend was at peace. And that Evering would not despair.

      A sliver of light shot across the floor and widened. Harriet stepped through the back door and went to stand at the edge of the porch, tugging a shawl around her shoulders.

      “Annabelle and Bessie are in paradise,” she said. “That stable master was doting on them like they were his own children. They’ll be spoiled rotten by the time we leave.”

      “You wouldn’t have it any other way,” Caradoc said.

      “No, I would not. I also found out about this Introductions business. It’s a weekly gathering around the campfire. All the couples meet to have a drink, tell stories, and generally get to know one another. Of course, we’ve arrived on just the night for it.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I think we must attend. Or risk drawing suspicion.”

      “I’m game if you are. So long as there’s no dancing. Oh, and there’s no hidden levers this time. I checked. But there is a perfectly good sofa in the front room which I’ll be taking.”

      “No, you will not.”

      “No, no. Let me save you some time, all right? Because I’ve already had this argument in my head, and I won. See, if I let you have your way, all I would have to do is wait until you fall asleep, then pick you up from the sofa and drop you into the bed.”

      “I see,” she replied with a wry smile. “So you have no interest in playing fair, then?”

      “None whatsoever,” he said, and returned to his whittling.

      She leaned against one of the pillars and watched him. Someone laughed in the distance. A night gull soared out over the cliff like a fleeting shred of moonlight. The dew from the freezing fog had begun to crystallize on the leaves and lawn.

      “Why is it you don’t dance?”

      He glanced up, surprised by the question.

      She tilted her head. “I know you can be reserved. Quite guarded at times. But dancing is the only thing you actually seem to be . . . shy about.”

      He rested his knife-hand on his knee as he considered his answer. “It’s difficult to explain. I didn’t always feel this way about it. And I certainly don’t begrudge others their fondness for it. It’s not even that I don’t like to dance. But for me, over the course of my personal experiences, it’s become something too important—too meaningful—to any longer consider it an act of mere frivolity with the next available partner. There has to be a deeper connection. Something in the heart and soul. That’s the best way I can think to describe it, anyway. I know it probably sounds mad.”

      “No,” she said. “No, it’s a lovely idea, really. I was raised in a society where there was a dance for every occasion—always some feast or party to attend—and no one would dare turn up who didn’t know all the latest steps.” She gazed out towards the sea sparkling in the distance. “Now it’s one of the only things that still brings me joy. It’s life-affirming. Makes me forget my troubles for a while, even if only for a few minutes.”

      “I think Chester felt the same way,” Caradoc said. “You should’ve danced with him more often.”

      She chuckled. “He always moved like every dance was his last. Like a bull galloping around a paddock. He nearly killed me the last time. I could hardly catch my breath. And he never approved of the slower songs. He called them ‘rocking statue waltzes’.”

      “You don’t agree?”

      “Not at all. Slow dances bring a whole other set of joys.”

      A short distance away, a cheerful bell began to ring, and a woman’s voice pierced through the still air.

      “Ladies and gentlemen to the meeting area! Introductions!”
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      There were only three other couples residing at Sparrowhaven, all of whom appeared to be several years younger. One pair even had a baby who was fast asleep in its mother’s arms. Beatrice was there as well, chatting merrily with everyone around her. Even in the low firelight, they saw her eyes brighten as she noticed them approaching.

      “Ah! Mr. and Mrs. Rawlings! Welcome! We’re just about to get started.”

      When they first sat down, they were several inches apart. But a quick glance around the campfire made it plain this was not the order of the evening. They corrected themselves at once, hoping no one would notice their mistake, and moved closer together. Caradoc put his arm around Harriet’s shoulder, while she rested her hand on his knee.

      “Don’t be nervous,” she said in a low voice.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      “Well, now,” Beatrice said. “I think it only fair that our newest arrivals start the Introductions. Tell us, how long have you been married?”

      Before leaving the cabin, they’d been fairly confident of their ability to answer questions truthfully with vague language. But now, with an Entress staring straight at them, the prospect seemed almost impossible. Harriet cleared her throat.

      “Uh, well . . . we’ve known each other for ten years now. And been together for . . . nine? Is that right?”

      “Nine,” he said with a nod.

      It wasn’t a lie. It had been ten years since he’d shown up on her doorstep to offer his aid in expelling the Spektor inside Martin, and nine since the Colonists had been forced to go on the run together after the Battle of Damiras.

      “How did you meet?” another woman asked.

      “Would you like to answer that?” Harriet said, looking at Caradoc.

      “Uh . . . yes, I would like to. Thank you. Well . . . I was just passing by one day and . . . noticed her household had a . . . vermin problem.”

      “And he was kind enough to help get rid of it,” Harriet said.

      “What was it?” one of the younger men asked. “Rats?”

      Caradoc cocked his head, trying desperately to think of a way to describe a hellish creature of the dead that might have them think it was nothing more than a rodent.

      “Sharp teeth. Very fast,” he finally answered.

      “And how about you?” Harriet asked the young man. “How did you meet?”

      They spent the next half hour deflecting questions to the others. As they listened to each story, Caradoc was struck by how simple the meetings and courtships had been. There were no great tragedies or complications. No feuds or family disapproval. But then again, they were all so young. Perhaps such difficulties were still ahead of them. He hoped not.

      Meanwhile, the husband of the couple with the baby was nearing the end of their meeting story. “Took us three years,” he said, “but we finally saved enough to have our honeymoon. Not enough to hail the services of a nanny, but we don’t really mind. Couldn’t imagine parting with our little one so soon after she’s come into the world. Do you two have any children?”

      The question was directed at them. Caradoc felt Harriet tense ever-so-slightly under his hand. The Whistlers had endured far more than their fair share of heartache throughout their marriage. The loss of their unborn child had been the most painful tragedy of all, even more so than the Spektor. He tightened his grip around her shoulder.

      “No,” he answered.

      Beatrice stood and clapped her hands together. “Well, this has been perfectly splendid! I have so enjoyed our time together! I hope now that you will not be strangers to one another during your stay here. I know people usually like to keep to themselves in places like this, but I always hope there will be a sense of community to add to the experience. Speaking of experiences, I may have forgotten to mention to a few of you that I am an ordained priestess, which means I am perfectly willing and able to provide any religious services you may desire, to include the renewal of wedding vows, which is particularly nice for the older couples . . .” She beamed at Harriet and Caradoc. “Now, if you would like to stay and chat a while longer, you are more than welcome to do so. There is also some mead and spiced wine on the table behind me. Help yourselves. Otherwise, thank you again for coming. May you be granted sweet dreams and a very restful night.”
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      The Colonists did not stay to drink and chat but returned to their cabin as quickly as would not seem suspicious. As soon as Caradoc closed the door behind them, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Well, I think that went all right. Apart from the fact that everyone now thinks I am a rat-catcher.”

      Harriet gripped the back of a chair with a disconcerted air. Her eyes searched the ground as her brow furrowed in worry. “I knew that woman.”

      “What?”

      “That woman with the baby. She was a servant in our home. Her name is Cora.”

      “Do you think she recognized you?”

      “Yes. From the first time she caught sight of my face, she wouldn’t look at me again, except in quick glances. And she didn’t say a word all night. She knew me. If she was able to see your scars, she might have guessed who you are as well.”

      Caradoc rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you think she’d say anything? Should we try to talk to her?”

      “I don’t know.” She paced across the room with a hand to her throat. “The nearest law office is days away. But she could rally Beatrice and the other guests against us. Then again, she might be too afraid to do such a thing, considering our reputation. I just don’t know.”

      Caradoc sank onto the sofa and leaned his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands together. How could they have come so far, all this way in the middle of nowhere, only to be recognized now? After a while deep in thought, he looked at her again.

      “If we try to leave now it will look suspicious, and she would be sure to tell Beatrice about us. That would set an angry Entrian on our tail. But if we stay until morning, as we said we would, then leave at first light, we might get out of here without a problem.”

      Harriet nodded. “We can sleep with our weapons nearby. And be careful about opening the door to anyone.”

      “Right. And especially if it’s our hostess. Beatrice Babbin is not an Entrian name, not even close to one, which means she’s an Entrian in hiding for some reason.”

      Harriet wrapped her arms around herself. “Why did this have to happen now? We’re so close. Only two days away from the safehouse.”

      “I know,” he said. “But our luck has held out this far. Perhaps it will continue to hold.”
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      At daybreak the next morning, as they were preparing to leave, a maidservant went round to the cabins and called all the guests to the meeting area for an important announcement. The two Colonists went cautiously with weapons concealed under their coats and stood at the outer edge of the clearing apart from the others. They kept a particularly close eye on the young couple with the baby as they arrived. The woman, Cora, glanced unmistakably in their direction, then quickly away again. She knew.

      Beatrice appeared a few moments later. There was a folded slip of paper in her hand, which she raised briefly into the air. “Good morning, friends. I hate to disturb you like this, but I have just received an urgent bit of news. As you may have heard, this winter is expected to be one of the most severe of our time. In keeping with this prediction, I have learned that the Ashing Mountains received a tremendous amount of snowfall last night, which is now blocking both the mountain pass and the high ridges which serve as an entrance to the foothills. If you had any plans of traveling further north, I’m afraid you will not be able to do so for several weeks.”

      Caradoc turned away and rubbed a hand over his face.

      “In addition,” Beatrice continued, “it seems that a company of bandits has taken over the Ashing River’s main bridge just south of Sparrowhaven.”

      Voices raised in alarm all at once. Harriet and Caradoc were silent but exchanged a glance of worry. There was every possibility these bandits were the slavers who had attacked the boathouse a few days ago. Beatrice raised her arms.

      “Now, I don’t want you to fret. They have not moved past the bridge, and we have no reason to believe they will travel further north. Law enforcement has been notified but it will likely take several days for them to arrive. So in the interest of your safety, I must insist that none of you risk leaving Sparrowhaven until the bandits have been apprehended. I will not charge you for the extra days you must stay. You will continue to have meals delivered to you, your horses cared for, and your clothing washed and pressed by our excellent staff. Again, please do not make yourselves sick with worry. This place is well-protected, well-guarded, and there is no reason for you not to continue enjoying every moment of your time here.”

      The group parted ways soon after, all with faces full of concern. Harriet and Caradoc watched each person carefully, wondering if news of their own identities had spread. But there was no indication of it. Those who did pass nearby greeted them pleasantly enough, with no secretive looks or deceitful tones of voice. It meant that Cora had kept her silence, at least for the time being. That was worth something.

      But now they were trapped between a snow-filled pass and a bandit-filled bridge, along with a lie-detecting Entress, a guest who might give them away at her first inclination, and the promise of a host of law enforcement on the way. Whatever luck they may have had was fast running out.
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      Ink gazed out the window of the carriage as it passed by the ancient roads and houses of Ciras. The weather was still keeping many indoors, but some had ventured out again in the interest of conducting business and returning to their normal routines. The layer of snow covering the cobblestones was so thick Ink couldn’t hear the usual clop-clop of the horses’ hooves.

      He’d been in the city for a full week now, but today was the first time he’d left the Atturias Estate since the storm. Most of the week had been spent in Seherene’s company, sharing meals together, talking, and sometimes silently reading while she worked at her writing desk. He knew she was bursting for any information he might give her about the Colonists, but so far, she’d been gracious enough to avoid any further mention of them.

      Her mother, however, raised the subject at every opportunity, so much that Ink began avoiding her whenever possible. While Seherene had accepted his silence on the matter, Madara grew quickly angry. The last time he had declined to answer her questions, she’d reacted by lashing out at her daughter. It had taken every ounce of his self-restraint not to fight back in her defense. Afterwards, he apologized to Seherene for the suffering his secrecy caused her, but she insisted that he think no more of it, especially as her mother was in the habit of treating her in such a manner for the slightest reason. It made him dislike the old woman all the more.

      On a brighter note, Lord Pallaton had not paid another visit. The mere memory of his hostility and revulsion was enough to make Ink’s face flush with anger. Of course he’d been treated poorly before—in the orphanage, in his travels, in the temporary clutches of constables—but always as a mere pest or nuisance. The feeling he got from Pallaton, as well as from Madara, was something different. As though they felt he had no right to be breathing the same air, or walking the same ground. At first, he thought it might be a sentiment he would have to endure from every Entrian he met, but this did not prove true. None of the servants of the Atturias household looked at him in such a way. Nor had the doctor who’d come to visit Madara. He had been outright kind to him, in fact.

      But kindness often made Ink feel just as terrible. Whenever his thoughts would drift to Abner or Riva or the Plumsleys, he would begin to believe he had no right to be breathing at all. He didn’t deserve any sort of goodness or compassion. Didn’t deserve to be waited on by servants. Or even to be called ‘Lord Featherfield’. Yes, he had not actually meant for any of them to be harmed or captured, but that didn’t excuse the fact that his fumbling attempts to get the better end of a deal with Seherene had failed miserably. And to think, he had once congratulated himself on his wit and cunning in the matter.

      He’d often thought about asking to see Riva and the Plumsleys, almost as often as he’d started formulating plans to help them escape. But none of those plans seemed the least bit feasible in the end. And if he did go to see them, he knew he wouldn’t be able to lie to Riva about why he was in Ciras or who had brought him there. That would lead to questions about why he wasn’t in a prison cell of his own for aiding the Colonists. He would have to tell the whole truth, and the thought of it made him lose all courage.

      “Look there,” Seherene said, pointing out the window. “You see that stone building with the crimson flag? That’s the Council House. It’s where the Elders meet for official business. The whole of Entrian society is run from within those walls.”

      Ink gazed at it. “How many Elders you got in there?”

      “Ten. And always made up of five women and five men.”

      Outside the building’s tall iron fence, two people were sweeping snow from the pavement leading up to the front gate.

      Ink frowned. “Why are they using brooms to do that? Wouldn’t enchantments be faster?”

      “They’re probably Cassrians.”

      “Cassrians? Here? What about that Separation Decree? I thought there couldn’t be no Cassrians living on this side of the Lockhorns.”

      “They can live here, but only on the understanding that they place themselves under Entrian law and authority. We settled in the West so they wouldn’t get caught up in our clan feuds, but there’s no official regulation preventing them from coming here. There is, however, considerable risk, which has not exactly lessened over the years. Many Entrians still harbor bitter grudges against the Cassrians. They blame them for the Separation and accuse them of conspiring to take the lands we once inhabited. Of course none of them care to remember that it was the Entrians who were really at fault.”

      “Well, if people feel that badly towards them, why come here at all?”

      “Mostly because they need the work. Here they are servants and porters and field workers, doing jobs many of the more affluent Entrians refuse to do themselves.”

      “But your house don’t have any Cassrians, right? Ain’t your servants all Entrians?”

      “They are. That was a rule enforced by my mother. She falls in with the grudge-bearing crowd, unfortunately. But it could be worse. Some Entrians hire Cassrians solely for the opportunity to mistreat and punish them.”

      Ink gazed at her face as she continued to look out the window. Her eyes had filled with sorrow. It was an expression he found her wearing all-too frequently, though she often tried to hide it. Of course she had endured terrible things and now carried a heavy responsibility, but none of the other Entrians he’d met seemed quite so sad as she. Lady Madara was eternally hard and grim. Pallaton was serious but had also been friendly with her. The doctor—Tyrus, if he remembered the name right—had merely seemed very tired. The servants in the estate carried out their tasks with great professionalism and efficiency. But none of them appeared to be anywhere near so . . . heartbroken.

      He sat straighter in his seat and tried to think of something to distract her. “What’s the story with that jewel you’re wearing? With the engraving on it? I saw Pallaton wearing one. And—” He caught himself, just short of blurting out that he’d also seen her wearing it outside Mr. Bash’s house while he’d been hiding in the shrubbery. “Well, do they mean something?”

      She glanced down and cradled the sapphire gem between her fingers. It sparkled like an iridescent brooch of ice. “It’s a crest jewel. The mark upon it is a symbol of my family’s house—or clan, as we once called them. Some people wear them all the time—like Lord Pallaton—but I prefer to set mine aside for special occasions.”

      Ink nodded as a wave of uneasiness washed over him. A crest jewel. He’d heard the term before. The Entrians had found one in Bash’s house after his death, belonging to an Entrian family who’d been killed at the Battle of Damiras. He’d forgotten it until now.

      “And speaking of special occasions,” she continued, “I see we are about to arrive at one of the best places in the city. Look there.”

      Ink followed her gaze to a large, broad building festooned with posters and decorative garlands and ribbons.

      “Is that a theatre? Aw, I ain’t been to a theatre since my granddad took me!”

      She smiled. “I thought you’d like it. We’ve got a private box awaiting us inside.”
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      As with everything else in Ciras, the theatre was very stately and grand. They were led up a flight of stairs and down a narrow hall to a box seat close to the stage. The manager himself—who arrived slightly out of breath as though he’d been running—came to welcome the Lady Seherene and her guest, then showed them a bell pull they could use to call for anything they might wish for during their visit. Ink hurried to the front of the balcony and looked down. Every last seat was full, and each patron dressed in their finest. He jerked back in sudden alarm, remembering how the Atturias servants had reacted upon seeing him. He wasn’t eager for any more attention of that kind.

      “Can they see us up here?”

      “No,” Seherene said as she took her seat. “There’s a shroud enchantment covering each box for added privacy.”

      Ink took the seat beside her and glanced around at the other boxes. They seemed to be empty, but judging by the fact that the floor seats were full, it was reasonable to assume they were all occupied as well.

      A few minutes later, a tall, thin man with an elaborately-styled mustache appeared on stage to welcome the audience and introduce the show. His air of bravado and exaggerated manner of speaking immediately reminded Ink of Chester. The man announced the variety of acts to be performed and winked at the mention of a ‘special treat’ that was sure to bring the audience to their feet at the show’s closing. When he bowed low to a polite chorus of applause and whirled off the stage, Ink found himself shaking his head in remorse.

      Hang it all, Chester, he thought. Where’d you run off to, anyway?

      Music began to play as the curtain rose on a woman holding a violin. With a broad smile, she played a lively tune while dancing about the stage. Her glittering dress changed color with the slightest movement and cast sparkling lights across the theatre walls. The orchestra in the pit joined in, punctuating the song with drumbeats and trills on a tin whistle. Soon, the woman’s graceful leaps took her floating into the air before setting back down again, higher and higher each time. The audience applauded, in full appreciation of the immense focus required to fiddle, dance, and cast enchantments all at once.

      As it turned out, most of the acts who performed over the next hour used some kind of enchantment to their advantage. There was a musician who played on a board lined with metal strings using two thin mallets. When the song required several strings to be played at the same time, he used an enchantment to set them vibrating before continuing on with the mallets. The endless looping effect made it sound as though a dozen musicians had joined in. Another act featured a juggler who threw glowing baubles into the air. After a time, he cast a shroud enchantment above his head, and the orbs began returning to him in completely different shapes and colors. By the end, he was juggling a host of porcelain teacups. Ink loved every moment and whistled loudly over the applause from the Entrian crowd below. Some of them appeared shocked by the noise, but it made Seherene laugh, and that was cause enough to keep doing it.

      After a short intermission, a second row of curtains rose, adding room for two dozen dancers. They formed parallel lines facing one another, then began a very graceful dance—every step measured and deliberate, every movement perfectly timed until the two lines were crossing and intertwining in intricate patterns.

      A few minutes later, another dancer appeared from out of the wings and stood on the edge of the stage. He was not dressed nearly so fine and acted nervous as he observed them. A whimsical melody played by one of the orchestra’s violins indicated that his presence was meant to be comedic. When he had gathered his courage, he approached the others and attempted to join the dance. But it was not to be. At every turn, they blocked and diverted him, once even twirling him out of the line. He would trip—gracefully, of course—and slide along the floor in mock embarrassment as he was kicked at or danced around. The crowd laughed at the poor man’s antics. Only one of the dancers, a young woman, took pity on him. She broke from the line and helped him up from the floor. He bowed to her in thanks. She curtseyed.

      Enraptured, they began to dance apart from the others, accompanied by a beautiful strain of music. By the end, the woman had pulled the man into the line with a smile and wordlessly encouraged the others to accept him. But before the group could resume their dance, an old man in a white wig tromped comically onto the stage. A priestess followed close behind. When they reached the couple in the center, the old man held out a large coin purse in front of the young man and shook its contents to the rattle of a tambourine. With a foolish grin, the man fell out of the line, snatched up the purse, and danced off stage with it. The woman began to run after him but was headed off by the priestess, who escorted her in the opposite direction, sternly wagging her finger. The old man faced the audience, wiped his brow with a handkerchief, then bid the orchestra to continue playing. The audience laughed at his exaggerated sense of relief.

      There was a bit more dancing until it was over, at which point the audience offered their most spirited applause yet. Ink couldn’t bring himself to whistle again. As the curtains descended, he turned to Seherene with a quizzical frown.

      “I’m not sure I got that one. Were they saying the bloke was too poor to join the rest?”

      “Not exactly,” she answered, and he saw right away that she was decidedly displeased by the performance. “The act depicted a provision of the Marriage Law which forbids any union between an Entrian and a Cassrian.”

      Ink’s confusion turned to disappointment, though he hardly knew why. “Blimey. I never knew there was any sort of law like that. Seems kind of a shame.”

      “I never approved of it, either. It’s just one more thing that keeps us divided.”

      The tall man took the stage again and beamed a toothy grin as he grasped the lapels of his tailcoat. “Ladies and gentlemen, you have been a perfectly splendid audience! We thank you heartily for your support and good humor. God knows there’s nothing better to cheer us in these frozen days like the wonderful sound of applause!”

      He raised his hands with a wink, urging another round of cheers, which the crowd obligingly gave him. Ink whistled through his fingers again.

      “But now!” the man called out over the noise. “For the grand finale! I promised you a special treat at the end of our time together, and now the moment has come. My friends! We now present, for your considerable pleasure, a small preview of the biggest, most-talked about, most spectacular show to grace this country in almost a decade. Please join me in welcoming back to our great city . . . the illustrious Plumsley sisters!”

      A collective gasp went up from the crowd. As the announcer disappeared into the wings, the lights dimmed, save for a small circle in center stage. Two shadows moved out from behind the left curtain. The audience rose to their feet with deafening applause and adoring shouts of approval. Ink himself couldn’t move a muscle, owing to the cold horror seizing his heart.

      Seherene touched his arm. “Ink, we can leave if you want. I didn’t know they’d be here. We don’t have to stay.”

      “No,” he managed to squeak out in reply. “I want to see them.”

      The sisters moved into the spotlight. They wore the most splendid dresses, the brightest jewels around their necks, and a pair of long white gloves which reached past their elbows. The scenery changed to portray a sun setting over a dark sea. The waves appeared to move across the backdrop, and the orange light of dusk cast the stage in an unearthly glow. The Plumsleys stood straight and tall, but slightly with their backs to one another so that they faced the audience almost over their shoulders. Their painted faces were more solemn than Ink had ever seen them—even when Josephina lay pale in the throes of a serious illness. The orchestra began to play again. The notes were slow and stirring, building into a sad swell of music before diminishing to a hush. The audience watched in quiet reverence.

      And then came the perfect, heartbreaking harmonies. Ink knew the song at once. It was a tune without words but every note carried a world of boundless grief and sorrow. He’d last heard it during the Mourning Procession which had marched through Burgess Valley. A herald had proclaimed the horrors of the Battle of Damiras, listed the crimes of the wicked Colonists, and urged every soul never to forget what had happened there. Even without such a sermon, the music proved just as effective. The crowd began to stir, wiping at their eyes, sniffing into handkerchiefs, and finally rising to their feet. A minute later, every man, woman, and child was standing with their hands over their hearts out of respect for their dead, including Seherene.

      Still, Ink could not bring himself to move. How on earth could the Plumsleys be here? The last time he’d seen them, they’d been hobbling along a treacherous lane in Ban-Geren with a host of Colonist-hunters waiting for Seherene’s word to pursue them. Now they were on stage singing an Entrian mourning song? Ink put the back of his hand to his mouth. Had they been persuaded to turn?

      Gradually, the orchestra fell silent, leaving the ladies to end the song as they’d begun it. When the last note had been sung, a long moment of haunting silence followed. The sisters stood still, their eyes bent to the stage floor. Then, like the roar of a great tide, the crowd erupted into thunderous applause. The Plumsleys did not smile. They didn’t curtsey or bow their heads. In unison, they held their hands over their hearts, turned, and quietly walked off stage together.

      The applause went on for another five minutes, accompanied by countless calls for encores. The thin man re-appeared on stage, clapping his own hands and smiling at the wings where the sisters had made their exit.

      “Astonishing!” he cried. “Weren’t they incredible, ladies and gentlemen?”

      The noise of applause revived, even louder than before.

      “Thank you, ladies! Such a magnificent gift!” He wiped a tear away and stepped towards the front of the stage. “As for our wonderful audience, be sure to reserve your tickets for their upcoming world tour! They’ll go quickly! And that was only a taste of the things they have in store for you! Again, thank you so much for coming to see us this afternoon. Let’s give the ladies a bit more love before we say goodbye, shall we?”

      The sisters appeared from the wings again. They blew kisses to the audience and held their hands to their hearts once more. But there was no joy in their faces, no pleasure in the adulation. Something was definitely wrong. The audience, however, did not suspect a thing, but continued applauding even as the Plumsleys made their second exit behind the curtain. Seherene sat down again and looked at Ink.

      “Are you all right?”

      He hardly knew how to answer. So he said nothing at all. She lifted her hand, releasing a scattering of violet-colored light. Ink guessed it was a silencing enchantment as the box went suddenly quiet, blocking the noise of the audience below. The Entress bowed her head with a look of contemplation. He knew she was choosing her next words very carefully.

      “We were . . . encouraged . . . to delay the legal proceedings against them. We thought they might be persuaded to help us in our cause and bring hope to the people by use of their gifts. And there was more value and logic in granting them mercy than exposing their crimes to a world of adoring fans who might never believe the truth. But I swear to you, Ink . . . I did not know they would be performing here.”

      Someone knocked at the door leading out to the narrow hall. Seherene rose from her seat again and cast a worried glance at Ink before answering.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, and a man in very fine suit appeared on the threshold. He stood straight and tall, but his legs had been fitted with metal braces that ran all the way up to his thighs. He walked stiffly forward, grasping a familiar silver-embossed cane.

      “Mr. Coram!” she cried. “What an unexpected pleasure!”

      He smiled. “The pleasure is all mine, my lady. Forgive my intrusion, but I saw you enter the theatre before the performance and couldn’t miss the chance to speak with you again.”

      He extended his hand to her. She took it with a worried glance at his legs.

      “It’s no intrusion at all. Are you walking so soon already? We heard it might be another month before you would even have the strength to stand.”

      “I’m afraid I was too impatient to be bound by such a limitation. Simply couldn’t bear the sick bed a moment longer, so I set to focusing all my energy on making myself useful again.” He tapped his cane against one of the braces. “These should be off by the spring.”

      As he spoke, Ink rose and backed against the low balcony wall. The movement was enough to catch Coram’s eye, and the young man’s amiable expression fell into a scowl.

      “Mr. Revore?” he said in a voice edged with steel. “How is it that I come to greet an angel and find a little devil in her company?”

      “He is my guest, Mr. Coram.”

      He glanced back at the Entress in surprise. “Your guest? So he has seen fit to let you rescue him, then? What benevolence.” He staggered a few steps towards Ink. “You’ve made things very difficult for me, you know. That stunt you pulled at Mastmarner cost me a great deal, including the chance to bring in another half-dozen Colonists. You may as well have helped Isaac Caradoc break these bones.”

      “Trust me,” Ink replied, setting his jaw. “I’d have broken a lot more than those little weasel legs if it’d been up to me.”

      “Gentlemen,” Seherene said. “There is no need for this. Mr. Coram, I have been informed of his actions at Mastmarner. We don’t have to agree on motives, but we must try to remember that we are all fighting on the same side.”

      Coram and Ink continued to stare one another down. The Entress folded her arms.

      “Ink, would you please excuse us? You can wait in the lobby. I’ll be along soon.”

      Ink narrowed his eyes at the deputy commissioner a final time before moving for the door. Excuse them? Sure. No problem. She could have as much time with him as she wanted. He had more important people to see anyway. Far more important.
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      As soon as Ink was gone, Seherene gestured to one of the seats. Coram obliged her, though not without some difficulty owing to his rigid leg braces. The Entress remained standing.

      “Mr. Revore and I have an agreement,” she said. “He helps me locate the Colonists, a few at a time, and I conduct a search for his parents.”

      Coram scoffed. “An orphan’s parents? I think it can be no great mystery where they might be found.”

      “He does not believe they are dead, and indeed I have found no record of it. No graves, no headstones or death certificates—”

      “That isn’t saying much.”

      “No. But it does mean I must continue to try. And while I do, he holds up his end of the bargain.”

      The young man arched an eyebrow. “You’re saying he had something to do with Abner Hart’s death? And Rivalia’s capture?”

      Seherene looked out over the balcony. The crowd had emptied the theatre. Only a few attendants remained, cleaning the stage and inspecting the seating area for the next show.

      “He will not say as much. And perhaps he doesn’t truly know how much his actions have influenced those events. But that does not make our alliance any less valuable. Are you in Ciras for the trial?”

      Coram nodded. “Commissioner Marlas wanted a representative from the Assembly to show our support. Of course I jumped at the chance. It was also he who told me about the Plumsley sisters’ performance here. They were extraordinary, weren’t they?”

      “Yes, they were.” She wasn’t sure whether or not Marlas had told him about the Plumsleys’ secret identities, since he had been so adamant about keeping that knowledge limited to a very small group. At any rate, she wasn’t about to broach the subject now. She sat on the low balcony wall across from him. “We owe the commissioner a great debt of gratitude for visiting the Kurna Mountains when he did.”

      “He was certainly at the right place at the right time,” Coram replied. “And yet . . . his stubbornness continues to be a thorn in my side. He still refuses to see any merit in pursuing the matter of the Spektors. Refuses to believe they had anything to do with Bash’s death or the talisman on Isaac’s hand. Fortunately, he doesn’t keep me on such a tight leash as to prevent me from looking into it on my own.” He rested both hands atop the ornate handle of his cane. “Do you remember when Rivalia appeared in the West Country a few years ago, preaching in temples and town squares that the Colonists were innocent?”

      “I do.”

      “She also claimed they had acted on an ominous warning from some woman on Damiras who called herself an oracle. Everyone laughed at her for it—when they weren’t trying to arrest her—including the Entrians, who were no strangers to things such as oracles and prophecies even a few hundred years ago.”

      Seherene bowed her head for a moment. “That is true. But we know Rivalia’s claim was false. We searched the island after the Battle most thoroughly. There was no living soul to be found.”

      “Perhaps not at the time. But I’m determined to give it a look myself. After the trial, I sail for Damiras with an expert in supernatural matters. This oracle woman may be quite deeply hidden, trying to evade anyone looking for her. But I am confident we can give her reason enough to let herself be found.”

      “I pray you succeed where we have failed. I myself have determined to track down the location of the Spektor Crypt as soon as the trial is over.”

      Coram’s eyes lit up. “I have heard something of this Crypt. The finding of it—at least by a Keyholder—is dreadfully dangerous, is it not? Giving one power to control the Spektors?”

      “So it is said. Which is why I mean to find it before he does. We cannot endure another massacre, much less one that puts every soul in peril. Even if the Crypt lies in the depths of Hell, there must I go.”

      A small smile briefly softened his sharp gaze. “With that kind of conviction, I’ll put my money on you reaching it first. If you’d be so good as to inform me of your discovery of it, I would love to be there at your side. If for no other reason than to personally witness his defeat.”

      Seherene fell silent and glanced away. There it was again. That singular feeling about him that had discomposed her at their first meeting. It was something in his face—his eyes especially. Only now she knew the reason.

      “You called the Keyholder by his first name a minute ago,” she said. “Until recently, that would have struck me as a very odd thing to do. I’ve only just learned of your family connection to him.”

      The young deputy sighed and leaned forward on his cane. “I assumed Marlas had told you before introducing us at the Great Hall. I never meant to keep it a secret from you, though I have gone to some lengths to make sure very few people know it.” He thumped his cane against the carpet with a perturbed frown. “When the Assembly first began to recognize and honor me for apprehending so many Colonists all those years ago, I asked that my unfortunate personal connection not be disclosed to the public, for fear of inviting reprisals against what little family I had left. My mother, namely. But yes, he is indeed my first cousin. His father and mine were brothers. My birth name was Frederick Caradoc. Not Coram. But after what happened, I wanted nothing to do with that name.”

      Seherene folded her arms, hesitant to say more. She soon realized, however, that she had little choice. The matter had been keeping her up at night, and she couldn’t waste such a perfect opportunity to settle it.

      “My mother seems to believe that when he . . . spared your life at Mastmarner . . . it was because he still regards you with affection, even after all that’s happened.” She watched his face closely. “Do you suppose that could be true?”

      Coram dropped his gaze, his hands fidgeting on his cane. “I supposed it might.”

      Seherene couldn’t help but stare at him in awe. “Don’t you think that’s extraordinary?”

      “It is cheap sentimentality,” he answered, his tone becoming sharp. “His way of clinging to whatever sweet memories of family that might remain, now that he’s dashed any hope of a future with us.” He struggled to his feet, too anxious to continue sitting. “It may also be an attempt to lure me to his side. To regain my sympathy and trust. It could be delusion, a means of manipulation, perhaps even regret. But whatever else it may be, it is not love.” He tapped his cane against the floor again, as if to drive the point home to himself. “It is not love.”

      Seherene stood from the balcony wall. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      He shook his head. “There’s no need to apologize. But you did just say we don’t have to agree on motives. So let me be honest about mine. My grief and my anger do not care whether or not he’s guilty of inciting the Battle of Damiras. What matters . . . is that my father is dead because of him. And the shame of his wretched fate, the torment and suffering my mother and I endured afterwards, has left in me only a deep and unrelenting desire for vengeance. That’s the main reason I’m seeking after this oracle woman. If she exists, and if she still possesses those abilities she first claimed, I’ll be able to discover his whereabouts. I mean no disrespect or indifference to the sufferings of your own people. It’s just that there’s so little left of my heart to devote to any other purpose. I hope you understand.”

      She felt her heart sink into the depths of her own grief. “All too well, Mr. Coram.”

      The young man put his fist on his hip and cocked his head towards the door. “The boy. What will you do with him? He’s obstinate like no other child I’ve ever met, and his emotional connection to the Colonists, by all accounts, is very strong.”

      The Entress clasped her hands together with a nod. “It is. But if I have learned anything about relationships during the course of my life, it is that time and distance can break them all.”
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      Behind a door marked ‘Staff’ was a dim corridor leading backstage. There Ink saw countless racks of costumes, tables with lighted mirrors, and various props and bits of scenery stacked along the walls. There were also eight or nine stagehands rushing about in preparation for the next performance, none of whom had the time to notice the boy slinking behind one of the coat racks.

      He soon spotted a row of doors directly behind the stage. A short, balding man leaned against the middle one with his arms crossed. Moving quickly and quietly, Ink doffed his fancy new jacket and tossed it behind him, then pulled another down from the rack. It looked like some kind of uniform and was a size too large, but it would do for the time being.

      “Hurry up! Hurry up!” the short man shouted at the stagehands. “Where’s your manager? He’s supposed to be lighting a fire under you lot!”

      Ink sidled out of the shadows and went to one of the makeup tables where a small vase of flowers sat. With a quick hand, he took the flowers out and wrapped the stems in a gold scarf he found draped over a chair.

      “Five minutes!” the man shouted. “Five minutes and not a second more!”

      Still clutching the flowers, Ink hurried up to him and cleared his throat. The man frowned down with a look of annoyance. He had attempted to cover his balding scalp with long strands of hair from the sides of his head, which he had also greased down with oil. The effect did him no favors.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Special delivery for the Plumsley sisters. From Deputy Commissioner Coram.”

      “Fine.”

      The man reached for the flowers but Ink swerved them out of his grasp and held them behind his back. “Sorry, sir. He said I was to deliver ‘em personally—so that there’d be no doubt of the ladies receiving the gift.”

      “No-can-do. The sisters aren’t to be disturbed. So best you leave ‘em with me and take yourself out of here.”

      “It’s all right,” Ink said. “I already know about their . . . confining condition. Mr. Coram told me.”

      “Oh. He did, eh? Well, just be sure you don’t go blabbing it to anyone else.”

      “No, sir. I swear on my grandfather’s grave.”

      The man curled his lip, narrowed his eyes, and finally stood aside from the door. “Make it quick, all right?” He pushed the door open, shoved Ink inside, and closed it again.
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      The dressing room appeared empty of its star performers. He might have even turned around and left had the lights not been on, and had there not been a man guarding the door outside. Ink laid the flowers on a table and looked around. Near the back of the room, a set of three partitions had been placed beside one another as kind of makeshift wall. A gap on the far right side seemed the only way through, by which he could also see the faint glow of lantern light. He took a deep breath, clenched his hands into fists, then went to the gap and peered through it.

      The Songbirds of Eriaris, the illustrious divas so dearly praised and beloved, were sitting on the floor of a cage in the corner. Ink’s heart sank. They wore plain white garments that fell to their ankles. Their hair hung loose, the jewelry was gone, and there was not the smallest trace of makeup to be seen. Ink found he couldn’t speak, but they must have felt someone’s presence, for they soon looked towards the gap and saw him standing there. Their sorrowful expressions turned to awe. Wendolen put her hands to the bars of the cage.

      “Ink?”

      “Mercy!” Josephina said beside her. “It is! It’s our Ink!”

      Before he knew it, he was on his knees and reaching through the bars to grasp their hands. Tears slid down their cheeks.

      “Sweet God above! We never thought to see you again!” Wendolen said, a smile breaking through her tears. “What on earth are you doing here? Are you all right?”

      Josephina put her hand to his face. “Is it really you? Oh, say something, Ink! Tell us you are no ghost!”

      “It’s me. It’s me. I was at the performance just now and I . . . I had to come and see you. I knew something was wrong.”

      Wendolen frowned. “Mr. Nance let you in?”

      Ink raised an eyebrow. “That was Nance? That slimy manager you always talked about? Wasn’t too hard to get past him.”

      “They wanted prison guards outside our door at first,” Josephina said. “But then they realized it might give away our true circumstances to the public.”

      “So he stands out there ‘til we’re out of costume and makeup and all the backstage crew are gone,” Wendolen continued. “Then a plainclothes guard stuffs us in here and goes to get the coach while no one’s around to see us leave.”

      Ink nodded. “I heard they wanted to use your talents for their cause. To bring hope.”

      Wendolen scoffed with a flash of dark disdain in her eyes. “That makes it sound so noble, doesn’t it? So . . . justified. But it’s all rubbish, Ink. We’re here for the sake of politics. For profit.”

      Ink sank back onto his heels and clutched at the bars between them.

      “It was Marlas,” she went on. “He convinced the Entrians to keep us alive a while longer. Tried to legitimize his scheme with grand words and promises, but we worked it out for ourselves. Our tour puts a great many coins into the Assembly’s coffers. There’s half a dozen politicians who own a stake in theatres all over the country, and keeping them happy means keeping his own power secured. Doesn’t hurt the Entrians, either. You saw how the crowd reacted when we sang the Mourning Song?”

      Ink nodded. “Like they did in Burgess Valley.”

      “We didn’t want to do it,” Josephina said, another tear spilling down her cheek. “But as long as we sing, they don’t question us. We haven’t said a word about anything, Ink. We swear we haven’t. And we’re lucky, really. They have every right to be torturing us right now. To be prying the information out of us however they can. There is a kind of . . . mercy in all this—”

      “Mercy,” Wendolen spat. “You’re too kind, Jo. There are prison guards in the audience. Prison guards in the box seats. All armed, and all with orders to correct us at the first sign of rebellion. If they weren’t so concerned about people finding out we’re Colonists, I’m sure they’d be pointing rifles at our heads while we sing. But really, they may as well be. I can’t . . .” She paused for a moment and wiped at another tear. “I can’t imagine what poor Riva must be going through right now.”

      Josephina sighed. “We saw her. Back in Stalikos. Only for a moment but long enough to be sure it was really her. After they locked her in her cell, we tried speaking to her, but there were too many enchantments blocking our voices.”

      “They say her trial begins in a fortnight,” Ink said. “The whole world’s going mad over it.” He dropped his gaze as he tightened his grip around the bars. “Do you know about Abner?”

      Josephina sniffed and nodded. Wendolen looked upward and blinked as if to stay another onslaught of tears. Ink sat on the ground and leaned against the bars.

      “It’s all so horrible,” he said, almost in a whisper. “Like something out of a nightmare.”

      “Where are the others?” Wendolen asked. “Are they here with you?”

      “Tell us what’s happened since we left,” Josephina said.

      Ink glanced back towards the gap though which he’d entered. “I . . . I don’t have much time. But I’ll try to give you the short version. We found your Drifter, back in Weasel Country. And we went looking for you there. Looked for hours but couldn’t find you. We hoped you’d found a doctor, Jo. Which it looks like you did.”

      “In the worst kind of infirmary,” Wendolen said.

      “But he was very kind,” Josephina added.

      “Well,” Ink continued, “after that, we decided to go looking for the Mistress.”

      “You what?” Wendolen cried. Her sister shushed her.

      Ink spoke quickly. “The others figured that if anyone knew the truth—about why Mr. Bash was killed, why the Spektors came after me—she would know. There’s a lot more to it, but we got a hint she might be hiding in some place called the Middling House. But no one’s really sure where it is, or even what it is. Caradoc knows but he won’t tell us, of course. Says it would only make things more difficult if we were to know. So then we went to this place called Harroway to look for it, but everything went wrong. There was an army of Spektors, and the mayor betrayed us, and we found this gift that belonged to the Mistress and it was making the mayor’s wife stay young but it was cursed. And then they drugged us before sending us home and we all passed out on the road. I woke up all alone in some mining camp and I’ve no idea where any of the others might be . . . ‘cept for Riva and Abner—”

      Ink’s voice caught in his throat. He hadn’t meant for it all to tumble out like that. Josephina covered his hand with hers. He was gasping and breathing as though he’d just had a panic attack. And maybe he had.

      “It’s all right, dear,” she said. “It’s all right.”

      Ink felt more ashamed than ever. A prisoner—whom he himself had let fall into the Entrians’ clutches—was trying to comfort him through the bars of a cage.

      “How did you get here?” Wendolen asked. “From the mining camp to Ciras?”

      “I . . . got picked up by the Entrians. They thought they were saving me.”

      “Are you in trouble?” Josephina said in alarm.

      “No. At least, not yet. They’re asking questions, too, but I ain’t tellin’ ‘em nothing. Nothing they can use, anyway. They’re takin’ good care of me, really. I just pinched this coat to get in here, but they bought me some nice stuff.”

      “Bring the coach!” someone shouted on the far side of the wall. “No! No, just bring it straight to the back door!”

      The sisters exchanged worried glances.

      “Well,” Josephina said, “so many questions, so little time. You should go now, Ink. They can’t find you in here.”

      Ink wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I can try to get you out. There’s got to be a way—”

      “Get those kids out of here! I want this alley clear!” shouted the voice again.

      “It’s not worth it,” Wendolen replied. “Believe us. And we couldn’t bear to risk getting you caught. You must do what you can to stay safe. Stay in the Entrians’ good graces. But be careful. You have to be so careful, Ink. They can be clever. They can be charming. They know what to say and how to act to get what they want. Be on your guard against their tricks.”

      Ink got to his knees again, his brow furrowed. “Are they hurting you?”

      “No, no,” Josephina said. “You needn’t worry about us.” She clasped his hands again. “Oh, it was a miracle to have seen you again! Thank God. Thank God.”

      Wendolen reached through the bars and squeezed his arm. “Give our love to the others when you find them. Especially Chester. We know he must be worried sick.”

      Ink nodded. It was certainly not the time to tell that story. He stood and stepped back from the cage. “Oswald’s all right. He ain’t so bad, actually.”

      “Dear boy,” Josephina replied with a smile. “I knew you two would become fast friends.”

      “We’ll meet again, Ink,” Wendolen said. “I’m sure of it. Now go. Hurry!”

      Ink moved towards the gap, still gazing at them. He wondered how quickly he could pick the lock of their cage. Or if he could hide somewhere and nick the keys when the guards came.

      And then he realized Wendolen was right. He could do a lot more good if he stayed with the Entrians. But he swore to himself, as he looked at their tear-stained faces, that he would see the Plumsleys free again. Somehow.

      At last he turned away and passed through the gap. With a shuddering intake of breath, he wiped his nose on his sleeve again, then glanced up at the door as he moved towards it.

      He froze, his heart stopping as he bit his lip to keep from crying out.

      There stood Seherene, leaning against the door of the dressing room with her arms crossed. She didn’t speak, but the icy look in her eyes sent a shiver of dread down his spine. A moment later, she stood aside and opened the door for him. He wondered if she had heard everything, or if she had only just arrived. Either way, a cage of his own now seemed more likely than ever.
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      Neither Ink nor Seherene said a word until they had climbed into the coach and heard the driver urge the horses forward. He could feel the Entress’s eyes on him as he gazed out the window. He thought to see how long he might pretend to ignore it, but it was like trying to ignore being on fire. He even felt beads of sweat break out on his upper lip, which he quickly wiped away.

      “I . . . I just wanted to make sure they were all right,” he said at last.

      Another long silence followed. He knew she wasn’t satisfied.

      She took a deep breath as her flashing stare briefly passed to the window. “I don’t suppose it’s any use asking who Chester is. Or Oswald. Or what a Drifter might be. Especially not if the information might actually prove useful. You also told me you’d gone to Harroway for supplies, which was not a lie but obviously only a very small part of the truth.”

      Ink hung his head and fidgeted with the buttons on his new coat. “Wouldn’t be very useful. Oswald’s only a cat.”

      “Inkwell.”

      The sharp tone of her voice demanded his attention. Not daring to defy it, he met her gaze but sat hunched as if willing himself to shrink into the leather upholstery of his seat.

      “You will not tell me where the Colonists are or where they have been. Fine. You will not give me details on their activities or how they operate. I accept that. But this is much more than a hunt for simple criminals. You know that. If the last living Keyholder is looking for the Spektor Crypt, it is the concern of both our nations. And if you have any information regarding this—no matter how slight—you must not keep it from me. You will not.”

      Ink didn’t dare look at her face now. He usually didn’t care whether or not he upset people, but this was different. She was different. At least to him.

      “You said he was looking for something called the Middling House,” she continued.

      “Yeah. And I don’t know what it is. I swear I don’t. None of us do. We’ve asked him a dozen times, but all he said was that it’s better not to know.”

      “And you didn’t think that behavior was suspicious enough to tell me about it?”

      “Honestly, it didn’t even cross my mind. There’s plenty behavior from him I don’t understand. I’ve just come to expect it by now.”

      “So you still don’t believe he is looking for the Crypt.”

      “No. No, I don’t. I’m sorry, but . . . nothing I’ve heard or seen tells me he’s got the slightest interest in controlling Spektors. He hates ‘em. He hates the very idea of having to deal with them. You should’ve seen him in Harroway when he found out he’d have to face down a whole crew of ‘em. It was like someone had passed down a death sentence.”

      Her frown deepened. “You mentioned something about finding a gift in Harroway. What was it?”

      Ink sighed and leaned his head back against the seat. “It was something the Spektors wanted. They were terrorizin’ the whole town because the mayor’s wife had it and wouldn’t give it back. It was this silver ewer thing that made her look young.”

      Seherene was clearly astonished by this, but she let him continue without interruption.

      “So . . . we found it, gave it back to the Spektors, and they left.”

      The Entress turned her head and tapped her fingers against the seat. “How curious. I wonder . . . are there any more of these gifts floating around?”

      Ink stayed silent. When Simon and Margaret had met the Mistress in the Tinderbox, they had learned of three gifts created to help the self-professed oracle “keep watch” over Eriaris. Two had gone missing. But now that she had the ewer back, only one remained.

      He wasn’t about to tell her he’d found it a few months ago. That he’d let a mangy old cat steal the Wickwire Watch from his room before leaving Riverfall. Or that the Mistress of the Spektors had appeared to him through it and carved Caradoc’s soul marking into the backs of his eyelids. On the other hand . . . perhaps there was something she could help with—a mystery he’d made no progress investigating on his own.

      “The ewer looked perfectly ordinary,” he said. “Except there was this name on the bottom of it. Wickwire. Nobody knew what it meant, not even Caradoc. But then . . . then I remembered something I’d seen at Mastmarner. There was this book full of names of people who’d gone missing. I was looking for my parents in it. Couldn’t find ‘em, of course. But I did see that name.”

      “Did the book say anything more about it?” Seherene asked.

      Ink squinted, trying to recall the words on the paper he’d left in the pocket of his father’s coat. “Just that he’d been some kind of inventor. And that he told someone he was going to visit a certain street.” He rubbed his brow as if to make his memory work harder. “No, it was an alley. Draff Alley, I think it was. That was the last anyone heard of him.”

      She glanced away, her mind working furiously. A few moments later, she turned and opened a small window in the back wall of the coach.

      “Ordin!”

      “Yes, ma’am?” came the driver’s reply.

      “Take us to Draff Alley. Quick as you can.”
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      According to Seherene, Draff Alley was a well-known area in Ciras. But as soon as the coach turned onto the cobblestone lane, Ink saw that it was for all the wrong reasons. The houses were small and broken-down, each roof patched several times over. Rubbish and mud caked the gutters and pavements. People in threadbare clothing lounged on the corners and on ramshackle porches, smoking and drinking. Some looked half-conscious. Some winked at the coach as it passed by and made lascivious remarks to the driver. Farther down the street, broken wagons and coaches had been overturned and lashed together as a kind of makeshift caravan. There were families living inside, some with as many children as the coaches could hold.

      “Where to, ma’am?” the driver called down.

      “The docks,” Seherene answered. “Harbormaster’s office.”

      Suddenly, a man ran up to the coach and pounded his fist against the window, frightening Ink half to death.

      “Hey!” he shouted, running alongside. “Spare a coin for a hard workin’ sailor! Fancy coach like this, you oughta have something to share!”

      His speech was slurred and frantic. Muttering a curse, he began tugging at the door handle. With perfect composure, Seherene put her hand to the window. A flash of green light pulsed around it, and the man was hurled back into the street.

      “Faster, Ordin,” she commanded through the window.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Bloody hell!” Ink said. “Are these people all Entrians?”

      “Most, I believe.”

      He glanced out the window, bewildered. “But I would’ve thought . . .”

      “What?”

      “That you were better than this.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Better than human?”

      A minute later, the coach pulled onto a muddy lane running parallel to a large dock. It was mostly empty, save for a few small fishing boats on the far end. The harbormaster’s office was a tiny shack on the edge of a shoddy pier. Fortunately, it was clear of any drunkards or addicts. There was a woman in a too-tight dress standing nearby, but her interest in them instantly soured when she saw only a woman and a boy emerge from the coach.

      “Stay close,” Seherene said to Ink, then gathered her cloak and hurried to the office.
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      The harbormaster nearly swallowed his cigar as the Entress swept into the room. From their hasty greetings to one another, Ink learned that she’d employed him to be on the lookout for any Colonists hoping to use the Draff Alley port. Up until now, they had only communicated by correspondence, which explained the man’s great shock at her sudden appearance.

      She went on to quickly explain the reason for their visit and asked if he knew of anyone by the name of Wickwire. The harbormaster frowned and rubbed his stubbled chin. Ink noticed two pistols hanging from his belt and a large rifle leaning against the wall within reach.

      “Can’t say I have, my lady. But there’s lots of characters that come and go through here.”

      “I thought you might have some passenger records we could look through,” she said. “Or account information. Anything that might help us.”

      “Don’t know if that would do any good,” Ink said. “The book said he lived in ancient times. And there was something else . . .” He tapped his finger against his forehead, then suddenly looked up again. “That’s right! It said he was interested in the occult.”

      The harbormaster’s face turned grim. “Occult, eh? Well, there are a few places here with a reputation of that kind. But I couldn’t send you there, ma’am. ‘Specially not with a kid.”

      Ink narrowed his eyes. “Mate, you got no idea what this kid has already dealt with.”

      “Ink,” Seherene warned. She turned back to the man. “Are you aware of any such places that might have been around since ancient times? Perhaps there are myths or legends that people still speak of?”

      He leaned against his desk as he considered the question. The bell of a fishing boat sounded in the distance. A minute later, he stood and walked to a window facing the sea.

      “You see that little peninsula jutting out into the water there?”

      They followed his gaze and saw a point on the shore where the beach rose into a rocky bluff and cut through the water towards the west.

      “Just behind it is a tiny little stone house a few steps from the water.” He raised his hands as if in defense. “Now, there’s lots of sordid stories about things that go on in this part of the city, as you can well imagine. So bad I can’t even stand to live here myself. I go twenty miles to get home so I don’t even have to smell the place. But the pay was too good to turn down, you see, especially when no one else would take the job—”

      “But you were saying . . .” Seherene replied, urging him to return to his point.

      “Uh, yes. See, there’s lots of bad things in Draff Alley. But that little house over there? That’s the one place no one will go near. I saw it once. Put a shiver down my spine. People say it’s haunted. Thieves pillaged the place long ago. It’s all empty now. But nobody will set foot inside again. Not even vagrants and beggars looking for a place to keep dry. And it looks ancient if you ask me.”

      He glanced down at Ink with an uncomfortable expression, then stepped closer to Seherene and cleared his throat.

      “They say a . . . a prostitute used to live there, a long time ago.” He said the word quickly, as if Ink would be less likely to notice it. “But then she up and disappeared one day. Probably murdered. No one knows. All the same, the place gives you bad feelings just to look at it. That was reason enough for me not to go near it again.”
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      Ten minutes later, Ink and the Entress were standing on the beach, staring at the ill-famed house. It did appear ancient, having been built with stones and clay. It was also barely bigger than the harbormaster’s office and had a perfectly flat roof which had long been out of style. The meager remnants of a door rotted away on the ground. The dark entryway gaped at them with all the welcome of an open grave. Gulls circled the bluffs and craggy ridges surrounding the beach, but even they seemed to know better than to go anywhere near the house.

      “You really think we’re gonna find something in there?” Ink asked.

      He couldn’t keep the fear out of his voice, and he almost didn’t care. The place gave him a horrible feeling, just as the harbormaster had said. It was somehow worse than the experience of standing near Margaret’s Spektor-filled house in Burgess Valley. Even the horses snorted and pawed the ground, trying to tug the carriage away.

      When Seherene finally answered, her tone sounded reasonably assured, but he saw by her eyes that she was plenty disturbed. “I don’t know. But I think we must try. I need to be certain my theory is right.”

      “Sh-shall I go in with you, my lady?” the driver asked. He had a hand on his pistol.

      “No. Keep watch out here. We shouldn’t be long, but we may need the coach ready to drive off at top speed. Keep the door open.”

      He nodded. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and marched towards the house. Ink knew he had to follow, though she hadn’t actually said so. As he trudged across the sand, he thought to summon a bit of comfort by telling himself it was just an empty house. But of course, that was the very same thing he’d told himself about Bash’s place, and look where that had gotten him.

      As soon as he set foot inside, a nauseating smell slapped him in the face. It was rot and decay. Something festering or putrefying. He took out Fetch’s handkerchief and put it to his nose, fighting the urge to retch. Seherene was already holding her own handkerchief to her face. The dim light filtering through the entryway proved to be the only source of illumination.

      “Ugh,” Ink said, “how can an empty place smell like this?”

      “That’s easy. It can’t be empty,” the Entress replied.

      The room was utterly bare. The dusty wooden floor sagged and creaked with every step. Salt from the sea had been carried in by the wind and eaten away at the stones in the walls. Seherene walked carefully around without touching anything. Ink was just able to make out a second entryway leading into another room. He approached the threshold and peered inside, but didn’t dare pass through.

      “There’s something shiny on the walls in here.”

      Seherene joined him at the threshold, looked inside, then shut her eyes and held out her hand. An orb of light flashed to life above her palm but quickly disappeared. She took a deep breath into the handkerchief and tried again. The foreboding spirit of the house was getting to her, fraying her nerves and upsetting her concentration. On the second attempt, there was only a small glow which vanished after a few moments. Before he could help it, or think about what he was doing, Ink reached up and put his hand on her arm.

      “Try again,” he said.

      The orb formed once more, and this time stayed alight, hovering over the palm of her hand. She looked down at him.

      “Thank you.”

      There was no smile on her face, but there was gratitude in her voice. That was good enough for him, considering how badly he’d mucked things up. Of course, he didn’t dare tell her his own strength had contributed to the success of the enchantment. Best to let her think he’d only touched her arm as an act of encouragement.

      The second room was equal in size to the first. As she guided the orb around the perimeter, they noticed a series of old mirrors fixed into the walls. They were jagged and crude, many broken, and at least a dozen on each wall at varying heights. The thieves who’d pillaged the house must not have thought the mirrors worth taking, or perhaps had not been able to tear them out of the stone.

      Seherene crouched beside the far wall and brought the orb close to it. “Look at this.”

      Ink knelt beside her. Someone had scratched a dozen curious symbols into a large stone near the floor.

      “These are runes of the First Language,” she said. “Forbidden for over a thousand years.”

      Ink frowned. Caradoc had said that the cover of the Keyholder Book had once been inscribed with such runes, but someone had burned them out after the order came down to blot out all traces of the language.

      “Why forbidden?”

      “No one knows. But it means the last owner of this house was very ancient indeed.”

      Ink stood again and backed away, holding both hands to the handkerchief over his nose. “Hang it all, the smell is even worse in here. And there’s something else, too. Like a sweet perfume. But horrible. Really horrible.”

      Seherene nodded and stood away from the wall. “I think it’s barrow weed. Turns sickly sweet when burnt. Someone must have been using a great deal of it.”

      “For what? They didn’t eat it, did they?”

      “No. I believe it’s an element of the rite to summon demons.”

      “Oh. Fantastic. As if this place couldn’t get any creepier.”

      As he stepped back towards the entryway, the sagging floorboard beneath his right foot splintered and gave way. Ink cried out as he began to fall, but Seherene reached for his arm and pulled him back. He bit his lip to keep from uttering a nasty curse and covered his pounding heart with his hand.

      Seherene knelt beside the hole. With a flick of her wrist, she sent the orb down through it, causing the light to shine from beneath the floor through the cracks. She stood upright fast, as though given a shock, then summoned the light back to her hand.

      “And there is another element. Sacrifices.” She took a step back. “Bones. Human and animal. Quite the unusual hobby for . . . a person of her profession.”

      Someone laughed. It was a woman’s voice, but Seherene hadn’t made the sound. She rushed to Ink and put her hands on his shoulders, her eyes wide. Ink nearly crumpled to the ground in terror as the noise echoed around the room. The next moment, the light went out, leaving them in total darkness.

      Then, one of the mirrors began to glow. It was a weak light, of a sickly shade of green, but shone as if the source lay directly inside the glass.

      “Are you doing that?” Ink asked.

      “No,” the Entress whispered.

      Another mirror began to glow. Then another, and another, until the entire room was bathed in eerie green light. It was then Ink noticed there was writing on the glass. He leaned closer, squinting to make out the lettering. It dripped like some sort of black tar.

      
        
        THE HOURS ARE COMING, CHILD.

        WATCH AND SEE.

      

      

      Each mirror held the same message. Ink’s breath caught in his throat. There was no question—not the smallest, faintest hint of a doubt—that it was a reference to both him and the Wickwire Watch.

      Suddenly, the light was gone again, every mirror dark. Though he couldn’t see her, Ink knew Seherene had reached out her hand and was trying to summon another orb. He had no strength to give her now.

      But in the blink of an eye, the mirrors lit up again, all at once, and this time with a pale red light glowing deep inside. The writing had also changed. What had once been black tar now looked like blood, and it formed into a single word.

      
        
        IMPOSTER

      

      

      The letters oozed down every mirror until drops of it were spattering onto the floor. Seherene pulled Ink closer, and when she spoke again there was a fear and panic in her voice he had never heard before.

      “Ink, look at the door and the hole in the floor. We’re going to hurry in that direction. If the light goes out again as we move, aim for the first, not the second.”

      “Got it,” he squeaked.

      “Go!”

      They broke for the door as the lights went out.
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      They did not catch their breath again until the coach had left Draff Alley. Ink very nearly vomited twice. Seherene tightened her fist around her handkerchief until her knuckles went white. The driver urged the horses on in a near-panic, calling for them to move with all speed. It had frightened him enough simply to see the looks on their faces as they’d fled the house.

      As soon as they returned to the estate, the Entress climbed the stairs to her bedchamber and shut the door. Ink had only energy enough to drag himself to the top of the staircase and plunk down onto the landing. A servant hurried down the hall to Seherene’s door and knocked.

      “My lady? Your mother wishes to speak with you.”

      No answer. The servant knocked again.

      “My lady?”

      Silence. The servant turned and disappeared through a door on the opposite side of the hall. A moment later, Madara herself appeared and shook the doorknob as if to barge her way in.

      “Seherene? Seherene! Open this door at once!”

      “Leave her alone!” Ink cried. “For God’s sake! Just . . . leave her alone.”

      Madara looked at him, at once affronted and bewildered. Ink buried his head in his hands. It was another minute before he finally heard the old woman stomp away down the hall.
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      When night came, Ink made sure to light every lamp and candle in his room. He had one of the servants build a large fire in the hearth and asked that several extra logs of firewood be stacked beside it so that he could keep it burning until morning. The servant looked perplexed, but as he was not accustomed to asking questions, he did as Ink requested.

      Ink sat up in bed with the covers bunched up under his chin. He wouldn’t sleep. How could he? He hadn’t felt this way since his dead grandfather had whisked him away to an Otherworld. And he hadn’t actually seen a Spektor this time. It was worse, in fact. Far worse.

      They had been in the presence of the Mistress.

      A gentle knock came at his door.

      “Come in,” he said.

      It was Seherene. She was terribly pale and held a look of deep anguish in her eyes. She shut the door behind her, then went to sit on the far corner of his bed.

      “Are you going to be all right?” she asked.

      He’d never seen her in such a state before. It was almost horrible enough to make him forget his own terror.

      “Eventually,” he replied. “Always takes a few days. Maybe months, in this case.”

      She brushed a hand over the bedcover. “Ink, I know you are cautious about sharing information. But you must tell me. To your knowledge, is the oracle woman and the Mistress of the Spektors the same person?”

      Ink’s eyes widened. “You know about the Mistress? And the oracle, too?”

      “I know enough. Rivalia claimed a woman calling herself an oracle had alerted the Colonists to the danger on Damiras. Since we could never find any evidence of this ourselves, nor of the woman’s existence, we counted it as another falsehood meant to paint them as innocent. As for the Mistress . . . tracking down a Keyholder made it necessary to learn as much as I could about the Spektors. She’s hidden herself very well. Even from most stories and myths. But I found her eventually.”

      “She knew you, too,” Ink said. “That second message. ‘Imposter’. It was meant for you, wasn’t it?”

      Her mouth quivered. She glanced away and shook her head. “That is a story for another time. Now tell me. Is the oracle and the Mistress the same person?”

      Ink loosened his hold on the bedcovers. After everything that had happened, he couldn’t refuse her now. Besides, revealing it would do no harm in the end. At least, not that he could see.

      He nodded.

      Her gaze fell to the bed again. She traced her finger along the stitching with a pained look. “When you told the Plumsleys of his intent to seek out the Mistress, I began to wonder if they hadn’t met before. An oracle who supposedly reveals a great tragedy before it happens, and then disappears before she can be questioned about it, is highly suspicious. In the old days, oracles were supposed to be as solid and reliable as priests. But if I assume this woman is something more nefarious, and a Keyholder is involved soon after in that same tragedy, is it not conceivable that they worked together to bring it about?”

      “What?” Ink said. “You’re saying Caradoc is working with the Mistress? That’s impossible!”

      “No. It is not. It also fits my theory that the Spektor Crypt is the same as this Middling House he is trying to find. A place he will not tell the rest of you about. But both having direct ties to the Mistress of the Spektors.”

      Ink didn’t know what to say. Laid out that way, it did make sense. The pieces fit. All except for the man around whom these theories revolved. Ink had never once sensed in Caradoc a lust for power or control, nor any hatred or bitterness towards the Entrians. He’d never even claimed some lofty cause or idealistic vision the way Ink had heard others do, like Coram and Pallaton. So something had to be in the wrong place. Either the pieces or the person. But he wasn’t about to press the matter now. He couldn’t bear to put her in a worse frame of mind.

      He glanced over at the fire flickering in the hearth. “Do you think . . . Wickwire was there? Under those floorboards?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps.”

      She sighed, heavier than he had ever heard, and put a hand to her brow.

      “It does get easier,” Ink said. “Just wait a few days. You’ll see.”

      “I appreciate the concern. But like you, I have also dealt with a thing or two in my time.”

      “Aw, that don’t really matter. Not how many times you deal with things. Not how bad they are. What matters is who’s there to look after you when it’s over. Which is why you should move out of here and get your own place.”

      For the first time in what felt like forever, a smile lifted the corner of her mouth. She looked around the room. “You’re probably right. But my mother wants me here.”

      Ink raised an eyebrow. “You gonna tell her what happened?”

      “No.”

      “You gonna tell anyone else? Pallaton? Coram? Marlas? Bill Stone?”

      “Probably not. At least, not yet. I think.”

      This time, Ink raised both eyebrows. “And d’you wanna know why you won’t tell ‘em?”

      Half-amused, half-annoyed, she looked at him over her shoulder. “Why?”

      He sat forward. “Because you keep miserable company. They’re all terrible! The lot of ‘em! Your mother, I’m sorry to say, is the meanest woman I ever met. Bill is cruel. Pallaton is spiteful. And Coram’s a pompous ass.”

      She smirked. “Then I suppose I deserve every one of those adjectives as well.”

      “No. No, that’s just it. You’re none of those things. You’ve been through the worst there is. Had your heart broken something terrible. Only you haven’t let it poison you.”

      She stood and moved towards the door, rubbing her arms. “You are incredibly kind to say so. But you think too well of me. The things I saw on Damiras shattered every foundation upon which I lived my life. Every stronghold I clung to. My father and brother are gone, my mother no longer recognizable. My faith . . . shaken to the core. Memories are recalled only with great pain, even if they were once happy. Hopes and dreams are nothing now but ashes and dust.”

      She glanced at a candle on the table that had lost its flame. Reaching down, she rekindled it between her finger and thumb.

      “My poison is emptiness. As great and as dark as anything I’ve ever known. Without end. And all the days of my life are now in service of such heavy things as judgement and punishment. Wendolen Plumsley called me the Angel of Death not one month ago. It bothered me to hear it. But I realize now she was right.”

      She put a hand on the doorknob and looked at him again.

      “If I ever see you talking to another Colonist again without my permission, or hear you conspiring to free them, I will consider our deal broken. Then I will not be able to make any promises concerning your safety. Is that clear?”

      She wasn’t angry this time, but deadly serious.

      Ink frowned. “You said it bothered you. Being called the Angel of Death. Don’t you see? That’s what makes you different. It wouldn’t have bothered any of the others.”

      Her face became hard as stone, and she left the room without another word.
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      It was a rare morning for Simon. For the first time since reuniting with his family, he found himself alone in the house. Andrew was at work, his father had gone to one of the local schools to pick up papers that needed grading, and his mother had set out for the market with Sophie and Lydia. He looked for chores to do inside the house—washed all the dishes, swept all the floors, and did anything else to make himself useful. In forty-five minutes, he finished every task he could think to do.

      The log pile near the back fence was fast becoming empty. His family had never allowed him to set foot outside for more than five minutes, lest a neighbor catch a glimpse of him. But the neighbors’ houses were a good distance away, and he had to do something constructive with his time. Andrew was often too tired after a long day’s work to even think about lifting an axe, and his father’s usual aches and pains were noticeably worse whenever he took on the job, though he would never admit to it.

      Simon walked around the house, looking through all the windows and confirming to himself that there were no other living souls in sight. He then donned his coat, his father’s gardening hat, and wrapped a thick scarf around his neck before striding outside. The hat and scarf were the only articles Sophie had been able to offer him in the way of a disguise.

      It was the best sort of exercise on a chilly day, and he felt better with every swing of the axe. In fifteen minutes he’d made up the deficiency in the wood pile but was enjoying himself so much that he decided to make a secondary pile next to the first.

      “Excuse me!”

      Simon froze and glanced towards the front garden from under the brim of his hat. Somehow, a man had driven up in a wagon without him noticing. He turned towards the stranger but kept his face as hidden as he could. The man in the wagon seat was an older gentleman with a prodigious beard. He took a pipe out of his mouth as he spoke again.

      “I’m looking for the Elias family. Am I in the right place?”

      Simon rested the axe on the stump but kept close to it. It was too late for him to dash inside and lock himself in a room. Fortunately, the stranger didn’t appear dangerous. There was even something vaguely familiar about him. Perhaps he was an old friend of his parents.

      “Right place,” he answered. “But I’m afraid no one else is home.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s no bother. The person I came to see don’t live here anyway.”

      The man looped the reins over a hook and climbed down. Simon stood still, making no effort to meet him. As he approached, the man withdrew an envelope from inside his coat.

      “I, uh, got this letter a few days ago. From Simon Elias. You his brother?”

      “In-law,” Simon answered.

      “I see. Well . . . I’m Edwin Hart. Abner’s brother.”

      Simon let go of the axe—as well as his guarded front—and stepped forward to grasp his hand. That was the reason the man had seemed so familiar. Now that he was closer, he saw the resemblance as clear as day. “Mr. Hart. It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I was . . . so very sorry to hear about your brother’s passing.”

      Edwin nodded. “Nice of you to say. Not many would give their condolences to the brother of a Colonist. That’s why I wanted to come by while I was in town. To say thanks in person.” He held up the envelope again for a moment. “I don’t know exactly how or when Simon managed to send this to me, but it means a lot. He said a lot of nice things about Abner. About Theresa and Evering, too. Just had to tell his family how much I appreciated it.”

      Simon wanted to hug him. Wanted to share in his grief and mourning. But all he could do was stand there. “How have you been bearing up?”

      Edwin shrugged. “Ah, you know. Doing the best we can, like everyone else.”

      Simon nodded. “Bit more difficult for a Colonists’ family, though.”

      “Aye. The wife and I lost some friends. Had to find new work. Same as you, I expect. But we get by.” He cleared his throat and stuffed the envelope back into his coat pocket. “Well, I don’t want to take up any more of your time.”

      Simon reached for his hand again. “Take care of yourself, sir. We live in hope everything will be put to rights again. Perhaps very soon.”

      “That’s just what he put in the letter,” Edwin said. “I pray it comes true.”

      He turned back to the wagon. Simon followed, watching as he swung up into the seat and took hold of the reins again.

      “I’m sure . . .” Simon paused, uncertain whether or not it was wise to continue. He decided on it anyway. “I’m sure the others are taking good care of Evering. He won’t be alone.”

      Edwin considered this for a long moment before answering. “He’s a good lad. Losing a parent is never easy, of course. But to lose both at such a young age—that can be a dangerous thing.” He sighed, then touched his hand to his hat. “Give my best to the rest of your family.”

      “I will.”

      Simon watched him drive off as tears pricked at his eyes for the entire Hart family. Once the wagon was out of sight, he returned to the wood pile and grabbed an armful of logs.

      He was in such deep thought, he didn’t notice the wolf sitting by the back kitchen door—until he’d almost stepped on him. With a cry of alarm he jolted backward, scattering the logs to the ground.

      The wolf was unfazed. Its yellow eyes stared at him calmly. There was no menace, no growls or bared teeth. Simon glanced back to see how far the axe was from his reach. But then the wolf laid down and lowered its head onto its forepaws. A chink of glass and metal sounded, and two spyglasses emerged from within the furry white folds of its neck.

      Simon’s jaw dropped. There was no mistaking what they were, which meant someone had sent the wolf to find him. He laughed aloud in sheer relief.

      “Mavie! Oh you dear, sweet, clever woman!”

      Moving with caution, he approached the wolf, knelt down, and took one of the spyglasses from around its neck. He pressed the center of the glass with his thumb, then quickly covered it with both hands. He saw the light flash blindingly bright between his fingers. When it had faded again, he opened his hands to find the object glowing blue. The second spyglass around the wolf’s neck also flickered to life, though its great tufts of fur hid the signal’s first intense flare.

      “Oh, good boy,” he said, grinning. “Or girl. Wolf. Good wolf.”

      He slipped the chain over his head and tucked the glass beneath his shirt.

      “You came all the way from Mastmarner to give this to me? That must mean you crossed the Lockhorns. And in winter! All right, stay here for a minute. Stay.”

      He rose and retreated into the kitchen. When he returned a few moments later, it was with a bowl of milk and a plate of leftover chicken, bones and all. He set it down in front of the wolf, who instantly stood and scarfed down the meal. Simon sat on the ground beside it and gazed up at the sky, wanting to shout for joy.

      When the wolf finished, Simon risked reaching out to pat its head. “Good wolf. Thank you. A thousand times thank you. You’ve got one more delivery to make now, but don’t push yourself too hard. You have to take care of yourself, all right?”

      The wolf licked its jaws, then turned and trotted to the back garden fence, slipped under it, and headed northward. In only a few moments, the beast had disappeared in the midst of the snowy field. Simon remained sitting on the ground a few minutes more, thanking God.

      The time with his family had done his heart a world of good. There were days he could almost make himself believe he’d never been away, that nothing terrible had ever happened, and that he was free to stay as long as he liked. But freedom was the very problem. Until the Colonists could find a way to exonerate themselves, they and their families were all either fugitives or prisoners of some sort, even if not living behind actual bars. Riverfall would be coming for him now, and once they were all together again, they would have to press on with the plan; find the Mistress, obtain a confession of her treachery, and finally clear their names.
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      Days passed. There was no telling how far away the floating village was, or how soon it would be able to get to him, but he pressed the spyglass every hour to make sure they would see the signal. He said nothing about it to his family. He knew they would only start to mourn his departure and make desperate pleas for him to stay. It made every moment bittersweet. He did his best to commit every detail to memory—each meal together, each conversation, each expression and sound of laughter. He would need it all alive and well in his heart if he was to bear another nine years apart from them.

      Five days later, he sat at the kitchen table helping his father grade term papers. His mother stood at the sink and hummed as she scrubbed the pots and pans. The field beyond the window glowed like ice under the bright moonlight.

      Willard sighed and shook his gray head. “If ever there was a lost art, it is grammar.”

      “Mhm,” Simon said, “with punctuation coming in a close second. Some of these sentences are so ridiculous I don’t know whether I should laugh or cry.”

      “So you don’t miss it then? Teaching?”

      Simon tapped his pen against the table. “I do, actually. It brought plenty of headaches, of course, but there were also rewards enough to make up for it. I never really found that kind of satisfaction with any other work.”

      “Well, God willing, you’ll be able to get back to it one day.”

      “If it’s the children you miss,” Eula said, “I can think of other ways to make up that deficiency.”

      Simon put a hand to his brow. “Mother, you are unbelievable.”

      “Well? You’re forty years old. I expected at least three grandchildren from you by now.”

      “I have been a bit busy trying to stay alive. Really. Of all the things to be worrying about.” He looked to his father for help, but Willard only smirked and continued grading.

      “There are married couples amongst your group of friends, aren’t there?” she continued. “It can’t be so impossible to meet someone.”

      “One. We are down to one married couple. That’s how difficult it is.”

      “There you are, then. Difficult is not impossible.”

      “What about that Margaret woman?” Willard said. “You’ve said some very nice things about her.”

      “Dad, don’t you start, too.”

      “Your eyes do rather light up when you mention her, dear,” Eula said with a knowing look.

      Simon glanced between his parents. “Can we change the subject? Please?”

      His mother shrugged and turned back to the sink. He squinted down at the paragraph in front of him and tried to concentrate. He shook his head, wrinkling his brow in frustration.

      “It’s a lost cause, anyway. Do you know the very last thing she said to me? She said, ‘Don’t think of me. Don’t waste your time. It’s not worth it.’ See? Over before it began.”

      Willard set down his pen and leaned back in his chair with his arms crossed. “Well, that don’t sound like a rejection at all. Not of you, at least.”

      “What do you mean? Of course it is.”

      “Your father’s right,” Eula said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Consider the words she used. Waste of time. Not worth it. I know you were probably too busy getting your own feelings hurt to hear what she was really saying . . .”

      “She’s referring to her own worth,” Willard continued. “How she feels about herself. Telling you not to spare a thought to her is her way of protecting you. Not from disappointment over rejection. But from whatever it is she feels is so terrible about herself.”

      “Exactly,” his mother replied.

      It was Simon’s turn to lean back in his chair. “You really think so?”

      Just then, Sophie breezed into the kitchen with Lydia in her arms. The child’s hair was damp and she chewed on the arm of her stuffed toy rabbit.

      “Here we are!” Sophie said, bringing her around the table. “All scrubbed up and ready for bed. Say goodnight to Uncle Simon now.”

      Simon smiled and stood. He kissed the child on the head, which smelled of lavender soap, and shook the paw of her toy rabbit. “Goodnight, Lydia. Goodnight, Mr. Whiskers. Sweet dreams.”

      “Guud,” was all the reply Lydia could manage.

      “Oh. By the way,” Sophie said. “That business you asked me to tell the station about? That Percival chap? They got him this morning.”

      Simon felt a shiver of dread at the mere mention of the professor’s name but managed a nod of gratitude. He glanced around the kitchen, a lump forming in his throat at the thought of leaving them again. He put his hand lightly on Lydia’s curly head.

      “Do you know how lucky you are to have this woman as your mother, Lydia? Don’t give her too much trouble, all right? Nor your dad, neither.”

      Sophie furrowed her brow. “You know you scare me when you talk like this.”

      “I know.” He leaned forward and kissed his sister’s cheek. “Good night.”

      “Good night,” she said, then brought Lydia to her grandparents for kisses.

      When they had gone from the kitchen again, Eula untied her apron and slung it over the sink. She held out her arms to Simon, who went to embrace her.

      “Good night,” she said. “Sleep well. Maybe tomorrow you can help me paint these cupboards like your father keeps promising to do.”

      “Sure, Mum.”

      She leaned around him. “Don’t keep him up too late, Willard.”

      He mock-saluted her. “Aye aye, ma’am.”
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      They worked on the papers for another two hours. There were sporadic snatches of conversation, but they mostly kept a comfortable silence. When the fire burned too low in the stove for them to feel the warmth, Simon got up and added a few more logs. The soot from the oven handle left a black mark across his palm. As he went to the sink and washed his hands, he glanced out the window for the hundredth time that day.

      A figure stood in the field beyond the back fence. His heart skipped a beat, then leapt into his mouth. He stifled a gasp, then lunged for his coat and pushed through the back door.

      “Back in a minute, Dad!”

      He ran out into the garden, kicking up snow as he went. His heart had settled back into his chest but now beat twice as fast. He stopped short of the fence and looked out. A smile spread wide across his face.

      It was Margaret. She returned his smile, but with a look that also suggested she was holding back tears. Simon started forward again, then stopped and turned.

      His father stood in the doorway. His wrinkled face had fallen into utter gloom. A chill breeze blew across the field and into the house. Willard seemed not to notice. With his heart now sinking, Simon returned to him, hardly knowing what to say but wearing an apologetic expression that likely told his father all he needed to know.

      “So,” Willard said. “The time is come.”

      Simon nodded. It had been three weeks since his escape from Percival’s lair. Three weeks of paradise in his childhood home with his loving family. It felt like an entire lifetime had gone by and yet was still far too short a time. He swept forward and took his father in a tight embrace.

      “I’m sorry I have to leave you like this. I’m sorry your lives are so hard because of me. But we’re going to try and make everything right again, whatever it takes. I promise. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

      “Ah, don’t worry about us. We’ll manage. You just stay safe. All of you stay safe. I don’t want to see any more of your names in the paper.” He put his hand on his son’s head. “Lord, I never realized what a selfish man I am ‘til now. I would have you stay forever.”

      “I know, Dad. I know.” Simon pulled back. “Say goodbye to the others for me. Mum and Sophie might lock me in my room if I tried it myself. And thank you for all you’ve done for me. God knows you didn’t have to risk so much.”

      “God knows I did. You’re my son.” Willard’s mouth quivered as he put a hand to Simon’s face. “When you were grown, I used to pride myself on the fact that you’d become a good man. But now . . . after everything that’s happened, all you’ve done . . . I realize I was wrong. You’re a great one.”

      They embraced again, this time with Simon fighting back tears. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” His father clapped him on the shoulder and stepped back. “Go on, now. The sooner you leave, the sooner you can return.”

      Simon tried to smile, nodded another goodbye, then forced himself to finally turn and head towards the field.

      The Drifter was nowhere in sight, but a hull-shaped depression in the snow told him it was not far from where Margaret stood. His eyes did not leave her face, and he didn’t stop walking until he was close enough to shake hands with her. He did his best to keep his composure, but whatever look of adoration there was in his eyes could not be helped. It had been a month since he’d last seen her in person. In his thoughts, however, they had met every day.

      He held out his hand. “Well met, Mary.”

      At the sound of the name she used in disguise, she lifted her chin and grasped his hand. “Well met, Wentworth. Long has it been since last I saw you.”

      These were the opening phrases of the password he’d botched in such spectacular fashion at their very first meeting. The first words they’d ever spoken. Her eyes shone as she said them, and her voice was strange—halting, almost hoarse. She glanced back towards the house. Willard still stood in the doorway, watching.

      “My father,” Simon said.

      A look of awe filled her expression. She raised a hand to him in greeting. Willard did the same, along with a cordial nod, then withdrew into the kitchen with a heavy step and closed the door behind him.

      “Good Lord,” Margaret said, still astonished. “Your family? You found them again? After all this time? Are you sure you want to leave?”

      It was a terrible choice. A terrible temptation. But he knew the right course, and it did not lead behind him. He took a deep breath and nodded, then reached for her hand.

      “Let’s go home.”

      She took his hand and let him lead the way back to the Drifter. When they had passed through the shroud enchantment, and the vessel appeared before their eyes, he helped her aboard before following.

      “You came alone?” he asked.

      “Yes. The village can’t afford too many people away at once. Martin can explain the details when we get there.”
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      His return to Riverfall was another family reunion all over again, full of hugs and kisses and much-needed handkerchiefs. He embraced Evering the longest. The young man had clearly been gutted, but he was also happy to have Simon home and didn’t hesitate to say so. It was a good ten minutes before they climbed the stairs out of the pipeworks, so intent were they to shower him with affection and attentiveness. Then it was off to the kitchen for supper and everyone telling their stories around the glow of the oven.

      He told Evering about meeting his Uncle Edwin. He told Delia about her family, and how she now had twice as many grandchildren as when she left. They told him everything that had happened in his absence, and of their efforts to call on Mavie for help in finding their lost friends. It was frustrating not to have located everyone as quickly as they’d hoped, but there was also great relief in knowing the plan was working.

      With the radiators now out of commission, they’d taken to sleeping on pillows and mattresses in the kitchen, keeping the oven burning all night. Before bedding down, Martin pulled Simon into another embrace.

      “Good to have you home again, brother,” he said.

      Simon’s heart filled with joy. Yes, there was plenty of grief and heartache to go around. New troubles arose every day, as well as the pain of grim worries yet unresolved. Still, in spite of everything, he realized how truly fortunate he was. He’d been given two families, twice the love and joy and laughter, with neither taking anything away from the other. It was a treasure he would not part with for anything in the world.
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      Dr. Tyrus rubbed a hand over his beard as he waited for the guard to remove the shield around Riva’s cell. It was eight o’clock in the evening—the hour he always dreaded most.

      “There you are, sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      He stepped inside. A flash of blue light flared in his peripheral vision as the shield was raised again. The young prisoner sat on her cot, leaning against the wall. She was as pale as Josephina Plumsley had been while fighting a deadly fever only a few weeks ago. There were dark rings under her lids, and her blue eyes were no longer bright or searching. She hadn’t even bothered to wash her hair for many days. He knelt beside her and withdrew a bottle and syringe from his bag. She seemed not to notice him, her gaze firmly set on the thin blanket heaped on the corner of the cot.

      “How are you, Riva?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer. He wasn’t surprised. He’d been injecting her not only with the focus-numbing serum, but also with the Waking Nightmare hallucinogen. He hated it. Hated seeing her deteriorate, as he knew she would. But the order to administer the drug had come from the highest level. In service of the ‘greater good’. He was starting to hate that phrase as well.

      “I heard shouting,” she said. “Outside the door.”

      Tyrus nodded as he filled the syringe. “That was your mother. She wanted to see you again before your trial but the guards wouldn’t allow it.”

      Riva’s brow wrinkled in anxiety. “Is it tomorrow?”

      “It is. Tomorrow morning. I will be here to escort you to the courthouse. You remember I told you there will be a big crowd wanting to see you?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t be frightened,” he said. “There are enchantments in place to protect you, and to prevent anyone from forcing their way in. All those who stand outside the courthouse will also be able to hear what you say, but it won’t work the other way around.”

      He took her gently by the arm and pressed the needle into her skin. As the hallucinogen coursed into her veins, she fixed her dull gaze on the gemstone beneath his collar.

      “That’s a lovely crest jewel,” she said. “I wish now I had kept mine.”

      He pulled out the needle and wrapped a narrow strip of cloth around her arm. It wasn’t really needed any longer—her veins had been punctured so many times the blood no longer flowed freely—but he thought it might make her feel better having it tended to this way.

      “What is your clan name?”

      He glanced up at her, surprised by the question. “Uldasar.”

      Her gaze fell again to the jewel. “How many lost on Damiras?”

      He stuffed the bottle and syringe back into his bag but remained kneeling with his forearm on his knee. “Twelve. And one with permanent brain damage.”

      She clasped her bandaged arm to her chest and leaned her head against the wall. “I’m sorry. Really, I am.”

      Tyrus stood and stepped back to the shield as the guard removed it.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

      He followed the guard through the door and into the tunnel leading up to the house. As soon as the door closed behind them, the guard cleared his throat.

      “Excuse me, Doctor.”

      “Yes?”

      The guard frowned, looking both embarrassed and uneasy. “Some of us have heard her shouting in her sleep. Sometimes screaming. Quite literally, screaming. We’re becoming concerned she might . . . harm herself in such a state. Is there anything you could give her to stop whatever dreams she’s having?”

      Tyrus straightened his coat. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      The entire city was shut down the next day. No one remained in any of the schools, offices, or workhouses. No one in the government buildings or on the docks. Everyone had come to press around the great glass courthouse, spilling out into the streets in every direction. Some had brought chairs and packed lunches. Some were content to sit on snowbanks and icy pavements. Nothing would keep the Entrian people away from the trial of a Colonist.

      The crowd was the first thing Riva noticed as Tyrus led her up a flight of stairs and into the center of the Diamond Court. At the sight of them, her eyes grew wide and she gripped his arm tighter. He did his best to keep her steady as they went to a chair set in the middle of the chamber. As soon as she was seated, a guard raised his arm and summoned a flash of blue light which fell around her before disappearing. On instinct, Riva reached out a hand to see how close the shield had been placed. Her fingers did not extend three inches beyond the chair before it struck the invisible barrier.

      Tyrus took his own seat beside the court reporter. He watched as Riva’s wide blue eyes took stock of the rest of the room. The Elders—five women and five men—sat atop a raised dais across from her chair, looking down from gilded, throne-like seats. Each was dressed in a fine robe of ancient fashion. Between Riva and the Elders, Chief Prosecutor Pallaton and Defense Counselor Drystan stood at small podiums across from one another. Pallaton shuffled a sheaf of documents. Drystan caught her eye and tried to give her a supportive smile. She did not return the favor.

      Instead, she glanced over her shoulder. Tyrus wondered if she actually recognized any of the important people sitting in the first row. Among them were the Lady Seherene, the Lady Madara, the lord mayor of Ciras, Deputy Commissioner Coram, and Lord Malkimar. The next few rows behind were reserved for the trial witnesses, most of whom Tyrus had never seen before, apart from Riva’s parents. Her mother looked as though she might burst into tears at any moment. The sullen man beside her—whom he assumed was Riva’s father—merely looked angry.

      The rest of the seats were filled with Entrian journalists, priests and priestesses, a small contingency of Colonist-hunters, and the heads of the oldest Entrian families—always afforded a place of honor at any important society function. Among the priestesses was the red-haired woman who had approached Tyrus and Drystan about ministering to the young prisoner in her cell. She and Riva managed to catch each other’s eye for a moment, and the older woman offered a nod of encouragement. Riva tightened her lips in return. It was the only smile she could manage.

      From the row of Elders, Lady Theia stood and cast her solemn gaze across the chamber. “Who will serve as impartial observers for this court? To bear witness to what is spoken in truth and what is spoken to deceive?”

      Two priestesses stood from their seats in the back row.

      “I will serve,” they said, one after the other.

      Theia indicated to the two empty chairs beside the dais. “Take your places.”

      As the Entresses made their way forward, Theia sat down again and fixed her piercing gaze on the pale young woman in the center chair.

      “State your name and the name of your family.”

      Riva, in her exhausted state, did not immediately answer, but seemed almost confused by the command. She cast about, glancing at the people around her as if wanting to ask for help.

      “Your name,” Theia said again, this time with annoyance, “and the name of your family.”

      She blinked a few times, then drew a deep breath before answering.

      “Riva. Of the Colonists.”

      The Elder narrowed her eyes. “Perhaps you do not understand me. Give us your birth name and the name of your family. The designation of your clan.”

      The young woman lifted her chin and spoke a little louder.

      “Riva . . . of the Colonists.”

      Whispers and murmurs echoed around the chamber. Tyrus glanced to his left. Riva’s mother wiped tears from her eyes. Her father’s face had turned three shades of red.

      “Very well,” Theia replied, then gestured to the Elder sitting to her right. “Lord Havren.”

      He leaned forward in his chair and looked out across the crowd. “The High Council wishes to remind the court that the defendant stands accused of aiding and fraternizing with wanted criminals. It is on this basis that she will be questioned, judged, and sentenced. Any claims or arguments over the Colonists’ alleged innocence have no bearing on these hearings, particularly as the defendant was not present on Damiras, did not personally witness the event, and therefore cannot be relied upon as an infallible attestor to those claims. Lord Pallaton, Lord Drystan, you are both in agreement with this?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Very good. You may proceed.”

      “Wait,” Riva said. “Wait. This isn’t . . . this isn’t necessary.”

      The High Council frowned down at her.

      “How do you mean?” Lady Parvus asked from the far end of the dais.

      Riva glanced around the room, gripping the arms of her chair. “I’m guilty.”

      “What did you say?” Havren asked.

      “I am guilty,” she repeated louder. “I did whatever I could to help the Colonists. And I’d do it again if given the chance. So there’s no need for all this. No need to put my parents through it, or anyone else here. You can just sentence me and be done with it.”

      “But to make a determination on that sentencing,” Theia said, “we need to hear the full facts of the case.”

      Riva lowered her gaze. Tyrus saw she had begun to tremble. Whether from fear or from the draining effects of her nightly treatments, he couldn’t tell. Pallaton stepped out from behind his podium and addressed the Elders.

      “My ladies, my lords, if you would permit me to question the defendant, I believe I may be able to shed some light on the situation.”

      The Elders exchanged glances between themselves, which turned to nods of agreement.

      “Carry on, Lord Pallaton,” Theia said.

      He put his hand to his heart and proffered a slight bow of his head, then turned to Riva and approached her with his hands clasped behind his back.

      “In the course of our investigations, it has become known that you fled from your family’s house six years ago to avoid an arranged marriage. Is this correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “You then enlisted as a Colonist-hunter, receiving your first commission and a horse by which you could flee even farther, but not before lying about your age to do so. Is this also correct?”

      She bowed her head. “Yes.”

      He circled her chair. “It was your first time away from home. You were frightened, naïve, desperate, yet headstrong enough to risk a great deal. There are people in this courthouse . . .” He gestured towards the crowd standing beyond the glass walls. “People out there, who want to see you executed for where that headstrong stubbornness led you. I have spoken with your parents. With friends, teachers, neighbors. Even your former fiancé. And I have determined that what truly led you astray was no evil intent, but merely your fear, naïveté, and desperation.” He stopped beside her chair and tugged on his cufflinks. “Did you go looking for them? Or did they find you?”

      “It . . . it was an accident. I was out of money. I didn’t know what to do. They said . . . they said they wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “And in exchange for taking care of you,” Pallaton said, “you promised to aid them in return. What kind of enchantments did you summon for them? Did you lay shrouds around their hideouts? Lay spelltraps for their enemies? Your recent actions in the Mastmarner Library have already proved you were able to hone your fighting skills while in their company.”

      She shook her head and put a hand to her brow. “I . . . I did whatever I could. But there was no wrong in it. No wrong in helping innocent people.”

      “And this you determined by your lie detection abilities?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lie detection,” Pallaton said again, this time addressing the court. “An infallible ability given to Entrian women.” He raised a finger. “But only when not emotionally compromised.” He looked back at Riva. “And as we have already established, you were afraid, naïve, and desperate.”

      “But . . . there is also the verse.”

      “Verse? What verse?”

      She took another deep breath and glanced over her shoulder at the red-haired priestess. “The verse from the holy texts. ‘You will know them by the deeds of their hands and the substance of their hearts.’ Never—in all the time I was with them—did I see them do anything dishonorable. Never did they speak a despicable word. They were . . . loving. They were tenderhearted and kind and good. And there was no deception in it. No lie.”

      Pallaton raised his hands in deference to the Elders. “We have already determined we are not here to pronounce judgement on the Colonists who remain at large. That is yet to come. But for the sake of proving to you the depth of your misguided reasoning, let us consider the deeds of their hands and the substance of their hearts. Since you have been with them, they have assaulted government agents, robbed local businesses, put innocent bystanders in harm’s way by taking up arms, attacked and tortured a high-ranking member of their own government, and attempted to murder a much beloved and respected member of ours by bringing a five-ton statue crashing down onto her ship.”

      “In self-defense!” Riva said. “For their own survival!”

      Pallaton reached out a hand towards the first row of seats behind her. “Mr. Coram, sir.”

      Coram, looking as grave and noble as he could manage, gripped his cane and struggled to rise onto his braced legs.

      “You had Isaac Caradoc under brief arrest in Mastmarner. You did not seek to harm him or to end his life there, but to bring him to this court, correct?”

      Coram squared his shoulders. “Yes.”

      “Yet he broke your legs anyway.”

      “Yes, sir. He did.”

      “Thank you. Lady Seherene.”

      As Coram took his seat again, Seherene stood. Tyrus hid a smile. There was reluctance in her movement. She was clearly not pleased with being singled out.

      “Madam,” Pallaton said, “at any time before, during, or after your ship was attacked in Watcher’s Pass, did you threaten the Colonists’ lives?”

      “No.”

      “Were you even aware of their presence when your ship first entered the pass?”

      “No, I was not.”

      “Thank you.” He circled back to the front of Riva’s chair. “An arrest attempt repaid with needless torture. And an unprovoked attack on an unsuspecting official. Tell me, Riva, did you ever try to stop your loving friends from doing any of these things?”

      She wouldn’t look at him. By that, he had his answer.

      “So this I will put to you,” he continued, “that in your distress, your confused emotional state, you were easily deceived. Easily led. Easily preyed upon and drawn into their deceptions. And all by making their actions seem so very honorable and noble. But a lie is still a lie.” He watched her face closely as he folded his arms. “The people of Harroway now sit in Talas Prison for the same crimes of which you stand accused. When they were questioned on their interactions with the Colonists, they testified that you were known to them by the name Charlotte Watkins. Is your name Charlotte Watkins?”

      A tear slipped down Riva’s cheek. She wiped it away and answered in a whisper. “No.”

      Pallaton turned his back on her and faced the dais. “My ladies, my lords, she has admitted her guilt, but now perhaps you see more clearly the nature of it. There was ignorance, yes, but no malice. Blind faith, but no bloodlust. The young woman you see before you is no monster, but a poor soul who has been corrupted by her captors. I pray they are soon brought before this court to answer to this crime, among so many others. May every Entrian soul do all they can to aid us in this effort. And may God grant us justice.”

      As Pallaton returned to his podium, a sudden flurry of motion caught Tyrus’s eye. Those standing outside the glass courthouse had raised their fists into the air with impassioned shouts and calls, though the sound did not pass through the silencing enchantment.

      Lord Terimar, sitting on the other side of Havren, tilted his head as he regarded the young woman. “We have been told you made a confession regarding the Colonists’ whereabouts. That their hiding place changes constantly, and that you are not aware of their current location. Is this true?”

      Riva closed her eyes, looking as though she would be sick, and nodded. The Elders glanced at the priestesses sitting near the dais. After a long moment, they looked back at the High Council and dipped their heads. She was telling the truth.

      “Lord Drystan,” Terimar said, “have you anything to say?”

      Drystan rounded his podium and stood before the dais. “Only this, my lord. My client has already admitted her guilt, which means my duty turns to the pursuit of proper justice for her. Lord Pallaton has made a shrewd and forgiving case for leniency, which is courageous of any chief prosecutor in any court of law. With my own voice, I plead for the same. This girl no more deserves death than a dog who wandered into a bandit’s camp and stayed for the scraps they gave it. If you see fit to punish her, I ask that there be a measure of mercy in it. The sooner to let us see to her rehabilitation, and to restore her to her proper place in our great society.”

      He stepped back to the podium. The Elders talked amongst themselves in low voices. Riva remained sitting with her eyes closed. Lady Theia raised her gaze and addressed the court.

      “There will be a three-minute recess.”

      She flicked her wrist, placing a silencing enchantment around the dais. All eyes watched as the High Council deliberated, gesturing and giving their passionate opinion without a single sound of it to be heard. Tyrus looked at Riva again. She was wilting, bowing her head and leaning to one side as though she might collapse. Riva’s mother stood from her chair with a look of concern. Tyrus hurried forward and made a signal to a nearby guard to drop the shield. As soon as it was gone, he put an arm around her to support her.

      “Steady on. This will soon be over.”

      “I feel so strange,” she said.

      He felt another stab of guilt in his heart. A minute later, Theia removed the silencing enchantment and stood from her seat.

      “The trial shall be adjourned until a later date.” She glared down at Riva. “This, young lady, should give you adequate time to consider your fate. The punishment for aiding the Colonists is a lifetime in Stalikos Prison, and there you shall reside, make no mistake. But the length of your stay falls on you to decide. The more you tell us about your time with the Colonists, however small or trifling the detail, the further we will reduce the severity of your sentence. Consider carefully.” She looked out to the crowd. “We reconvene in three weeks.”

      Tyrus’s heart sank. It meant three more weeks of injecting her with the Waking Nightmare. She would be reduced to a cowering, blubbering wreck, like all the other Colonists who’d gone before her. The courthouse erupted into loud conversation as the Elders descended from the dais. Two guards approached to escort Riva back to her cell.

      “Gently now. Gently,” Tyrus said, helping her down from the chair. “I’ll be there soon.”

      As they took her away, he hurried through the crowd in search of Drystan. When he found him, he pulled him aside and spoke in a low voice.

      “She can’t take much more. Even if she does decide to talk, she may be no good for anything in three weeks’ time.”

      “Do as you must, Doctor. But make no mistake, if you stop the treatment you will answer for it, and she is not exactly the forgiving type.”

      “Gentlemen!”

      They glanced up. The red-haired priestess had just managed to make her way to them.

      “I want to speak with her again. She was clearly under a tremendous amount of strain and certainly incapable of thinking straight.”

      “I am sorry, madam,” Drystan said, “but prisoners are only allowed spiritual counseling before a trial and immediately before an execution. She will have to rely on the good doctor here for any further attention.”

      “Doctor, eh? So what’s wrong with her, then, Doctor? Has she been hurt? Tortured?”

      “It is only strain,” Tyrus said. “A tremendous amount, as you have said, as well as a serious lack of sleep—which I intend to remedy as soon as possible.”

      “See that you do,” she said. “A defendant with a suddenly-addled brain calls for a mistrial where I come from. Do not dare put that poor girl under any more hardship. She has suffered enough, and if she is sentenced in that state it will not be justice. Nothing like it. And you!” She jabbed a finger at Drystan. “I have never seen such a display from a defense counselor in all my life. Licking the boots of the prosecution like that. You call that an impartial defense?”

      She cursed under her breath and whirled off into the crowd.

      Drystan raised an eyebrow. “Priestess, is it? Interesting career choice.”

      “And yet I’m inclined to agree with her,” Tyrus said, growing frustrated. “It is not right to judge and sentence a person in a precarious mental state.”

      “It is only temporary. Once she gives us the information we need, there will be no cause to continue. But you and I have seen how stubborn she is, and the promise of a lifetime in prison did not scare her half so much as the Elders meant it to. I’d say she got comfortable fairly quickly in that cell. She can hold her tongue forever if it means protecting her so-called friends, and she will. If she talks, if she says another word about them . . . it will only be because of this treatment.”

      Tyrus shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “All right. But I am reducing the dosage. Pliable is one thing. Unhinged is another.”

      “Agreed.” Drystan looked over the doctor’s shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “It appears she is also wanting assurance.”

      Tyrus turned around. Seherene was in conversation with Pallaton and Coram. Behind her, the Lady Madara stood staring straight at him. She clutched at the gold locket upon her bosom, her face drawn in dour grimness.

      He gave her the slightest of nods.
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      The winter rains came again to the East Country, flooding the creeks and rivers, causing mudslides on the steeper ridges and foothills. Fields turned into bogs. Forests swam in six inches of water. It was worse than snow in a way, for it couldn’t be shoveled aside or piled into a corner. When the heavens finally did stop pouring down, travelers risked being stuck deep in the mud that remained, which might take as much as a week to dry out, if not longer.

      It was for this reason law enforcement had not yet routed the bandits camping on the Ashing River Bridge. It also meant the bandits hadn’t ventured any farther north, especially as the weather only promised to be worse nearer to the mountains. Beatrice Babbin rode to the edge of the wood every day to watch them from afar and make certain they had come no closer to Sparrowhaven. While the rain was still at its worst, they didn’t even venture out of their tents unless there was someone coming their way to rob. But no one came. At least, not yet.

      Harriet and Caradoc worried that there’d been no sign of Daniel or anyone else from his crew. The weather had likely delayed them, of course, but now there was a risk of being caught by the bandits on the bridge if they did make it that far. After more than three weeks, they were wasted on worrying, and finally realized they could do nothing now but hope for a reunion sometime after the rain dried up.

      In all respects, they were well taken care of. Beatrice was a kind and generous hostess who made sure no one wanted for anything, and even comforted the more faint-hearted guests who often came to her sick with anxiety over their situation. Caradoc suspected the Entress had placed spelltraps around the area, or at least a shield enchantment or two in strategic locations. He himself was far more concerned with the inside threats—Cora, the former servant of the Whistler household who had recognized them, and the ever-watchful Beatrice, who was keeping her Entrian identity a secret for some reason. There was also the matter of his rapidly-dwindling sleeping tonic. The opium cordial was already a quarter of the way emptied.

      But there were ways to mitigate these threats. Since Beatrice refused any extra payment for their longer length of stay, they endeavored to make themselves useful. Harriet went every day to the stables and passed many hours helping to take care of the horses, which also proved a good excuse to see Bessie and Annabelle as often as possible. Caradoc, much to Beatrice’s delight, began building a fence along the overlook at the edge of the cliff. A few of the other guests would sometimes join him in the work, but no one more often than Lucas, who also happened to be Cora’s husband. This provided a convenient opportunity to get on good terms with the couple, which had seemed impossible at first as the Colonists had agreed not to make Cora even more nervous by speaking to her. Lucas was a young man only a few years older than Evering, but he was anxious to prove himself and took to Caradoc like an eager student to his mentor. In addition to the fence, the Keyholder also found himself being summoned upon any sighting of a rat, which he was always obliged to deal with, much to Harriet’s great amusement.

      As for the third internal threat—the fast-draining cordial—Caradoc reasoned that he could fall back on the vial of Red Jarmarac tucked away in his bag, though the idea of using even a single drop made him nervous. One night, he thought to try conserving his supply of cordial by taking only half the recommended dose. This resulted in a nightmare so terrible that he tumbled off the sofa and bruised his shoulder.

      “Maybe Beatrice will have something that could help,” Harriet said when he told her about it. “You should ask her. I’m sure she’d be only too happy to lend assistance to her favorite fence-builder and rat-catcher.”

      “I’m going to regret that story for the rest of my life,” he said as he pulled on his fingerless leather gloves. He looked at her again and tilted his head. “You’ve done something different with your hair.”

      A self-conscious smile lifted the corner of her mouth as she raised a hand to it. “I thought I might try a less conservative style, like the other women do. To help with appearances.”

      He nodded. “It looks nice.”

      “Thank you. Are you going to work on the fence?”

      “I am,” he replied, reaching for his hat. “And I promise not to hurt myself with the tools or stay out late having too much fun.”

      “Your collar needs fixing.” She stepped up behind him and adjusted it. “And what else?”

      “And I won’t make you a widow by sneezing too hard and falling off the cliff.”

      “Good.” She smoothed down the wrinkles on the back of his shirt. “Now you have my permission to leave.”

      She took his coat from the stand in the corner and helped him into it. A moment later, a voice called from outside.

      “Ladies and gentlemen to the meeting area!”

      Someone knocked on their door.

      “Ladies and gentlemen to the meeting area!”

      Whoever it was stepped away again. The calling and door-knocking continued as the other couples began to emerge onto their front porches. The Colonists went to the window and looked out. Two constables stood in the clearing by the firepit, speaking intently with Beatrice. Another two waited in a wagon by the main road leading into Sparrowhaven.

      “Weapons?” Harriet asked.

      “Definitely,” Caradoc answered.

      When they arrived at the clearing a few minutes later, both were wearing pistols under their coats. Caradoc had managed to buy his from the stable master a few days ago after learning he had an extra one he never used. Beatrice waved the stragglers in and gestured to the constable standing nearest to her.

      “Dear friends,” she said, “I am sorry to interrupt your day once again, but I have some good news to share. Constable Eberton here has just informed me that the bandits on the Ashing River Bridge have been routed!”

      The guests shared an audible sigh of relief, save for the Colonists, who remained too much on their guard to be relieved. Eberton took a step forward.

      “The way is free and clear again to the south,” he said. “But I highly advise against traveling just yet. Two of the villains managed to evade arrest and escaped into the forest. As we speak, we are searching the cabins to make sure neither of them are hiding here.”

      The collective relief turned back into worry. Caradoc glanced around. Sure enough, there were officers going into the cabins, checking every room. He racked his brain for anything incriminating they might have left behind. No. There was nothing to reveal that they were Colonists. There was the illegal vial of Red Jarmarac, but they weren’t likely to look for escaped bandits in a travel bag.

      The constable cleared his throat as if by way of apology. “We’ll also need to select some of you for an interview. Nothing to worry about. Just a few questions to try to determine as much as we can about the situation, and if there were any other suspicious characters in the area. We have discovered that at least one unfortunate traveler fell victim to them in the past week, which makes our investigation a degree more serious than a mere scattering of mischief-makers.”

      The guests began to panic amongst themselves, but Beatrice raised her hands again.

      “Friends, please do not worry. This is not an interrogation. No one is a suspect or under threat of arrest. It is merely a search for more information. After your cabins have been cleared, you may return to your rooms. If a constable knocks at your door and asks you to follow them, I ask that you be as obliging as possible. Tomorrow, those of you who wish may return home at your leisure.”
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      The constables finished their search a half hour later. Harriet and Caradoc returned to their cabin and sank onto the sofa together, rife with apprehension.

      “They might not choose us for questioning,” Harriet said, trying to sound hopeful. “And they didn’t seem to take any special notice of us—not when they’re so concerned with finding the other bandits.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “We can’t run, anyway. Not with so many eyes looking around. Even if we are chosen, we should be able to stick to our story.”

      Another knock came at the door. They both stood from the sofa at the same time, their hearts sinking with dread. Caradoc tried to look through the window to see who it was, but the view wasn’t good enough. Harriet went to the door and ever-so-slightly cracked it open. She looked outside, then fell back and opened it wide with a look of astonishment.

      It was Cora, cradling the baby in her arms and looking close to tears.

      “Hello, ma’am,” the young woman said, her voice thin and timid. “May I come—”

      “Of course! Come in. Come in.”

      As soon as Cora stepped into the room, Harriet shut the door behind her. The young woman turned and caught sight of Caradoc. Fear filled her eyes.

      He nodded to her and tried to soften his expression. “Hello.”

      She swallowed and returned the nod. “Hello, sir.”

      Harriet gestured to the sofa. “Sit down, Cora. Please.”

      The young woman obeyed, holding the baby even closer. “I-I’m sorry to barge in like this. And . . . I’m sorry I didn’t have the courage to speak to you ‘til now.”

      Harriet sat next to her. “Don’t be sorry. It’s a difficult situation. We know that.”

      Caradoc sat in a chair near the corner. “Are you all right?”

      Cora’s nervousness gave way to a small smile. “Imagine . . . you being worried ‘bout me. I knew it would be all right to come here.” She glanced back at Harriet. “I recognized you, ma’am. As soon as I saw you. I know anyone else would’ve called the police, or at least told Miss Babbin. But I couldn’t. It didn’t make sense. It’s never made sense. Not any of it. You were always so kind to me. The kindest person I ever met.” She looked at Caradoc again. “And you, sir. It took me a little longer to realize it, but I knew you as well. I remember when you came to the house to help Mr. Whistler when he was ill. So I . . . I couldn’t work it out, how you could’ve done such terrible things like everyone says you did. I couldn’t believe it. So when I saw you, I decided not to say anything, not even to Lucas. I didn’t want to make you nervous or afraid that I might tell someone about you. And no matter what happens, I’ll keep quiet, ma’am, I promise.”

      Harriet put a hand on her shoulder. “What do you mean, Cora? What’s happened?”

      “Lucas and me. They’re taking us for questioning, along with some others. Said it could be a few hours. I came to ask if you’d watch little Caroline while we’re gone. Miss Babbin is busy with things and, well, there’s no one I really trust more than you.”

      Harriet didn’t have to think twice. “Of course.”

      Cora placed the baby in her arms. “She’s two months. And she’s just been fed so she shouldn’t need anything ‘til I get back. I don’t rightly know what this questioning will be like, but I don’t want her getting upset by it. She mostly sleeps during this time of day.”

      Caroline was half-asleep already, tightly swaddled in a yellow blanket, and did not stir upon being handed to a complete stranger. Harriet gazed tenderly at the child and brushed a finger against her cheek. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you. And . . . again, ma’am, I’m sorry for being so distant. And I’m sorry you’re in so much trouble. If there’s anything we can do, me and Lucas would be more than willing to help.” She looked at Caradoc. “He’s especially grateful to you, sir. You’ve been so kind to let him work on the fence with you.”

      “He’s been kind to put up with me,” Caradoc replied. “And you can tell him I said so.”

      “I will,” she said with a smile, then glanced down at the baby again. “Oh. She’s fallen asleep already. Taken to you right away, ma’am.”

      “And I to her.”

      “You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Mind? I insist on it. We’ll take good care of her. Don’t worry.”

      Cora leaned forward and kissed her daughter’s brow. “Well, I’d better be going. Thank you again. Ever so much.”

      They all stood. Caradoc went to the door and held it open for her.

      “Goodbye, sir,” she said.

      “Goodbye. And don’t worry about the interview. It should be easy enough.”

      She nodded, then stepped over the threshold and headed for the clearing where Lucas and Constable Eberton were waiting. He shut the door and watched through the window. The constables talked with the couple for a moment, then nodded towards the wagon. They took each other’s hand and went towards it.

      “Do you believe her?” he said. “That she won’t say anything?”

      “She wouldn’t have left her child with us if she hadn’t meant it,” Harriet answered.

      “Maybe she only did it to put us off our guard.”

      “No one would leave their infant daughter with people they believed were dangerous. Not even Bill Stone himself.”

      Caradoc looked out the window again. The wagon was gone, along with Lucas, Cora, and the constables. Only Beatrice remained, gazing out into the forest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours passed. Harriet sat in a rocking chair in the bedroom and cherished every moment holding the child, who slept soundly the entire time. She laid a hand on Caroline’s stomach just to feel the tiny breaths being drawn in and out, and was hard pressed even to tear her gaze from the infant’s face.

      Caradoc relinquished his plan to work on the fence that day, too worried that a constable would pay an unexpected visit while he was gone. He busied himself instead with whittling the blushing birch cane on the back porch, now in its final stages.

      When the shadows grew long, he went into the house again and saw Harriet sitting in the same place he’d left her, stroking the baby’s brow.

      “Aren’t your arms tired?” he asked.

      “A little.”

      “Put her down on the bed. She’ll be all right.”

      She shook her head. “I’d rather have tired arms.”

      There was no convincing her. It half-broke his heart. The time would soon come when the child would have to return to her mother, and it might very well be the most difficult thing Harriet had faced since leaving Riverfall.

      Caradoc hung up his coat, retrieved the map of Eriaris, and returned to the bedroom to lie on the left side of the bed. It was a practice he had undertaken every night. He would rumple the bedding, toss the covers around a bit, and try to make it look as though he’d slept there at least some of the night. The maids came every day to make the bed, and they had realized how suspicious it would look to have only one side of it slept in after so many weeks. If anyone did catch him on the sofa, it would be easy enough to say they had argued the night before. He turned onto his side and spread the map open, propping up his head on his hand. He squinted, leaned in closer, then farther away.

      “Are you trying to read without spectacles again?” Harriet said.

      “I am. But not with any great success, I admit.” With a sigh of frustration, he rolled onto his back and held the map closer to his face. “For weeks I’ve been trying to think of a way to rescue Riva when we get back to Riverfall. Since she’ll only be accused of aiding us, the worst she can get is lifetime imprisonment in Stalikos.”

      Harriet’s brow creased with worry. “The poor girl. Do you think they’re treating her well?”

      “The Entrians pride themselves on their unimpeachable moral virtues. I can’t imagine they would stoop to practicing anything as undignified as torture. It wouldn’t fit their image.” He propped up the pillow behind him and leaned against it. “But there must be a hundred spelltraps about the place. I can’t begin to see a way in. What I wouldn’t give for a recent newspaper. We’ve no idea what’s been going on in the world beyond the Ashing River Bridge.” He chucked the map down and looked at her again. “Do you need a glass of water or anything?”

      She leaned forward and attempted to stand without waking the baby. “No. But I have been wanting a warmer shawl. Here. Take her for a minute.”

      “She won’t want me. Just lay her down on the bed.”

      “One minute, that’s all I ask. She’s not dangerous.”

      Caradoc swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat on the edge. “She’ll start bawling as soon as she sees my face.”

      “No, she won’t. Here.” She passed the baby into his arms. “Got her?”

      “Yes, I’ve got her.”

      The infant squirmed and was roused awake for a moment. She gazed around the room, bleary-eyed, but soon closed her eyes again. Her grasping hand closed around Caradoc’s finger as he adjusted the blanket around her. Before he knew it he was gazing into her face, just as Harriet had done.

      “Hey,” he said softly, “that’s my finger you’ve got. I was told you wouldn’t be dangerous.” She weighed almost nothing at all. He brushed his thumb against the tiny hand and shook his head. “You’re a wondrous little thing, do you know that? No bigger than a turnip, but with a whole universe inside you.”

      She relaxed her grip on his finger as she fell deeper into sleep. He stared at her a while longer, then glanced up. Harriet had the same tender look in her eyes as when Caroline had first been placed in her arms. Only this time, she was gazing at him.

      “What?” he asked.

      She dropped her gaze as if embarrassed. “It’s just . . . I’ve never seen you like this before.”

      “Well, I’ve never held a turnip like this before.”

      She tugged the shawl tighter around her shoulders and sat on the corner of the bed. “Have you never thought of having little turnips of your own?”

      He scoffed, but good-naturedly. “No. I’m not really suited for that kind of work. Vastly underqualified.”

      “That’s nonsense,” she said. Then softer, “You’d make a wonderful father.”

      “How do you know?”

      She smiled. “Because you already have been.”

      The amber-gold light of the setting sun streamed into the back window and fell across the quilt. Caradoc gazed out towards the overlook in somber reflection. “I wish I knew where Ink was. If he’s all right. I should’ve told him he doesn’t have to play it so tough all the time. I’ve made so many mistakes.”

      “Great men make mistakes. Even great fathers.”

      He allowed himself only a few more moments of regret, then tried to rouse himself with a smile as he slid down next to her. “But never great mothers. Which is why I am giving her back to you.”

      She took the baby again. It was just enough movement to wake her. The child fussed, flailing her pudgy little arms with her eyes still shut.

      “Uh, oh,” Caradoc said, tucking her arms beneath the blanket again. “I broke the spell.”

      Harriet rocked her back and forth. “It’s all right, Caroline. It’s all right. Maybe we should sing her a lullaby.”

      He stood and drew the curtains over the window, blocking out the strong sunlight. “I’d be no help there. The only ones I remember are pirate lullabies.”

      Harriet almost laughed but suppressed it for the baby’s sake. “And what exactly is a pirate lullaby?”

      “They are ballads sung very softly by wistful old men, either about sinking ships, getting drunk, or watching ships sink while getting drunk.”

      Harriet smiled. “Well, who knows? Maybe she’d like that.”

      Someone knocked at the front door. All traces of mirth vanished in an instant.
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      Caradoc went to the front door and opened it. Cora stepped inside and nodded in greeting.

      “Hello, sir. Sorry I was away so long. They questioned Miss Babbin as well and they wouldn’t let us leave ‘til they’d spoken to all of us.”

      “It’s all right. Did they find anything?”

      “Not that I know of. But they did ask if we’d heard any rumors about the Colonists coming to the East Country. They think some of the criminals here would be sympathetic towards you and might offer to help. Of course, I didn’t say a word about the two of you.”

      “Was Beatrice there when you were questioned?”

      “No, sir. It wasn’t ‘til they brought us back in the wagon that they decided to speak with her.” Cora broke into a smile as Harriet entered the parlor.

      “Here she is,” Harriet said. “Slept nearly the entire time.”

      “So no trouble, then?”

      “No. No trouble at all. She’s a perfect angel.”

      Harriet gave little Caroline back to her mother. She was making every effort to smile, but there was anguish in her eyes.

      “Thank you,” Cora said. “Thank you a hundred times. How can ever I repay you?”

      “You already have. With your discretion.”

      Caradoc nodded. “We owe you our lives for it.”

      “I was happy to do it. It wasn’t my first time being questioned, anyway.” She looked at Harriet again. “When you and Mr. Whistler first left the house, ma’am, all those years ago, the police came and interviewed the staff. There were Entrian folk with them as well. We told the truth—about what good people you were, and how neither of you would ever hurt another soul. They went to your families after that, yours and Mr. Whistler’s. I heard your father gave them such a fuss they nearly put him in a jailhouse for good measure, but your mother talked them out of it.”

      “They weren’t arrested, then?”

      “No. And that was lucky, from what I heard about the other families. Guess it had something to do with their high standing in society.” The baby stirred in her arms. Cora rocked her again and shushed her. “Well, I should be getting back. Thank you again.”

      As Caradoc opened the door for her, he cast a furtive glance around the village. The constables were gone, along with their wagons. Cora stepped out onto the front porch. Harriet almost followed her, but stopped herself at the open doorway.

      “Goodbye, Cora. Goodbye, Caroline.”

      “Goodbye,” the young woman said with a smile, then moved off towards her own cabin.

      Harriet stared after them, hugging her arms around herself. The look of anguish returned to her expression, even worse than before. Caradoc stood next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. She leaned against him and clasped a hand to her throat.

      “It’s not the last time you’ll ever hold a child in your arms,” he said.

      Her eyes filled with tears. “How do you know?”

      “Pirate’s intuition.”

      They watched until Cora and the baby had finally gone out of sight.

      “Do you want to go for a walk?” he asked. “Get out of the cabin for a while?”

      She wiped a tear from her cheek. “That would be lovely.”

      He fetched her coat from the stand and helped her into it.

      “Just a moment,” he said.

      He disappeared into the bedroom. When he returned a minute later, he was wearing his own coat and held something in his hand. It was the cane of blushing birch. The color was a gorgeous deep scarlet which had been polished to a high sheen. He held it out to her, and she accepted it with a look of disbelief. It was slender and light, with flowering vines etched all along the length of the shaft. The handle was in the shape of a horse’s head. On its nose was a diamond made of a white gemstone.

      “Is this Annabelle?”

      “As near to her as I could make it. Couldn’t find a real diamond to put on the nose, either. Had to use moonstone.”

      She examined it again, holding it gingerly as if a tighter grip would somehow damage it. “This is incredibly beautiful.”

      “I may have taken a bit too much off the middle,” he said, half-embarrassed. “You certainly don’t have to use it if you’d rather not—”

      “Caradoc,” she said, stopping him with a hand on his arm. “I can’t begin to tell you what this means to me. I will treasure it all my life. Thank you.” She moved forward and embraced him. “Thank you,” she said again.

      Relief filled him. Not only because she was pleased by the gift, but more so because the pain and anguish had left her.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s try it out.”

      He offered her his arm. She slipped her hand through it and rested the tip of the cane against the floor, marveling at it a final time before they walked outside and down the steps.

      One of the best features of Sparrowhaven was a large circular walkway which encompassed the entire village. Beatrice had designed it to be very private, and this included the installation of several archways and vine-covered trellises. There were also long stretches where tree limbs and tall shrubs had been encouraged to grow over the top of the lane and join together. Birds had made nests all along the route, and even in winter the nightingales sang well into the evening hours. The entrance to the path was conveniently close to their cabin.

      Twilight had settled over the East Country. The last streaks of bronze sunlight swept out across the frozen earth. Stars began to twinkle overhead. Just as they reached the first archway, Beatrice came striding out and nearly bumped into them.

      “Oh, my dears! Oh my goodness, you startled me. I’m so sorry. I was so deep in thought I couldn’t be bothered to look where I was going.” She finished with a chuckle.

      “Is everything all right?” Harriet asked.

      “Oh, yes. I just needed a quiet moment to reconcile the busy events of the day. We don’t often have that kind of excitement in Sparrowhaven. I’m only glad it ended so well.”

      “They caught the other two bandits, then?” Caradoc asked.

      “Wouldn’t you know it, a hound picked up the scent just after they searched the cabins here. Tracked one of them to a pine tree—hiding way up in the top branches. I do believe the other still remains at large, but I have a good feeling he won’t be roaming free for much longer. Oh! And a delivery driver brought more good news not one hour ago. The pass north into the Ashing Mountains has cleared again—at least for the time being. You know how unreliable the weather can be up there.”

      “That is good news,” Caradoc said. “We can start for home tomorrow.”

      Beatrice stepped forward and laid her hands on both their arms. “Oh, I will be so sorry to see the pair of you go. You’ve been such a great help to me. To this place. But of course you cannot stay forever.” An expression of curiosity crept across her features as she glanced down at their arms. “Mr. Rawlings, forgive me for asking, but I have noticed you often wear these gloves, even when you’re not doing some form of labor. Is there something wrong with your hands?”

      “Oh, I’ve been doing a lot of woodworking lately. After a while they begin to feel like part of my hands and I forget to take them off again.”

      “Look what he finished just today.” Harriet held her cane in both hands to show the elder woman. “Isn’t it gorgeous?”

      “Oh, my, that is beautiful,” Beatrice said, running her hand along the polished horse’s head. “It’s very well done. The nicest I have ever seen. Certainly the kind of treasured possession that ought to be passed down from one generation to the next. If you were staying a bit longer I might have commissioned one for myself.” She chuckled again, then patted both their hands. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer. Enjoy your walk. It looks to be a beautiful night, even for January. And don’t forget to stop in and say goodbye before you leave tomorrow. Goodnight, now.”

      They bid her goodnight, then stepped through the archway and into the covered lane.

      Harriet sighed. “I suppose we’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.”

      “I think that would be best. Don’t you?”

      “Yes. But I have to admit, I’m going to miss this place. The overlook. The beautiful stables. Our little cabin with the lovely sloped roof. And especially Beatrice.”

      “We never did discover her secret,” he said. “Why an Entress decides to open a honeymoon village almost as far from Entrian Country as possible. I’m going to wonder about that for the rest of my life.”

      “Well, at least she never discovered our secret.”

      They walked on in comfortable silence. Ice crystals were forming in the branches above. Winter lilacs lined the path and filled the air with a heavenly scent that was wild and sweet. When the hedgerow to their right began to thin, they soon realized it had been done on purpose. The path had just reached the edge of the overlook, and they were now greeted with a view of the Talas Sea that was so breathtaking it made them both stop in their tracks.

      “We should’ve walked here every day,” Harriet said as she gazed out.

      “Made ourselves too busy with everything else,” Caradoc replied. “But maybe you’ll come back some time. I’m sure Martin would love to see this place.”

      “Can you imagine the look on Beatrice’s face? Waltzing through the door with a different husband? It would scandalize the entire East Country.”

      “You could just say I died in a tragic rat-catching accident.”

      She laughed. “That’s horrible, Mr. Rawlings, even for you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry,” he said, smiling. “Anyway, where did you and Martin spend your honeymoon? He was pretty high up in the bank’s chain of command by then, so it must have been a grand manor house somewhere on the coast, right?”

      “It was one night in a little hotel down the street from my parents’ house. He had to return to work the next day.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “I thought so, too. If I’d had any sense, I might have seen it as a sign of things to come.”

      They resumed their walk down the path. The sky turned violet in the far west. The sparse clouds lingering over the water deepened into blue shadows tinged with pink. Only a few minutes later, the Colonists found themselves coming to the end of the lane, and though neither made the suggestion aloud, they both slowed their pace to make the stroll last as long as possible.

      “Perhaps it’s you who will return,” Harriet said. “Surrounded by dozens of little turnips and a stalwart wife who can appreciate your sense of humor.”

      “Stalwart? You mean like a horse or a cow?”

      She smiled. “I mean someone who will truly appreciate all that you are, not taking any part for granted. And who will treasure the same things you hold so close to your heart. Music. Your friends. The sea.”

      They came at last to the final archway at the end of the path. Their cabin stood only a few yards away. As they turned towards it, Caradoc narrowed his eyes in thought.

      “I’ve been wondering. What kinds of things does Martin hold close to his heart? He’s often talked about his work at the bank. A little about his family. But not much else.”

      “Well . . . he used to love fishing. And sailing. Before his promotion, he used to compete in races on the Andras River. He was quite good, too.”

      “Poor fellow. He can’t do any of those things on Riverfall.”

      “I know. But even if he could, I’m not sure he would. I don’t think he remembers the good things anymore. Whenever I try to bring them up, he dismisses them, as if they’re not worth recalling. And he’s certainly not eager to seek out any new pastimes.” Her gaze fell to the ground. “I don’t think he’s even interested in having children anymore. Especially after what happened.”

      She drew her hand from his arm and started up the steps to the porch. At the same moment, the last trace of sunlight disappeared beyond the horizon, leaving only coldness in its wake. Caradoc remained standing on the ground.

      “Harriet . . .”

      She turned, and her eyes confirmed what he suspected. The pain and sorrow had reappeared. He was reluctant to press the matter further, but he also had the feeling she’d given herself precious few opportunities to freely say what was in her heart—even if it grieved her.

      “How long has it been since Martin danced with you?”

      She covered the cane with both hands and bowed her head. When she finally answered, her voice was so quiet he almost didn’t hear her.

      “Six years. Just before Riverfall was raised.”

      Caradoc was stunned—as well as heartbroken.

      She shook her head. “Like so many other things, he just . . . lost interest.”

      She turned and went into the house. He didn’t follow, but sank down onto the porch steps, still in disbelief.

      The evening shadows grew darker. Lights winked to life in the cabins. He put a hand over his face, alternating between intense feelings of frustration, helplessness, and sorrow. He shouldn’t have asked. He regretted it now. But he truly hadn’t expected so dark and dismal an answer.

      “Mr. Rawlings? Are you all right?”

      He glanced up. Lucas stood a few feet from him, looking worried.

      “Hello, Lucas. I’m fine. Only a bit tired.”

      “Oh. Well, Cora’s just told me about you and Mrs. Rawlings taking care of our little girl today. I wanted to come by and say thank you. It was very kind.”

      Caradoc stood and came down the steps. “We were happy to help. And I’m glad you stopped by. I wanted to let you know we’ll be leaving in the morning. The northern pass has opened up and we mean to make an early start for it.”

      Lucas drew his eyebrows together. “I’m sorry to hear that. I was hoping we’d finish up the fence before parting ways.”

      “It will still be in good hands after I’m gone. I’m leaving the tools on our back porch for you.” He looked carefully at the young man’s face. “I’m sorry they chose you for questioning. I hope it didn’t go badly.”

      “No, not at all. It was more waiting around than actual talking, really. Most interesting thing that happened was getting my hands on a newspaper.”

      “Oh, yes? Interesting how?”

      “There’s been a new development with that Colonist trial over in Ciras. The one with that young Entress? Seems she pled guilty right away. The Elders say she’ll serve her sentence in Stalikos, of course, but they’re leavin’ it up to her as to how long that’ll be.”

      Caradoc nodded. “The more information she gives, the shorter her stay.”

      “Exactly. Seems like a good deal, of course. But she thinks of these Colonist people as friends. As family. That’s sure to make things much harder for her.”

      The young man frowned, as if becoming lost in his thoughts, but soon shook himself out of it and extended his hand. Caradoc took it.

      “Thanks again,” Lucas said. “And safe travels to you both. If you ever find yourself in Sedgewick Glen, we’d be pleased to make you a good dinner and talk over old times.”

      “We’d be honored, Lucas. Thank you.”

      “Goodnight, sir.”

      “Goodnight.”

      As Lucas walked away, Caradoc strolled to the side of the cabin and gazed out at the Talas Sea shimmering under the moonlight. Somewhere out there, hundreds of miles to the west, Riva was spending the night on a thin blanket in a tiny stone cell. He could hardly bear the thought of it.

      “Hold on, dear girl,” he said. “Hold on.”
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      Things were better the next morning. Caradoc apologized for the very personal question he had asked, Harriet apologized for becoming too emotional, and then each told the other it was ridiculous to apologize for such a thing.

      Beatrice had arranged for their breakfast to be delivered early so they could start their journey without delay. Even though the morning air was chill, they ate on the back porch to enjoy the overlook’s view one last time. There was just enough pre-dawn light to watch a tide of dark clouds sweep in from the north and cover the sky. It was all the more reason to head for the pass as soon as possible.

      Once they had packed their bags, donned their coats, and tucked their pistols into their belts, Caradoc went to make sure their horses were saddled while Harriet took the cabin key to Beatrice’s office. She walked slowly through the village, sealing every sight and sound into her memory, hoping with all her heart that she might return one day.

      The office was empty, save for Herbert the cat, who looked at her from his perch on a windowsill. She called for Beatrice, peeked into the back room, and even walked a circle outside the small cabin. She was nowhere to be found. It was strange, considering the Entress knew of their early departure and had asked them to say goodbye. Harriet left the key on the desk.

      She then began to make for the stables. After a few steps, however, she noticed there was a light in Lucas and Cora’s cabin. She hesitated for a moment before turning towards it.
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      “Mrs. Whistler! I mean, Rawlings!” Cora said in surprise when she answered the door.

      “Hello, Cora. I’m sorry to bother you so early. I just had to say goodbye.”

      “Won’t you come in?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t stay long, but I wanted to stop by and thank you again.”

      Lucas appeared behind Cora, cradling the baby. “Oh! Good morning, Mrs. Rawlings.”

      “Good morning, Lucas. I just came to say my farewells. I know Mr. Rawlings talked with you last night.”

      “He did. We’re very sorry to see you go, but we understand you have to get home.”

      “It was wonderful to meet you. You have a beautiful family. I wish each of you all the joy in the world.”

      They both smiled and thanked her. Cora glanced back at Lucas. “I won’t be a moment.”

      He nodded. Cora stepped out onto the porch and shut the door behind her.

      “Have you told him?” Harriet asked.

      “No. Maybe one day I will, but not now. Not for a while.” She reached into a small pocket sewn into her dress and withdrew a slip of paper. “I wrote this down yesterday, but I forgot to give it to you when I came back for Caroline. It’s our address in Sedgewick Glen. If you need anything—anything at all—please don’t hesitate to call on us. And if this whole mess ever comes to an end, and they finally do realize you’re innocent, I hope you’ll let me come back and work for you again.”

      Harriet was so touched she couldn’t help but hug the girl after taking the address.

      “We would be honored.”

      When she pulled away, Cora looked towards the stables and bit her lip. It was clear she was trying to decide whether or not to speak her mind.

      “What is it?” Harriet asked. “You know you can share anything you like with me.”

      “Well . . . I just didn’t want to bring up any bad feelings about Mr. Whistler, is all. I know things have been very dangerous for you and . . . I’m sorry something happened to him. He was a good master.”

      Harriet opened her mouth to correct the error, but Cora continued.

      “But I also have to say how very glad I am that you’ve found happiness again. I’ve been watching the two of you together—you and Mr. Rawlings—and it’s plain to see you love each other very much. I hope Lucas and I will have the kind of marriage you do when we’re a little older. With so much kindness and selflessness. To be honest, that was the main reason I knew in my heart you couldn’t have done anything horrible on that island, or anywhere else. Criminals don’t act that way, especially not when they think no one’s looking. Anyway, I don’t mean to keep you. Just know I’ll be praying for your safety. And hoping we meet again soon.”

      Harriet hugged her again. “As will I. You’re a lovely girl, Cora. We are so grateful to you.” She stepped back. “Take care, and give Caroline a kiss for me.”

      “I will,” Cora said with a smile.
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      Harriet headed for the stables but didn’t walk as quickly as she meant to. There were too many thoughts swirling in her head, too many emotions—not to mention a great deal of confusion. She tucked the address into her pocket and turned up the collar of her coat. A cold wind had begun sweeping down from the mountains, making the trees shudder and sway.

      Inside the stable yard, Caradoc stood between Bessie and Annabelle, feeding each of them an apple. They were saddled, bridled, and loaded with their travel bags and blankets. He glanced over his shoulder as Harriet approached.

      “Ready to go, Chief?” He looked closer at her face. “You all right?”

      She nodded. “I just went to say farewell to Cora and Lucas. Beatrice wasn’t in her office. I left the key on the desk.” She reached for the mare. “How is my dear Annabelle?”

      At the sound of Harriet’s voice, the Delving Bay swung her head towards her and nuzzled her hand. She stroked the silky diamond on her long nose, then looked over and saw that Caradoc had strapped her new cane to the saddle so that it wouldn’t bother either horse or rider.

      “Oh! Thank the Lord you’re still here!”

      They turned to see Beatrice hurrying towards them.

      “I’m so glad I caught you,” she said, putting a hand to her heart. “I had to rush over here from the gardening shed. We had a potted plant emergency.”

      Caradoc and Harriet exchanged a smile.

      “I know you’re eager to be on your way, my dears,” Beatrice continued. “But might I impress upon you to stay just a few minutes longer? I have something in the temple I’ve been wanting to ask you about and I should very much appreciate you taking a look.”

      Caradoc’s brow wrinkled. “It’s not a rat, is it?”

      Beatrice laughed. “Oh, no! No, nothing of the kind. I promise. Come. Come and see.”
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      Until now, they had only seen the temple from a distance. It was set a little ways apart from the rest of the cabins, giving those who wanted to pray or meditate plenty of peace and privacy to do so. It was made up almost entirely of white birch trees. They formed the columns of the small place and had been conditioned to grow together at the tops so that the roof became a thick, thatch-like weave of branches, twigs, and pale golden leaves. The floor was smoothed stone, and there were three small benches set around the inner perimeter. A wooden altar stood on one side of it. On the other was a small table containing a prayer book, a small box, and tools for burning incense. There was room enough for about ten people to stand inside at once.

      The dark cloudy morning made it seem like evening was coming fast again. Once they had all stepped inside, Beatrice lit two lanterns on the trunks of the birch trees. Caradoc removed his hat out of reverence for the place.

      “There we are,” the elder woman said when the flames were burning bright. “That’s better. Now . . .”

      She waved her hand through the air as if drawing a curtain. Harriet and Caradoc were both struck aghast as a translucent wave of violet light fell down around the temple on all sides. They knew at once it was a shield enchantment, and likely laced with another owing to the dark color of it. When they looked at their hostess again, she addressed them with the same cheerful countenance she always carried.

      “Don’t worry. It’s more for keeping others out than keeping you in. There’s a silencing enchantment around us as well. I thought it best to take every precaution.” She straightened her round spectacles and clasped her hands together. “You see, I know who you are.”

      Harriet’s heart sank. She saw Caradoc rest a hand on his belt near his pistol, which remained hidden beneath his coat.

      “Then you should also know,” he said, “we are prepared to fight our way out if necessary.”

      “As is your right, Mr. Caradoc,” she answered. “As for me, I was hoping for something more along the lines of conversation.”

      He looked at her in awe, as did Harriet.

      Beatrice nodded. “Oh, yes, I know your name. Yours, too, Mrs. Whistler. I may be leagues away from the nearest Entrian town but I am still quite capable of keeping up with current events. I keep at least one copy of every newspaper that comes in. There’s quite a stack of them in the corner of my sitting room. But the first one that made any mention of the Colonists—I keep that in a drawer by my bedside. The East Country has become something of a haven for troublemakers and I thought it wise to make myself familiar with your faces. I recognized you the moment you walked in, so it was nothing you did that gave you away. You were very careful to say the right things. Very clever. Which means you must have discovered my own little secret identity quite early on.”

      She paused, waiting for any sort of acknowledgement.

      “We did,” Harriet admitted.

      Beatrice smiled. “The teacup. I know. That was my own clumsiness. I was too preoccupied trying to confirm my suspicions about you. When I went back to see your horses were tended to, I snuck a glance at the newspaper to compare your faces to the sketches on the warrant list.” She looked at Caradoc. “And then, when I saw you did not remove your gloves, I became convinced it was your way of hiding the Auric Key.”

      “You know about the Key?”

      “The papers all describe it in very vague terms, as some kind of strange talisman. But I knew it right away from the description. Of course, I did not even hear about the Keyholders until I became a priestess. There are many who consider them a myth, along with the Spektors. But I have never been one to discount things so easily, no matter how far-fetched they may seem at first.”

      Harriet’s frown softened as a realization dawned on her. “You let the constables leave Sparrowhaven. Even though you knew about us.”

      Beatrice raised her eyebrows with a knowing twinkle in her eye. “They even wanted to take you for questioning when they first arrived. But I convinced them to choose others instead.”

      “But why?”

      The elder woman dropped her gaze in thought. The lantern flame scattered dull flickers of light across the stone floor. The wind rustled the awning of gold birch leaves above.

      “I know of what you stand accused. I have heard the terrible stories. Studied the reports and testimonies—even those of your captured colleagues who insisted you were not to blame. In the end, I decided that if I should ever come face-to-face with a Colonist, I would make up my own mind about them. And now that the moment has come, I will ask you directly.” She took a step closer to better see their faces. “Did you mean to do harm on Damiras?”

      Neither of them answered right away. It sounded like a trap, though it somehow didn’t feel like one. Then again, they’d been burned before—the last time by young Frederick Coram.

      Caradoc continued to look doubtful but finally dropped his hand from his belt. “The only Entress who ever believed us is now on trial in Ciras. She is a rare case of an Entrian truly able to set aside her personal feelings to see with any clarity. For most others, the pain is still too near, even for those who were not physically present on the island.”

      “You are very right to be skeptical about the lie-detection,” Beatrice replied. “In fact, it is the very reason I have not brought the law down upon you. I’ve never been able to understand how all those Elders and court officials and investigators can claim their powers of reasoning are not affected by your crimes. There is not a family who did not suffer loss. As such, it is near impossible for any Colonist to receive true justice at their hands, but they will insist on dispensing it, vowing that their judgment is impartial and their capabilities sound. It is the same kind of hypocrisy I saw in Entrian religious circles, abounding with sanctimonious hubris and false piety. I grew so tired of it. So discouraged. I felt a calling to come east. To make my home among the Cassrians—even though some of them might sooner tar and feather an Entrian than welcome one. It forced me to leave the trappings of my old identity behind, but it was a blessing in the end. Freedom. Sparrowhaven gives me the chance to minister to my Cassrian brothers and sisters away from any religious establishment with human-based rules and requirements. Here, God moves without restriction, and I am finally allowed to serve all people with an open heart and mind. You may rely upon that. And me.”

      Harriet glanced at Caradoc. She could tell he was still reluctant, still feeling the wounds of Coram’s betrayal and wearied by the thought of having to make yet another defense. She felt such things in her own heart, but she also knew Beatrice had told them the truth. And indeed, there was not a drop of condemnation in the woman’s eyes. She was simply waiting to be answered with good-natured patience and presence of mind. She wasn’t even armed, though she had enclosed herself in a shield enchantment with two wanted fugitives. All things considered, it was an extraordinary act of courage.

      “We meant no harm,” Harriet answered at last. “We learned of a plot to murder half the Entrians in the country by way of a black spell. We hoped to find the conspirator and apprehend them before the peace gathering on Damiras could begin. But we were too late.”

      Beatrice tapped a thoughtful finger on her lips. “And so . . . young Darian had to be killed as soon as he began to speak the words of that spell. Which just so happened to be in front of a crowded field. My, that is unfortunate.”

      Caradoc looked at her in renewed amazement. “You made that connection very quickly. Even Riva didn’t say as much to the Entrians when she first tried to explain our side of things. She knew they might tear her to pieces for blasphemy.”

      Beatrice went to one of the benches and sat down. “Darian had a good heart. Earnest. Well-meaning. But he was not a prophet, nor a saint.”

      “You knew him?” Harriet said.

      “I did. Back when he had aspirations to become a priest. He attended a few of the religious classes I taught at the temple of Orthys all those years ago. This was after he had already begun to speak out in public about ending the clan feuds and living in peace with the Cassrians. Some of the other priests wouldn’t even speak to him because of his views. They were still deeply angry about the Great Ruin, as well as their displacement by the Separation Decree. During our tutoring sessions, Darian would speak passionately about the High Council’s persistent failings and how they couldn’t be trusted do what was right. I gave him my ear, humored him—perhaps to a fault. Young people are often zealous about such things. I suppose I assumed that time and wisdom would temper him. But then he began to gain a following. It was small at first. Mostly friends and fellow students. And then one day, before anyone knew it, there were suddenly hundreds. Which, of course, made the Elders nervous. They began to consider him dangerous and subversive.” She sighed and shifted on the bench. “Darian left Orthys before completing his priesthood training, convinced he needed no further education. I’ve always thought it was his followers who really persuaded him to leave, impatient for action as they were. As time went on, they puffed him up and put him on a pedestal so high he began to lose sight of reality. He even showed up at the Council House one day, announcing himself an Elder ‘chosen by the people’.”

      “He didn’t!” Harriet said in disbelief.

      Beatrice dipped her head and raised her eyebrows. “As you can imagine, it did not go well. The Elders shamed and berated him. Wounded his pride beyond reconciliation. Tell me . . . how do you account for his attempt to say the black spell on Damiras?”

      Caradoc shook his head. “We always assumed he’d been bewitched. That someone else had used his voice in their stead. It didn’t seem possible that a man of his convictions would ever want to deliberately hurt someone, much less half a population.”

      “And the blood that was shed even after the black spell failed?”

      “We were never quite sure how it happened,” Harriet replied. “Everything went dark all of a sudden. We couldn’t see beyond a few paces in front of us.”

      “Spektors?”

      “That’s the most logical conclusion, of course,” Caradoc answered. “But I never sensed any on the island. Not once.”

      Beatrice drew her lips tight together, then stood and went to the small table. After withdrawing something from the box, she turned and held it up for them to see.

      “This is what I wanted to show you.”

      It was all Harriet and Caradoc could do to keep their jaws from dropping. The item was a sapphire pendant in the shape of a flame—the very kind they’d seen on the card which had led them to a sinister meeting at the Tinderbox. The same used in the rite to summon the Mistress of the Spektors, and which she had also been wearing around her neck. Beatrice moved forward and gave it to Caradoc. He sank onto the nearest bench as he stared at it.

      “He wrote to me soon after his terrible humiliation,” she continued. “Told me how much he respected my views and opinions. He wanted me to join his growing movement. Practically begged me. He outlined his belief that the Entrian government ought to return to a monarchy. The image of the blue flame had come to him in a dream, and he saw it as a sign that he and his followers were to be pioneers of a new age who would rebuild and revitalize the land. Clear it of hatred and corruption—but only with a strong ruler in place with absolute power. I couldn’t bring myself to join him. There was a vitriol and resentment in his words entirely foreign to me. Frightened me, in fact. I felt I no longer knew him. So I sent my reply and did not hear from him again.” She adjusted her spectacles. “Not many Cassrians are aware of what I am about to tell you next. The High Council doesn’t want it made public, for fear of tarnishing their image.”

      She looked out beyond the pillars, as though worried that someone would hear them beyond the enchantments. Before continuing, she took a deep breath.

      “A few weeks later, Darian formed a militia from his most faithful followers, those who were so passionate in their cause they were willing to do whatever it took to achieve their vision. When they began to openly recruit new members, the Elders branded the faction as treasonous. The Blue Flames, as they called themselves, pushed back by using legal texts to prove they’d done nothing unlawful. Darian even attempted to make peace with the Elders by offering to disband the militia if they would officially admit him into the priesthood. When this was denied, he began to hail himself as ‘the People’s Priest’ and started giving sermons and teaching at any temple that would recognize his spiritual authority. Those were few in number, of course, but the mere act of it helped to fuel his image as a prophet, which his eventual death also encouraged.” She clasped her hands together again. “A few months later, he went to the Elders with the idea of a peace meeting on Damiras. And the rest you know.”

      Caradoc stared at the sapphire pendant again. The look of astonishment on his face had not diminished. “So the Mistress hadn’t bewitched him at all. He’d been conspiring with her. She must have . . . promised to help his cause in some way.”

      Glancing at Beatrice again, he saw she hadn’t understood him.

      “The Mistress of the Spektors,” he continued. “A friend and I stumbled upon her while we were charting Damiras. She was living in the ruins of an abandoned temple. At first, we thought she was only a troubled woman who’d been driven there for some reason. But then she started boasting about the new life she was soon to begin. She told us things about the Elders she shouldn’t have known. About events that were happening hundreds of miles away. And then she began to talk about a black spell that would kill half the Entrian people. She bragged about it, eager for the peace gathering to commence where the spell would be spoken. Said she would be crowned a queen once it had succeeded. Now it all makes sense, with his militia willing to fight for a monarchy.”

      Beatrice returned to the bench and sat down with both hands clutching the edge, as if to steady herself. “Mistress of the Spektors? So she does exist.”

      Caradoc drew his eyebrows together. “Not only does she exist, she’s worshipped by an underground cult calling themselves the Blue Flames. They call her an angel. Their guiding light. I never knew they were Darian’s militia. That explains why they keep in hiding. The Elders would be all too eager to crush what remains of them at the first sign of re-emergence.” He looked at Harriet with growing excitement. “This may be all the proof we need to clear our names! It was the militia who caused the massacre! When we stopped Darian from saying the black spell, they must have taken up arms as an alternate course of action!”

      “But why would Darian want half the Entrians dead?” Harriet asked. “It makes no sense for him to go about preaching love and acceptance and then want to kill so many people.”

      “Maybe he’d grown so frustrated waiting for change he decided to incite it himself. Maybe the Mistress told him it was the only way to succeed. She claimed the powers of an oracle. She might have shown him something that convinced him of it. A way to destabilize the government and install his own. But we can put that very question to his Blue Flames now that we know where to find them. They might even know why Bash was killed! Why Ink is being hunted! They are the key to everything!” He sat back on the bench, his enthusiasm deflating in an instant. “Except . . . no one will believe the part about the Mistress. And it would be all too easy for her cultists to deny it when questioned.”

      “Might she still be found in that ruin on Damiras?” Beatrice asked.

      “No,” Harriet replied. “We went back there to search for her soon after the Battle. She was nowhere to be found.”

      “We only know she’s hiding on an island somewhere,” Caradoc said. “Perhaps you know of other places to look? From your studies?”

      The Entress furrowed her brow. “I’m afraid I don’t. All I can remember is that she was given her powers by a spirit of darkness—the demon Hesserus, according to some sources, which is so terrible it might just be true.”

      It was Harriet’s turn to take her own bench. “Good heavens.”

      Caradoc closed his fingers over the pendant, then stood and went to sit beside Beatrice. “Your life would be in danger if the wrong people found out what you’ve told us.”

      Beatrice chuckled nervously. “Yes, I suppose it would.”

      “So why did you tell us?”

      She looked at both of them before answering. Compassion shone through her eyes.

      “Because you are innocent. And I like you far too much not to help. I also know you suffered a great deal even before the Battle—at least, from what the papers have said. A few journalists took it upon themselves to investigate your personal histories, digging up every detail to be found.”

      She gazed at Harriet on the bench beside hers, then leaned over and took her hand.

      “I am so sorry about your child. So very sorry. I cannot begin to imagine the pain it must have caused, and still causes. But you must know that she flew straight into the arms of God, and now helps prepare for the day he restores our world. At which time you will be together again.”

      Harriet tried to smile, but the tears caught her first. She nodded instead and looked away before they could be seen. Beatrice let go of her hand and looked at Caradoc again.

      “You have been under a cloud almost your entire life. Your mother was killed when you were only a boy. The Entrians are still baying for blood after your father instigated the Great Ruin. Blaming you for Darian’s death is just another log to the fire. And goodness knows what you’ve had to endure by carrying that Key. You tried so hard to make reparations for your father’s actions, for which the reward was two years’ hard labor in Talas Prison for smuggling goods to the Entrians, then another two for refusing to give up the names of your fellow smugglers. And now, after saving half the Entrian nation, you must all hide in the shadows simply to stay alive. It is the farthest thing from justice I can imagine. On the other hand . . . I also can’t help feeling this will come to good somehow. Perhaps for us all.” She chuckled. “Or perhaps it’s only the ravings of a silly old woman.”

      He shook his head. “You’ve done more than we can ever hope to repay.”

      “Oh, I very much doubt that’s true. That fence alone would’ve cost me more than I care to think about. Now, I know you are anxious to be on your way, but there is no cause for you to move on if you’re worried for your safety. Sparrowhaven is well-protected, as would your identities be, and you are more than welcome to stay.”

      A swell of hope rose in Harriet’s heart. She saw it in Caradoc’s eyes, too, but only briefly. He glanced at her, and they shared a knowing look of resignation.

      “As kind—and as tempting—as that offer is,” he answered. “We’ve made plans to meet some friends in the mountains farther north. We wouldn’t want to fail them.”

      “And we would hate to bring you into any more danger,” Harriet said, “as we would surely do if we stayed, no matter how careful we were.”

      “Well, then . . .” Beatrice patted Caradoc’s hand. “You must at least let me supply you with as much food and water as your horses can carry.” She stood and flicked her wrist, dissipating the enchantments around the temple. “You two sit here and relax while I make the preparations. It won’t take but a few minutes.”

      With a smile, she picked up her skirts and hurried off across the lawn. Harriet looked back at Caradoc with equal parts wonder and sorrow. His own eyes had returned to the pendant. She shook her head, hardly knowing what to say.

      “Is it true? About your mother being killed?”

      He turned the pendant over in his hands, then nodded. “She was caught in the crossfire of a skirmish between two Entrian clans, back before the Separation.”

      Harriet’s sorrow overtook her wonder. “That’s awful. Why did you never tell us?”

      “Because the Entrians believe I attacked them on Damiras to avenge her death. It makes sense, of course. My father took his own vengeance by convincing the Assembly to cut off trade with them. I was afraid the rest of you might begin to believe I had the same motive for leading us to that island. And for using that pistol when I did.”

      She left her bench and sat beside him, taking his hand in hers. “We could never believe that. We know perfectly well Darian gave you no choice. And four years in Talas Prison? For helping the Entrians and refusing to betray Daniel and the others?”

      “Only Simon knew about that—until now. Daniel thanked me at the Boathouse.”

      Her heart broke to hear it confirmed. “Did you suffer very much?”

      A dark look flashed in his eyes. She regretted asking the question at once and squeezed his hand by way of apology.

      “I was in bad shape when I was released,” he replied. “But Simon came and took good care of me afterwards. I hardly think about that time anymore.”

      She put both hands around his. “Did you think we would scorn you if you told us?”

      He bowed his head for a moment. “Maybe not scorn. But it’s the kind of thing that makes people want to keep their distance.”

      “Well . . . it’s really not that far-fetched after all. We always knew you were a pirate.”

      He finally met her gaze. They shared a smile. There was relief in his.

      “Ready, my dears?” Beatrice called from outside the temple.

      They went to meet her on the lawn. In the stable yard beyond, servants tied pouches and canteens to Bessie and Annabelle’s saddles. Beatrice beamed at them and took each of their hands in hers as they came near.

      “That should be enough to last you several weeks. And if you come this way again, I can resupply you at any time, with anything else you may need. I’ll be sending up plenty of prayers for you as well.”

      Caradoc leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Beatrice. You’ve made hope a lot nearer for us now. We’ll always be grateful to you.”

      He held out the Blue Flame pendant, but she pressed it back into his hand.

      “I kept it in the temple all these years because I figured it was better in God’s hands than mine. Now I think he means it to be in yours.”

      Caradoc nodded, then slipped it into his coat pocket. She patted his arm.

      “Now go on. I fear these clouds may break at any moment.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a smile, then moved off towards the horses.

      Harriet hung back to give her a hug. “Thank you, Beatrice.”

      “Take good care of yourself, dear. Remember—the good in the world is far stronger than the evil, though it may not seem so at times. It will be all right in the end, root and branch.” She pulled back with a smile. “Which reminds me . . . I must hurry back and attend to that potted plant.”

      She began to rush off, but stopped and turned back for a moment.

      “Oh, and Mr. Caradoc was right, by the way. It was not the last time you will carry a child.”
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      Riverfall hovered over Mardale for weeks. Having stopped the giant propellers in order to rescue Simon, they didn’t dare risk putting unnecessary strain on the propulsion system by turning them on again, at least not until they caught sight of another spyglass signal. It was mainly for this latter cause that they continued to take shifts in the pipeworks. The other was to tend to the pump which cycled the water in the stream and kept it running to the kitchen and cow trough. The boiler also had to be kept burning, but only to supply steam to the propellers. They still hadn’t managed to fix the radiators.

      Apart from the basic daily chores—cooking, cleaning, tending to the animals—there wasn’t much work to occupy them, and those who weren’t on shift in the pipeworks looked for whatever odd jobs might be done to fill up the time. Delia and Simon made two large wool blankets for Nyssa that covered the cow from neck to tail and fastened beneath her belly. From a distance, she might have been mistaken for a massive sheep. They also added extra straw to the chicken coop and paid it regular visits to break up the ice in the waterers and collect the eggs before the yolks could freeze. Martin spent most of his free time in the tower, studying the charts in the navigation chamber and making sure the tower clock continued to run properly. Oftentimes, the hourly chime of the bell was the only sound to be heard in the bleak winter air. Margaret made regular trips to the tower’s second floor to look for books that struck her interest. She returned to the kitchen with armfuls of them at a time and read by the firelight of the stove. They played cards together most nights. On others, Delia would take up her fiddle, sometimes with Simon attempting to accompany her on guitar.

      They tried to keep Evering engaged as much as possible. Tried not to let him be alone for too long. He seemed to spend most of his time staring into the stove fire or gazing down through the gaps in the pipeworks. In times past, they had often teased him for being absent-minded and losing himself in daydreams. They said nothing of it now. He’d grown as quiet as Jeremy, sometimes speaking only a few sentences a day.

      Despite the somber season, Simon’s return had injected fresh hope into their spirits. There was laughter again, smiles and joking—even if only a little. It was heartening to know they had not gone to Mastmarner in vain. Their plan was working. Mavie’s wolves had found one lost sheep. Surely they would soon find the rest. This same optimism had the added effect of reducing the number of quarrels and ill feelings among them. When Simon realized this, he decided against telling them of his experience with Professor Percival. It would only add unnecessary grief. He did, however, tell Delia all that he had learned about her family, including the hardships they’d endured. She was grateful for it, and equally happy to hear that her old friend Eula was still in good health and just as headstrong as ever.

      He also shared what he’d learned from Mrs. Finch-Barker; that George Marlas himself had delivered Abner’s body to the Entrians. The news was received with considerable anger and frustration. They wondered if Mayor Kingsley had betrayed their location to the devious commissioner while they’d visited Harroway. Or if Marlas had convinced Old Saul to send them to Kingsley’s doorstep so that he could later collect them there. Or perhaps—and worst of all—Marlas himself had been playing the part of Old Saul, and had duped them right in front of their noses. Whatever the case, there was certainly a connection between all three villains, which put Abner’s blood on each of their hands. Marlas’s most of all.

      One day, when the sun had managed to break through the January clouds for a spell, Simon saw Evering sitting at the harvest table in the meadow beyond the Dining House. He had removed the canvas covering and sat with his head propped up by one hand as he gazed down at it. Simon approached the table and sat across from him. The magnificent animals carved into the surface had lost none of their luster, and the rich red sheen of the wood made the entire meadow seem downright festive. Evering traced his finger over the image of a great shaggy bear fishing for river trout.

      “How are things?” Simon asked.

      Evering shrugged. “All right.”

      When he didn’t elaborate, Simon leaned his arms on the table and clasped his hands together. “What have you been working on today?”

      “Been trying to make a spindle for Delia. She mentioned wanting one a while back. Didn’t think it would be so bloody difficult. I’m going to be twenty-five this April and I can’t nail two pieces of wood together without making a mess of things.”

      “Afraid I don’t know much about spindle-making, either,” Simon said. “But no one’s gifted with every skill. I rather think it’s meant to be that way, so we can help one another.”

      Evering sighed. “I suppose so.” He moved his hand down to an etching of a wild boar. “Remember when Chester hit his face on this table? When he got too drunk and tripped over a chair? It was this spot here. We were so afraid he might’ve damaged it. And it was him who got the chipped tooth. The table was fine.”

      Simon smiled wistfully. “Good ol’ Chester.”

      Evering scratched at the red stubble on his jaw. “You know, I’m glad he left here when he did. Just before things went all to hell again. He’s probably having the time of his life down there. Enjoying his long-lost freedom. I only wish he’d said goodbye.”

      “And left us Drifter Two to find and retrieve. Like the Plumsleys did.”

      “Well, maybe he’s out there looking for ‘em. Maybe that’s why he kept the Drifter. To bring ‘em back once he found ‘em again. And maybe he didn’t tell us because he thought we might try to stop him.”

      “And burning down his own house? With all our costumes and disguises? What was the reasoning there?”

      The young man’s enthusiasm dimmed, making Simon instantly regret his words.

      “You could be right, Evering. It’s possible—more than possible—that he was drunk when he left. It was probably an accident. He probably did have the best of intentions. And maybe he is looking for them right now. Or even found them already.”

      Oswald jumped onto the table. He sauntered forward in front of Evering, reached out his front paws for a good stretch, and settled down over the etching of the bear. Simon half-expected Evering to go into hysterics or fall out of his chair, as was his usual custom whenever the old cat came near. But he didn’t so much as bat an eyelash.

      Evering frowned at Simon when he noticed his befuddled expression. “What?”

      “You’re not panicking. I thought you were terrified of Oswald.”

      “He’s just a cat.”

      Simon raised his eyebrows. Things had changed.

      “Afternoon, gents.”

      They turned to see Delia striding towards them from across the meadow. She carried a basket of eggs in one hand, which she placed on the table as she sat next to Evering.

      “Ah, the harvest table,” she said. “Still in impeccable shape after all this time. I’ve been thinking—we should have a celebratory feast when we’re all together again. All we need is for Ink to catch us a few geese and we’ll be set.” She bit her lip, as if catching an error, then leaned forward and put her hand on Evering’s arm. “I’m sorry, Evering. I know we won’t be all together. But your father is looking down on us, alongside your mother. I firmly believe that.”

      Evering remained staring at the table. Delia withdrew her hand and shared a concerned look with Simon.

      “I’ve been thinking,” the young man said. “All our troubles, all our misfortunes . . . almost every last one can be traced straight back to George Marlas. If he hadn’t turned coward and betrayed us, our lives would be completely different. We might have even been heroes. But what does he do? Gets us marked as fugitives. Puts bloodhounds like Bill Stone on our tails. Plots to get us tangled up with an army of Spektors in Harroway, then delivers my father’s body to the Entrians like some trophy.” His face flushed deep red as he squeezed his hand into a fist. “If you ask me, it ain’t the Mistress we should be going after. It’s that treacherous, two-faced snake.”

      Simon and Delia remained quiet. He hadn’t said so many words in so long a time, they were afraid any remark from them might discourage him from speaking further.

      Evering glanced up at Delia. “Your children and their families were run out of their homes by their own neighbors. Now they’re barely able to feed themselves. And you weren’t a widow when you joined us. Henry was alive and well. But he got taken away, too. Don’t you . . .” He clenched both hands. “Don’t you ever think about revenge?”

      “It wasn’t just Marlas,” Delia replied. “A lot of hands stirred up this mess we’re in. A lot of them are sustaining it. I admit, I do sometimes think about it. But I’ve also seen how fixing on such an idea changes people. I don’t want that. I don’t want to be ruled by anything based in bitterness and anger, no matter how justified it may seem.”

      Before Evering could reply, Oswald let out a growl. It was a low, half-whining sound they had never heard him make before. He rose on all four paws and stiffened, the hair along his back standing upright. They stared at him, bewildered. With a grunt, he suddenly shot forward and leapt off the table.

      Almost at the same time, the ground began to shake. They clutched at the edges of the table. Delia grabbed the basket of eggs and hugged them against her. The trees standing along the rim of the village swayed and bent. A few even cracked in half and fell against others. Limbs and dead leaves rained down. They could hear noises of furniture tumbling and breaking inside the Dining House. A minute later, it stopped. They looked at each other with wide eyes.

      “Was that the village dropping again?” Simon asked. “Riva’s enchantment weakening?”

      “Yes,” Delia said. “We’ve probably fallen another two feet. That’s been the usual rate. Oswald must’ve sensed it coming.”

      Evering stood and fixed the fallen chairs around the table. “Good thing we thought to secure those cabinet doors in the kitchen. We’d have no more crockery left.”

      Simon rose, looking towards the northeast corner of Riverfall. “What’s that?”

      From amid the trees, a large puff of steam had risen. A sound of clattering and grinding metal issued soon after. Delia stood and put the basket in the crook of her arm.

      “That’s the source of the stream. Where Abner built the pump to keep our water supply from stagnating.”

      Another cloud of steam broke loose and drifted above the tree line.

      “That’s not good, is it?” Evering asked.

      “No,” Delia said, then turned and picked up her skirts. “Come on!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Down in the pipeworks, on a walkway in the farthest corner, Martin lay under the collapsed plumbing system. A mass of steam filled the air. Water dripped from the tangle of metal pressing down on him. Overhead, Riverfall’s one and only water source—the stream which had collected so many years’ worth of rainwater—was pouring out through the broken pipes to the land below. Martin grunted as he tried to heave the pipes off his chest, but he didn’t have the strength with one arm alone. The bottommost piece was burning his skin. He tried to channel the pain into force, but still the pipes wouldn’t move.

      Running footsteps echoed through the chamber. Margaret’s face came into view between the billows of steam. She plunged into the wreckage and tried to lift it, straining with all her might. This time, there was just enough space for Martin to breathe freely again and slide out from underneath. When he was close enough, she grabbed his hand and helped him the rest of the way through. The pipes collapsed onto the walkway where he’d been lying and smashed through the wooden planks. The splinters and bits of broken pipe plummeted towards the earth.

      She glanced back at Martin in alarm. “God above! That could’ve been you!”

      Gritting his teeth, Martin grasped his hand around the walkway railing and pulled himself to his feet. He could feel a contusion swelling on his brow and a cut across his cheek. His arm had a bloody streak with blackened edges. Someone called to them from the other end of the chamber. Delia, Evering, and Simon were racing down the stairs.

      “Are you all right?” Simon asked.

      Martin raised his hand. “Evering! Run to the stream and close the pump gate! We’re losing all our water! Margaret, shut down the boiler!”

      Evering turned and hurried back up the stairs. Margaret rushed to the boiler and twisted the main valve just as Simon and Delia reached them. The steam quickly dissipated. A third of the pipeworks was now in shambles—their entire plumbing system torn to pieces.

      “Thank God you’re both still here,” Delia said.

      Simon nodded towards Martin’s arm. “That’s a third-degree burn. We’d better get you to the infirmary.”

      But Martin hadn’t heard either of them. He was staring towards the back of the chamber at the row of massive propellers which usually hung there. One of them was missing.

      “No,” he said, then rushed to the railing and looked down over the side. “Oh, no.”

      Twelve hundred feet below, the propeller lay smashed upon the edge of a rock-filled ravine. A few moments later, the rush of hemorrhaging rainwater finally stopped. Martin bowed his head. His arm throbbed, but he hardly noticed. He struck his fist against the railing.

      “We’ve probably lost most of our water supply. And still no heat. Now one less propellor, which means we can only crawl to the rescue. Not to mention we’re slowly falling out of the sky—”

      “It’s all right, Martin,” Delia said.

      “No! No, it is anything but all right!”

      Simon held out a hand towards him. “Come on. Let’s go up and take care of that arm.”

      Martin turned to face them. “Do you realize how much this will slow us down? Do you know how much longer it will take to travel even a ten-mile span? We don’t even know if the shroud enchantment is still working! We could be visible to the entire South Country! We could be in shooting range in a few more weeks! We’ll be sport for the entire Colonist-hating world!”

      Their faces fell in dread, but not for the words he’d spoken. Something was going terribly wrong. Martin hated that they knew, and how they looked at him like he was changing into some kind of beast. He hated knowing that he was. He could feel it. The burning in his heart. The streak of pain surging down the stump of his left arm. He clutched at it and tried to hold back a cry of pain, biting his lip until he tasted blood. Delia and Simon started towards him.

      “Don’t touch him!” Margaret cried.

      They looked at her in surprise. She was still standing near the boiler.

      “Don’t touch him. Don’t look at him. Don’t try to calm him down. Walk away.”

      Martin sank to his knees. His right arm still burned and throbbed. His left felt as though someone was slowly driving a dagger into it. Though his coat sleeve was covering it, he knew the veins and arteries were swelling beneath the skin. He gritted his teeth again and stifled another cry of pain, breathing hard.

      “We can’t walk away!” Delia said. “He needs our help!”

      “No,” Margaret replied. “He doesn’t. And it kills him to have us staring at him. The shame makes it worse. We need to walk away.”

      She turned and went across the chamber to the stairs. Evering was just returning and looked over at Martin with eyebrows knitted in worry. One glance told him enough.

      Simon touched Delia’s arm. “Come on.”

      “We’ll be right there, Martin,” Delia said, allowing him to pull her away.

      They joined Margaret and Evering at the stairs. No one looked back. Martin clasped his hand around the railing and squeezed until his knuckles were white. When another surge of pain came, he roared and wrenched his arm as if to break the railing apart. The burning in his heart flared again. He cursed, then spat out a glob of blood over the side of the walkway.

      It was the first time he’d ever gone through a rage attack alone. Until now, there had always been someone watching, someone trying to calm him or put a rag of chloroform to his face. But it did feel better somehow, knowing he wasn’t being stared at. He writhed against the railing, hurled himself against it, cursed again. He put his hand to his chest and forced himself to take deep breaths, though every gasp of air brought a stab of pain. A tear ran down his cheek as he doubled over.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the pain subsided. He caught his breath again. The burning in his heart diminished to an ache. He wiped away the tear and tried to stand. He only made it to one knee.

      The others came back into sight, cautious, but obviously concerned. He nodded to them, making it clear the worst had passed. Margaret was the first to reach him and held out a hand.

      “Well done.”

      He let her help him to his feet. His face was slick with sweat. Drops of blood from his punctured lip had stained his shirt. He wiped his face on his sleeve and looked at Margaret again.

      “How did you know I could do it?”

      “I knew when I saw you underneath all those pipes.”

      He frowned. “But . . . I couldn’t lift them on my own.”

      “And yet it didn’t stop you from trying. You have a strong will to live. To fight. I think you needed to prove that to yourself. We never let you before.” She folded her arms, her eyes becoming pensive. “I had to stand beside a Keyholder on the shores of an Otherworld to get those Spektors to leave my house. We succeeded in the end, but the house itself still fell to pieces. I can’t imagine what it must have been like to have one inside your head.”

      Martin glanced over the walkway to the snow-covered hills below. “I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. And afterwards . . . I felt like I didn’t get all the pieces of myself back again.”

      She nodded. “I know the feeling. I’m not sure any of us makes it to the end of our lives without losing a few pieces. Some more than others. You feel lost. Off balance. As broken as these pipeworks. And you can’t change what happened. You can only learn to live with it, with what pieces remain. But you’ve done it before. When you lost your arm, you didn’t just lay down to die. You made the choice to keep fighting. To learn a new way of life, new ways of doing things. You made adjustments. You adapted. And now, no one would even think you were missing an arm unless they happened to glance down at it. There’s nothing you can’t do that you could before. It was only a little time you needed. Time and perseverance.”

      “But neither of those things have been enough to cure these attacks.”

      “No. They may not be. And don’t mistake me. I don’t begrudge your anger and frustration over having to endure it. No one would. You have every right to be mad as hell. To have bad days. But it would be a shame if you stayed there. If you stopped fighting altogether. Especially considering how much you have to give. And how much you’re needed.”

      She held his gaze for a few more moments, then turned and headed towards the stairs. When she came near Evering, she paused and locked eyes with him.

      “We need you, too, Mr. Hart. You can fight just as well as anyone. Better than most, I daresay. One day after another, one step after the next, and before you know it, there’ll be a path beneath your feet again. I promise. You won’t be lost forever.”

      She walked off, leaving the young man astonished, as well as deeply moved.
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      Ink returned to Darian’s shrine on a quiet morning when there were no servants to see him sneak inside. He couldn’t help it. He had to look at the portrait again. See if there was anything he’d missed. That Madara continually spoke of him as a prophet and a saint made no difference to him. He put no stock in her opinions. Her views on any given subject tended to be either extremely narrow or callously indifferent. She was immediately angered by any notions that opposed her own, and if something or someone did not fall exactly in line with her expectations—which were already steep—she despised them. It was impossible to have a decent conversation with her, as it invariably turned into either an argument or a lecture, which was all the more reason to avoid her.

      It was Seherene’s regard for Darian that had drawn him back to the shrine. She had loved him. She had held him in her arms as he lay dying with a bullet lodged in his heart. But what had made her love him? Sainthood alone wouldn’t have done it. There were saints aplenty in temples all across Eriaris. There had to have been something in his face; a hint of a smile that spoke to a sense of humor, or perhaps a wealth of kindness and nobility in his eyes. Ink stepped closer and peered up at the portrait. Thus far, the only traits he’d been able to discern were an honest expression and a bearing that lacked pretension. Of course, honesty and humility did seem to be rare among the Entrians he’d met, save for Seherene herself. Considering the company she kept, perhaps it wasn’t so difficult to see why she would’ve been attracted by such qualities.

      The metal bowl beneath the portrait caught his eye. He wandered up to it and glanced inside. It contained a clump of half-burnt incense, which meant Madara had already paid her respects that morning.

      “What are you doing?”

      The stern voice startled him. He turned, hoping the person hadn’t seen him jump. Madara stood in the doorway, dressed in black with a veil thrown over her head. The ever-present gold locket she wore hung in plain sight around her neck.

      “Nothing,” Ink said. “Just having a look around.”

      “Step away from that table.”

      “I didn’t touch any—”

      “Step away!”

      He held up his hands—as though he’d been caught by a constable—and did as she commanded. She narrowed her eyes at him as she approached, pulling on a pair of black gloves.

      “My daughter has not been herself these past few weeks, but she will not give me a reasonable explanation for it. Has she had a falling out with someone? You, perhaps?”

      “No. No, we just . . .”

      “Just what?”

      Ink stifled a sigh. The woman’s complete lack of patience was galling. “We did a little digging and got in over our heads. Came across a few things that shook us up.”

      She raised a silver-white eyebrow. “Spektors?”

      He fidgeted with the ring on his finger. He wasn’t about to tell her of their visit to the sinister house on the beach, and certainly nothing of their encounter with the Mistress. Still, at least she was finally showing a bit of concern for Seherene, which was more than he’d yet seen.

      “In their direction, at least,” he finally replied.

      “Mm. I told her it was a matter for the priests. Perhaps now she will consider my words instead of dismissing them out of hand.”

      Ink tucked his thumbs into his belt. “I have to say . . . I’m surprised you even believe in the Spektors. You don’t really strike me as the superstitious type.”

      “The Spektors are not a superstitious matter.”

      “So you’ve seen ‘em, then?”

      She fixed him with a disapproving look, as if she regretted humoring him with an answer, and clasped her hands before her in the way her daughter often did.

      “I have seen enough that I no longer have the luxury of mere faith. I cannot deny them any more than I can deny the sun or the moon. I believe you are in the same position.”

      Ink didn’t answer. Madara stepped towards him.

      “And why would that be?”

      With a twinge of panic, Ink realized she was coming closer to have a better look at his face, to read whatever truth or lie was in his answer. He clamped his mouth shut and backed away until he bumped against the altar table. She peered down at him with a face like a storm cloud.

      “Why should they have taken such a great interest in you? What had you done? What had you seen? To what secret place did you go poking about where you did not belong?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I was just minding my own business.”

      Lightning flashed in her eyes. “That is the first lie. Two more and I will escort you to Stalikos myself.”

      Ink started in horror. “But . . . you can’t do that! I’m not on trial! You ain’t no judge! And besides, I’m under Seherene’s protection!”

      “And she is under mine,” the old woman shot back. “As head of the family, my authority overrules hers in every capacity. Now answer me truthfully. The Spektor came for you near Bash’s house, almost the same day he met his end by one. Why were you there? Were you working with Bash? Dabbling in occultish practices together?”

      “No!”

      “Did you know he was a Colonist?”

      “Not ‘til the rest of the town learned it, after he was killed!”

      “And did the Keyholder command the Spektor to kill him?”

      “No! At least—”

      “At least what?”

      “Well, the question never came up. It’s too ridiculous!”

      “Is he looking for the Crypt?”

      “What?”

      “The Spektor Crypt. Is he looking for the Crypt?”

      “No! He ain’t looking for nothing!”

      Her hand shot forward and grabbed his shirt collar. The metal bowl rattled on the table behind him.

      “The second lie,” she hissed. “You have brought yourself to the edge of a cliff!”

      “Let me go!”

      “Does he know its location?”

      “I’m not sayin’ another word!”

      “Foolish child! Do you know what will happen if he finds it? Do you know what he will unleash? And you! What did you chance upon? What secret did you uncover? What power?”

      Her face was inches from his. He ducked down, wrenching free of her grasp, and darted across the room. When he was halfway to the door, he suddenly—and literally—froze. His arms hung motionless, his legs poised to take the next step. But he’d lost all control of them. Only his eyes and mouth were free. The Entress circled around him with a raised hand.

      “Things could be far worse for you than a simple deadening enchantment. Should you continue to defy me, I will make certain of it.”

      Seherene’s voice echoed beyond the room. She was calling to the servants, asking for the whereabouts of Lord Featherfield. Her mother glanced towards the door. Ink strained against the enchantment, both in will power and strength, but still didn’t move.

      Madara stepped close to him again. “This is neither the time nor the place. But that can soon be remedied. We will continue this conversation tonight, in the company of witnesses. And if you breathe a word of this to my daughter before I do, you place her in equal danger of arrest. She has had her time with you—and squandered it. Neglect and incompetence are but a few of the charges we could lay against her. Obstruction another, if she should come to your aid. And she would. Such is her misguided judgement. Do I make myself clear?

      Instinctively, Ink made to reply with a nod, as well as a resentful scowl. But he could do neither.

      “Clear,” he muttered.

      She released the enchantment. Ink stumbled and nearly toppled over, but caught himself just as Seherene appeared in the doorway. She was dressed in her finest for the Diamond Court.

      “Pardon the interruption,” she said. “Ink, may I speak with you?”
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      He followed her down the hall and up the stairs to the third floor, where Madara couldn’t eavesdrop. His limbs trembled, unused to the effects of such a dreadful enchantment, which forced him to clutch at the handrail as he went. With every step, his anger boiled hotter. But he also felt the old woman’s threat like a knifepoint to his back—and to Seherene’s. He may not have thought much of her views and opinions, but he dared not call her bluff.

      Once they reached the landing, the Entress turned to him and drew a small envelope from her cloak. “Lord Drystan has just paid me a visit. He is Rivalia’s defense counselor.”

      Ink frowned. “An Entrian? She has an Entrian defense counselor?”

      “She does. And he has asked me to deliver this to you.”

      She handed him the envelope. Inside was a small piece of parchment with a gold emblem stamped in one corner. The handwriting was very flowery, but he tried his best to read it.

      “This says . . . I’m being summoned to court!” He glanced up with wild eyes, a new round of panic building in his chest.

      “He needs you to answer a few questions in front of the High Council.”

      “No! Not on your life! I’m trying to keep a low profile here! It’s out of the question!”

      “Your answers could save Rivalia from a lifetime in prison.”

      Ink deflated in an instant. Resentment and irritation overtook his panic. She didn’t have to argue. Didn’t have to command him or try to trick him into attending. She knew exactly what to say with a single sentence.

      “I . . . I don’t even know if I can . . .”

      “Look her in the eye?” Seherene finished for him. “You wouldn’t have to.”

      He bowed his head, then stuffed the note back into the envelope with a grim expression.

      “So what now? Do I put on a black dress with a veil, too?”

      “Your new jacket will be fine. But before we leave there are a few things I need to make clear. The first is that no witness is allowed to directly address the defendant. You may not speak to her or try to give her signals of any kind. The second . . . is that you may find her changed.”

      “Changed? What does that mean?”

      “Confinement affects people, Ink. It’s unavoidable. She’ll be pale. She will not have slept much. She may seem belligerent or confused. Unwell. But it is only the result of accumulated stress and anxiety. We have seen it in every Colonist who has appeared in court. But she has not been hurt or wounded in any way. You have my word.”
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      Riva did appear changed. She was terribly pale, and the heavy rings beneath her lids were so dark it looked as though someone had given her two black eyes. Ink sat beside Seherene in the last seat of the first row. Despite his earlier reluctance to look at the young woman, he couldn’t tear his gaze away. She did not glance around, or even raise her eyes from the floor, but only shook her head with the slightest jittery motion, as elderly people sometimes did.

      It broke Ink’s heart. Broke it and sent it sliding down to the black pit of his soul. He remembered her dancing at the celebration in Harroway, smiling and laughing, clapping along with the music and turning down marriage proposals with kind-hearted apologies to drunken men. The contrast was downright horrifying. There was nothing sparkling about her now. Nothing bright and sunny. She was only a shell of the Riva he had known.

      “We ask again,” Lady Theia said, looking at her sternly from the raised dais, “are you now willing to cooperate with our efforts to locate the Colonist fugitives?”

      The prisoner only twitched and shuddered.

      Lord Havren leaned forward. “You do recall that any information you provide about them will reduce your stay in Stalikos Prison, do you not?”

      Silence. The Elders shared looks of frustration. Lady Parvus held out her hand to the far podium.

      “Lord Pallaton, have you anything further to add to your case?”

      “No, my lady.”

      She turned her gaze to the opposite podium. “Lord Drystan?”

      Drystan stepped to the center of the court and proffered a small bow to the Elders. “Ladies and lords of the High Council, I have two witnesses I would like to call. The first one I name is the honorable Lord Malkimar.”

      Theia nodded. “He may approach.”

      Ink chewed his lip as he watched the Entrian lord approach. Malkimar. He’d heard that name somewhere before. But he couldn’t remember where or why. The man glanced up at the dais with keen blue eyes and bowed his head in respect to the Elders. His blonde-white hair fell to his stiff shoulders below an even stiffer starched collar. The crest jewel on his cravat was a yellow gemstone.

      “Lord Malkimar,” Drystan began, “you know that the defendant has already pled guilty to aiding the Colonists. You also know that my sole concern is to obtain the fairest sentence possible. Lord Pallaton has made a very strong case that the Colonists were successful in corrupting her mind. My intention today is to discover how deep that corruption runs. You are an ordained priest at the temple of Orthys, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “I also understand that Chief Priest Osaias recently made you head of an important investigation. Would you please relate to us the nature of this matter? As well as your findings?”

      Malkimar cleared his throat before replying. “No doubt, the honored Council has heard of the horrendous blood rain which fell upon the Entrian people gathered to witness the burning of a deceased Colonist, whose name has been stricken from memory.”

      Ink held a hand to his stomach, sick with grief and horror. It was bad enough hearing Abner so dishonored. But a blood rain? Seherene had told him nothing of this. He glanced sidelong at her. She kept her own gaze firmly on the priest.

      “I was not present at the event,” Malkimar continued, “but I was directed to investigate its cause. Throughout the course of my studies and service, I have gained considerable knowledge concerning the darker forces of the world. It was by reason of this expertise that I was selected for the task.” He stroked a thin hand across his pale beard. “I questioned a number of people who had attended the burning ceremony, cross-examined them, and considered every viable motivation. I concluded that there could only be two possibilities. One—that it had been the work of an Entrian. Two—that it had been the work of a supernatural being.”

      Voices whispered around the court. The larger crowd gathered outside the glass walls had fallen silent, each face looking on with eager interest.

      “A full report of my findings is available for anyone wishing to read it,” Malkimar said. “But suffice it to say, although I believe an Entrian could have had the motivation for such an attack—the young woman here, for example—I do not believe anyone capable of the ability. The sheer breadth and potency of such an enchantment is far too great for any one person’s power. We are then forced to consider the second possibility—that a supernatural being was to blame. Whether some demon or the High Devil himself, we may never know. What does become clear, however, is that in this context, ‘enchantment’ becomes entirely the wrong word. In my professional opinion, I believe that the Colonists—motivated by revenge for their fallen comrade—conspired with dark forces to use a black spell upon innocent Entrians.”

      Drystan raised a hand. “And this connection to the occult which you have discovered, do you believe it could have also been used to influence and corrupt the mind of the Lady Rivalia? Even to the point of bewitchment?”

      “I do.”

      Drystan turned back to the young woman and put a hand on the arm of her chair. His expression softened, as did the tone of his voice. “Riva . . . while you were with them, did the Colonists do anything to you that might be perceived as influencing or mind-altering? Was there any moment when you felt you were not in control of your own thoughts?”

      She didn’t stir, nor make a sound. Drystan leaned in closer.

      “Riva . . . do the Colonists have a connection to the occult? Or any practices that might be viewed as such?”

      Ink fidgeted in his chair. He couldn’t tell if her silence was an act of defiance, or if she could no longer make any sense of thought and speech. Drystan waited a long moment for her to respond, then turned back to the witness.

      “Thank you, Lord Malkimar. You may be seated.” His gaze rose to the Elders. “Ladies and lords of the High Council, I would like now to name my second and final witness; Mr. Anthony Revore.”
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      Ink’s stomach churned. At the mention of his name, the people’s whispers grew to gasps of astonishment and loud chatter. The crowd outside the Diamond Court were obviously doing the same, though they couldn’t be heard. Some even jostled and nudged their way forward for a better look. As he made his way to the center of the chamber, the Elders stared down as though he were a mythical creature who’d just leapt out of a fairytale. He was all the more recognizable wearing his father’s old coat, which had been described in the kidnapping notices. He’d very nearly left the estate wearing his best new jacket, as Seherene had suggested, but had changed his mind at the last second. He wanted something comforting and familiar. And besides that, it was sure to annoy Madara. No contest there.

      He stole a glance at Riva’s face as he passed her. She didn’t seem to notice him. As Ink turned to face the Elders, putting his back to her, he found himself fighting the urge to be sick right there in the middle of the courthouse.

      Drystan raised his hand. The chattering stopped. The whispers died away.

      “I would like to remind the court that Mr. Revore is not accused of aiding the Colonists. It is known that he was kidnapped and taken into their company against his will. Having been recently rescued, he is now under the protection of the Lady Seherene, and it is by both her consent and his that he now appears before this court. Mr. Revore, would you please tell us how long you have known the defendant?”

      Ink took a deep breath and shut his eyes to steady his nerves. But no—that was a mistake, for there was the soul marking behind his eyelids, as piercing and inescapable as ever.

      “Mr. Revore?” Drystan repeated.

      “I don’t go by that name. It’s Ink. Inkwell Featherfield.”

      “All right, Ink. Can you tell us how long you’ve known Riva?”

      “Yeah. I can tell you that. I can tell you lots of things.” He shot the lawyer a dark look. “Now ask me if I will.”

      “Do you see any harm in telling us?”

      Ink scoffed. “Harm? That’s all I see. Everywhere. All the time. You do it to yourselves, to each other. And definitely to her.”

      “Mr. Rev—Featherfield, I am merely trying to get a sense of your relationship with her. How much she confided in you while you were a captive. How much you might have learned about the Colonists’ treatment of her, perhaps by their treatment of you.”

      When Ink didn’t answer, Drystan leaned in as if speaking to a much younger child.

      “Did you see them do anything that might be perceived as brainwashing? Anything to persuade newcomers to their cause? Benign or coercive?”

      Ink laughed scornfully. “Blimey, mate, no one told me I’d need a dictionary!” He looked over at Lord Pallaton. “Hey, Mr. P! You got a dictionary?”

      The chief prosecutor ground his teeth in his jaw and glanced away. Drystan stifled a sigh. On the dais, Lady Theia tapped her fingernails against the arm of her chair.

      “Mr. Featherfield,” she said, “one more insult and we will hold you in contempt of this court. The penalty for such behavior is a day and a night in your own personal cell. Is this something you are trying to achieve?”

      Ink shut his mouth and tucked his hands into his pockets. Seeing this, Drystan took a step closer and tried again.

      “Ink . . . do the Colonists have a connection with the occult?”

      The boy narrowed his eyes. Drystan was fishing for information about Caradoc. They already knew about the gold mark on his hand. They probably also knew it was an Auric Key, and that he was the last Keyholder alive, as well as the Spektors’ archenemy. That was their connection. But the Entrians would turn it against him. Against them all. And there was nothing he could say to convince them otherwise.

      “Ink.”

      The voice had come from behind him, weak and quivering. He turned. Riva had finally lifted her gaze from the floor. Her eyes looked utterly haunted as they fixed on his own. She trembled, clutching at the arms of her chair. A tear dripped down her cheek.

      “Don’t . . . don’t tell them a thing. Not even to save my life. God is my judge.”

      “The defendant will not speak to the witness!” Lord Havren cried. “Mr. Featherfield, if you refuse to answer Lord Drystan’s questions and insist on wasting time—”

      “I’ll answer.”

      Pallaton and Drystan looked at him with a touch of surprise.

      “I’ll answer,” Ink said again, nodding as if to confirm it even to himself.

      The Elders settled back in their chairs. Ink did not turn to them again, but looked hard at Riva, then at the crowd of countless spectators watching him.

      Only a few months ago he’d been sleeping in abandoned barns and trudging along muddy roads from one town to the next, looking for the infirmary where his parents might be. He’d been homeless, friendless, penniless more often than not. Now here he was—standing before the most important people in the oldest court in the most venerated city in Eriaris. There were Colonist-hunters, priests, constables, not to mention the entire population of Ciras pressing their faces against the glass. More than anything, he felt the gaze of the Lady Seherene. He knew she was counting on him. Betting on him. And Madara, sitting beside her, was fidgeting with that bloody gold locket while shooting daggers with her eyes, daring him to say the wrong thing. Ink knew his future would depend on the next few minutes. On whatever words came out of his mouth. He took another deep breath, then threw back his shoulders and raised his chin.

      “I’ve known Riva for a few months, just as I’ve known the rest of the Colonists. Got to know ‘em all real well. Learned about their old lives, their families. What they love. What they hope for. What winds ‘em up.” He turned his gaze to Seherene. “I could stand here for days and tell you all about ‘em. Every detail. But I won’t. ‘Cause they’re the best people I’ve ever met. And once you closed your fists around ‘em, you’d give ‘em the same treatment as Riva. She was with them when they came to rescue me from the Spektors. She helped save my life, then actually tried to make me feel welcome in their company and not so terrified. And she used to smile like she was a ray of living sunshine. You should’ve seen it. She loved to laugh, to sing and dance, to joke around like nothing bad had ever happened. Like you had never happened. Did they brainwash her? Alter her mind and all that? You bet they did. They made her realize there were actually good people in the world. That there were places where young ladies weren’t forced to get married to poncy twits, or be eaten up by anger and fear and hatred. That there was a home where she could be herself and not be punished for it.”

      He looked out across the crowd with a hard frown.

      “You know the truth. You’ve heard it from all the other captured Colonists who’ve sat here in front of you. Over and over again. And you keep callin ‘em liars, but they ain’t.” He shook his head bitterly. “The Colonists don’t hate anyone. They never did. Not Riva, neither.” A sudden rush of anger surged in his heart. “Fact is, I never saw people so full of hate ‘til I came here! I think if you hadn’t shut yourselves away in the West, this whole country would be full of hate! You’re so fixed on tracking down these so-called murderers, you ain’t stopped to realize it’s you! The ones snuffing out innocent people!”

      Nearly the entire inner court cried out in protest.

      “Objection!” Pallaton shouted above the noise.

      “Mr. Featherfield, you are not here to pronounce judgment!” Lord Terimar bellowed angrily. “And you will restrict your comments to matters which you have personally witnessed!”

      “Personal witness? All right! Fine!” Ink turned and pointed at Drystan. “This bloke? This defense counselor? I saw him with my own two eyes standin’ outside Bash’s house after his murder! Talking with Pallaton and Bill Stone about how to set traps for the rest of the Colonists! He ain’t got no interest in defending any of ‘em!”

      “Mr. Featherfield—”

      “And I’m sure Mr. P here has been twistin’ all kinds of facts! Why don’t you ask him if anyone actually got killed at Mastmarner? The answer is no! And d’you know why? ‘Cause the Colonists only fight to defend themselves! Don’t you think they would’ve littered the place with corpses if they really were a bunch of monsters? Coram only got his legs broke because he kept comin’ after us, like a little weasel throwing itself against a pack of wolves! Anyone else would’ve shot him and been done with it! Or haven’t you half-wits thought of that?”

      “Enough!” Theia cried. “You are now in contempt of this court! You will say no more!”

      Ink gestured towards the two priestesses who had volunteered to call out falsehoods. “Ask ‘em! Ask ‘em if I’m lying! Go on! But maybe it don’t matter, eh? How can it?” He opened his arms wide, encompassing the whole court. “You’ve all made your minds up already! And you think you ain’t wrecked every time a Colonist sits in that chair and puts you through Damiras all over again! But you are! You ain’t reliable! The pain is too deep! Don’t you see? Which means all that lie-detection ain’t worth a damn!”

      “Take him out of here!” Pallaton shouted at a guard.

      “Yeah, take me out!” Ink cried. “I don’t fit in with your perfect little fantasy world where you’ve done nothing wrong! Blimey, maybe the Colonists really did muck it all up! They went to try and save you, but weren’t they fools for it? You don’t deserve saving!”

      Two guards rushed up and took him by the arms. Most of the crowd had risen to their feet, including Seherene and Madara. The crowd outside raged, shouting and pounding on the glass walls. The Elders stood and attempted to call for order, but no one heard them.

      “You’re better, Riva!” Ink cried as he was dragged towards the main doors. “You’re better than all of ‘em! Don’t let ‘em get to you!”

      Passing down the aisle between the tiered seats, he looked up at the sea of faces jeering down at him and laughed.

      “I hope you do hate the Colonists! With all your hearts! You all deserve your own personal Spektors! Every last one of you!”

      The next moment, he was shoved through the front doors towards a waiting jail coach. A line of constables held back the crowd reaching for him. The roar of angry cries echoed in his ears.
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      Seherene hadn’t seen such wrath and hostility since Abner Hart’s failed burning in Vaterra. It was every bit as ugly and barbaric. She could hear her mother cursing under her breath as she clenched her hands into fists. Lady Theia made herself hoarse calling for order. Havren commanded half a dozen guards to stand around Riva’s chair in case the spectators decided to take matters into their own hands. Pallaton and Drystan both looked angry. Riva’s mother wept.

      It was a good five minutes until the court was finally silenced. Everyone remained standing. Lady Theia tugged at her ancient robes with an air of wounded pride.

      “Rivalia,” she said in a voice like clanging steel, “you have one last chance to answer to your fate. Will you or will you not tell us what you know of the Colonists?”

      There was a long silence. Drystan, looking wearied and defeated, stepped towards her and put his hand on the arm of her chair. “Answer them, Riva.”

      Everyone held their breath. At last, a weak sound issued from the chair. Drystan leaned in closer with a bewildered frown. Pallaton narrowed his eyes, equally baffled. The sound grew louder but quivered on the young woman’s lips. She was singing.

      
        
        
        Four and twenty miners along the mountain track

        Four and twenty bundles upon their sturdy backs

      

      

      

      It was all Seherene could make out before the song faded away. Lady Theia flicked her wrist and laid a silencing enchantment around the dais. This time, the ensuing conversation was considerably shorter than the first. It was only a minute before the barrier was raised again. Theia cast her imperious gaze across the court.

      “This day, the Elders of the High Council pronounce a righteous judgment upon our former daughter, Rivalia of the House of Kaden, who in holy court is found to be guilty of treason, sedition, and providing aid to those accused of grave crimes against the Entrian people. We therefore sentence her to a lifetime’s imprisonment on the Isle of Stalikos—a punishment we deem wholly befitting to her crimes and which will not be reappraised at any time. This court is dismissed.”

      The onlookers erupted into cheers, inside and out. There were embraces and handshakes and smiles all around. Apart from Seherene herself, only Riva’s parents did not participate, nor Dr. Tyrus, who was too concerned with helping the young woman back to her cell. As the Elders stepped down from the dais and filed towards the entrance, a piercing voice rose over the din. Seherene looked behind her to see a furious red-headed priestess shouting at the top of her lungs.

      “Mistrial! This is a mistrial! Any fool can see this court is corrupted by bias and prejudice! That girl is not mentally fit to stand trial! Look at her!”

      The Elders ignored her. To Seherene’s right, Lady Athalia broke away from the seating area and rushed towards the guards standing between her and the prisoner.

      “Riva! Riva, no! Please! Please! I’m her mother! Let me speak to her! Riva!”

      The guards would not let her pass. As Riva disappeared down the stairs, Athalia’s husband took her by the arm and pulled her away, trying to calm her. But the woman was inconsolable.

      “A shame.”

      Seherene turned to her own mother. She was holding the locket in her hands, staring through the glass walls to the snow-covered city beyond.

      “What is?” Seherene asked.

      “There won’t be an execution to attend. I rather think she deserves one. Don’t you? Maybe even a double, along with that Inkwell brat.”

      Without waiting for an answer, Madara turned and went to speak with Malkimar, who fidgeted in the corner with his characteristic nervousness. Lady Annyulan stood beside him, looking smug. Seherene remained rooted to the floor. She didn’t know what to think. What to feel. In such situations she usually hastened to congratulate Pallaton and Drystan. She couldn’t bring herself to do it this time, though she saw them shaking hands and praising one another.

      She pulled on her riding gloves and turned to follow her mother. She would talk to Tyrus tomorrow about paying Rivalia a visit before her return to Stalikos. There were so many questions she wanted to ask. Of course, there was little hope now that the young woman would answer them, but she wanted the chance to try.

      “My lady!”

      Frederick Coram suddenly appeared in front of her, grinning from ear to ear as he extended his hand and leaned heavily on his cane with the other. She took it readily enough but could not muster a smile.

      “Mr. Coram.”

      “Congratulations! I’m sure this must be a great relief.”

      “Yes. It is, indeed.” The relief came in knowing the whole business was over. But she felt no sense of victory or triumph. Only confusion. And there was so much more of it than there had ever been before.

      “I was glad to see the Elders paid no heed to the little imp’s lies,” Coram said. “I almost wish I could be in the room when you give him an earful for it. Oh, and Commissioner Marlas wanted me to pass on his personal apology again for not being able to attend himself. I will be sure to send him my full report.”

      “Do you still intend to travel to Damiras?”

      “Our ship sets sail two days from now. Lord Malkimar will be accompanying me, as a matter of fact. His expertise will be invaluable. I am confident we will be able to unearth a secret or two about this ever-elusive oracle, if she even exists.”

      “Lady Seherene!”

      A guard raced up to her, shouting so loudly that it drew the attention of everyone who remained in the Diamond Court.

      “The boy! He’s gone!” the guard said. “He got away from the jail coach and slipped into the crowd before we could catch him! What are your orders, ma’am?”

      She glanced around. Everyone had gone silent, watching to see what she would do. Pallaton folded his arms. Coram’s face flushed with anger.

      She nodded at the guard. “Go after him. He is to be arrested on sight and taken to Stalikos. Do whatever you must to hunt him down. He is no longer under my protection.”

      The guard bowed, then hurried away.
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            The Sound of Scheming
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      As soon as Seherene and her mother walked through the front door of the Atturias Estate, the servants knew to keep out of the way. Instead of lining up to greet them, as Madara insisted they do whenever she or her daughter returned to the house, they hurried back to whatever tasks they’d been occupied with before the carriage arrived.

      “Mother, of what possible use can it be to keep asking me questions I cannot answer?” Seherene said as she swept towards the main staircase. “I don’t know how Ink came to see us in front of Bash’s house. I don’t know how he managed to escape the guards or exactly where he might have gone.”

      “Then might I suggest—”

      “No!” She turned back to her mother with a blazing fire in her eyes. “I am sick to death of your suggestions! As well as your utter lack of faith in me!”

      Madara’s face was rife with fury, but she was too stunned to return a quick remark.

      “I knew Ink would not last another week in this house,” Seherene continued. “I knew before he set foot through those doors—before we had even disembarked from the airship. I saw his heart had turned towards them. I knew his aid would be unreliable, that he would soon slip out of our grasp again. And yes, I could have arrested him, or set a shield around his room, or frightened him half to death with threats. I know that’s what you would’ve done. Pallaton, too. But to what end? To watch another Colonist-sympathizer sit there in that chair and refuse to utter a single word?”

      The anger in Madara’s face softened, as did the fierce look in her eye. “You let him off his leash on purpose.”

      “I did. And now he will lead us straight to the rest of his friends, so long as we don’t lose him behind a shroud enchantment, which is unlikely given the circumstances.”

      “He’ll know we’ll be coming after him.”

      “Yes. But he’ll at least rest a little easier with the head start I will give him.”

      Something flashed in Madara’s eyes. “That we will give him.”

      “Mother—”

      “If your confidence is so assured, if this really is the last leg in this long and terrible race, I will be there to see it end. You will need all the help available to you.”

      “Which is why I intend on leaving here with Lord Pallaton and a host of Colonist-hunters. The airship is already waiting in port.”

      “Good. Then I shall be packed and ready to leave tomorrow morning.”

      One glance at her mother’s face told Seherene she would not be able to dissuade her, not if she had a hundred days to stand there and argue. She ground her jaw for a moment, then grasped the skirt of her cloak and climbed the stairs.

      Madara followed close behind. “I have never seen an Entrian with such a dour face after a successful Colonist trial. People will be lining the streets to congratulate you. Is it too much to ask for a gracious smile now and again? You looked as though the Council had sentenced you to Stalikos and not the girl.”

      “I’m all out of gracious smiles. You’ll have to hire someone else to do them for you. Perhaps your friend, Lord Malkimar.” Seherene paused in the corridor between their bedchamber doors. “You seemed on friendly terms with him.”

      “I knew him by name, and felt I had a duty to thank him for his testimony.” The old woman lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “Did you disagree with his assessment? Haven’t you been saying you believe the Keyholder is after the Crypt? Is it really such a stretch of the imagination to also believe they are using black spells?”

      “No. Unfortunately it is not. I only wish I’d known that Malkimar had spent his career investigating dark forces. He never mentioned it to me when we met. I think I must arrange a meeting as soon as possible. He may have some insight into why the Spektors are hunting people they shouldn’t. Perhaps he even knows about the gifts Ink spoke of.”

      Madara scoffed. “Gifts. Of what need would the Mistress of the Spektors have for trinkets and trophies? And even if they weren’t a complete fabrication, we have more pressing concerns. We must concentrate all our thoughts on following that boy, not only to make the final round of arrests, but if we can reach the Keyholder in time, there will be no need to go chasing after the Crypt. Is the ship already stocked?”

      “Yes. We can depart just as soon as I’ve met with Rivalia.”

      “Met with her?” Madara replied, her voice tinged with ice. “Whatever for?”

      “You know I always make an effort to talk with every Colonist myself. Circumstances prevented me from seeing her before the trial, so I must do so before we depart. I also mean to make myself easy about her mental state. I want to see what they’re using to dull her focus against enchantments. I fear it may be too strong. She didn’t seem entirely capable—”

      “Don’t tell me you actually believed the boy’s lies about her! You know it goes against our laws to torture prisoners! Her condition is common of one who has been imprisoned for such a length of time. Dr. Tyrus would tell you so himself.”

      “And I intend to hear it from him.”

      Madara clicked her tongue with an irritated air. “All this fuss over nothing. Not to mention the reckless waste of precious time.”

      “There is no point overtaking Ink too soon. He must rejoin the Colonists before we make him aware of our presence. Only patience is demanded of us now. The rest will follow easily enough.”

      “So you say. But if this scheme of yours fails—if you let the boy slip too far out of reach, and we are forced to return empty-handed—you would do well to take this advice, unwelcome though it may be to you. Should that girl continue to bite her tongue and refuse to tell us anything more, reunite her with her parents. Give them all their own cell in Stalikos. That will get her talking again, mark my words. Family is always a liability.”

      With that, Madara withdrew into her room and shut the door behind her.

      “So that’s what we are,” Seherene answered to the empty air.
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      After injecting Riva with a sleeping aid, Dr. Tyrus stood outside the house that hid her cell and wondered if he could hate himself any more. He’d reduced the dose of Waking Nightmare, but it had little effect on a mind already so weakened by it. The guards had told him that she continued to scream and cry in her sleep every night. It was now to the point where one of them would sit outside her cell to wake her at the first sign of it. When she was still able to answer his questions about it, she never remembered screaming at all.

      He sighed and glanced up at his coach driver. “Mr. Cork, go on and have a pint at the pub. I want to have a smoke before we head home.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The driver tied off the reins and climbed down. Tyrus removed a briar pipe from inside his coat and leaned against the house as he fished for his matchbox. He couldn’t go home. Not now. His wife would praise the Council’s judgement, his son would hug him proudly, and neither would know what he had done. He needed a few minutes to remind himself that the Colonists were really guilty, to remember how many lives had been lost because of them. To feel fresh anger over what his own family had suffered. And especially to forget everything the Inkwell boy had claimed.

      “So there you are.”

      Tyrus was so anxious, he dropped his lit match as he glanced up. It was the red-headed priestess who had tended to Riva before her trial.

      “I’ve been waiting hours for you to come out of there,” she said crossly. “Is our mutual friend all right? Or have you gone and finished the job?”

      “She’s sleeping,” he replied, half-irritated as he stamped out the match on the ground.

      The priestess folded her arms. “‘God is my judge’, she said. ‘God is my judge.’ Let me ask you, Doctor, if a Colonist doesn’t fear the verdict of our great Creator, what do you think he’ll have to say about you?”

      Tyrus dumped the tobacco out of his pipe and stuffed it back into his coat. “I was instructed to give her a focus-numbing treatment to prevent her from performing enchantments. So I have done.”

      “And nothing more? Do you actually know what was in that treatment?”

      “It was meant . . .” He checked himself and lowered his voice. “It was meant to make her more amenable to questioning.”

      “You admit it, then. You did tamper with her mental state.”

      Tyrus knew he should’ve been offended by such an interrogation, but his guilt and shame overpowered any such feelings of pride. Rather than answer her directly, he dropped his gaze.

      “And you a physician,” she said in disgust. “A healer.”

      “If you’re trying to make me feel terrible about it, you are wasting your time.”

      “So now you will spout some noble ideals in defense of it? I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “It was in service to our people! To justice! Until the Colonists are dealt with, their crimes will continue to cause us pain, like a festering wound that will not heal. And somewhere in her brain is everything we need to bring them to an end.”

      “By any means? At any cost? Do you know the definition of torture? It is the practice of inflicting suffering to compel another.”

      “Yes, I know the definition!” Tyrus set his jaw and glanced down the street. The sun had begun to set. A dusting of snow fell onto his shoulder as he leaned against the wall again. “I confess I never felt easy about it. But Drystan convinced me it was the only way to get the information we needed.”

      “Drystan? The useless defense counselor? Hang what he says!” She stepper closer and fixed him with a stern glare. “Look me in the eye and tell me you believe she deserves to spend the rest of her life in prison. That she wasn’t a model of kindness and compassion before you got your hands on her. That there isn’t the smallest hint of a possibility that the boy was right about everything.” An angry tear gleamed in her eye. “You put poison into her veins, and then have the nerve to call her corrupt?”

      Tyrus was cut to the heart. He couldn’t look at her. Nor could he waste another breath trying to defend his actions. It would only ring false, as it always did. He drew his eyebrows together, then screwed up the courage to finally meet her gaze.

      “What can I do?”

      The sternness in her face softened, but her voice remained hard as steel.

      “When one has erred, one must seek redemption. Fortunately, you don’t have far to seek. It is sleeping in a cell just below us.”

      She raised her eyebrows knowingly. He glanced nervously down the street again as he put a hand on her arm.

      “We will talk inside my coach.”

      She nodded. He hurried to the door, opened it for her, and followed her inside.

      As soon as he had shut the door behind him, a man wearing a hooded cloak opened the opposite door and rushed inside. He sat beside the priestess, still gripping the door handle, and raised a pistol at Tyrus.

      “On your lives, do not make a sound!” he hissed. “And stay still! I won’t hesitate to use this if I must.”

      “Good heavens, man! What is this?” Tyrus said, raising his hands. He nodded to the woman. “Is he with you?”

      “No, you fool. Don’t you recognize him?”

      She reached up and pulled the hood back from the man’s face. He looked at her with wide eyes and swung the pistol in her direction.

      “What the devil are you doing?”

      “It’s her father,” she said. “Put that down, sir. There’s no need for it here.”

      “I am giving the orders, not you! I want my daughter out of there, Doctor! Now! You’ve done enough to her!”

      “We were just about to make those arrangements,” the woman said. “And it will be quite the hindrance if we have to stop and attend to a bullet wound.”

      Riva’s father looked between them. “What is this? Some kind of trick?”

      “No,” Tyrus said. “It is not.”

      The man frowned at the woman beside him. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Emma. I’m a priestess. I spoke with your daughter before her trial. Her abhorrent sham of a trial, that is. And you, you’re Kaden, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does your wife know you’re here?”

      Kaden looked at them again with a touch of suspicion, then lowered the pistol and tucked it into his belt. “No. She doesn’t.”

      Tyrus raised his eyebrows. “Your wife has tried many times to see your daughter. But never you. Why now?”

      Kaden heaved a deep sigh. Tyrus recognized the guilt inside it, as well as the frustration.

      “My wife always believed her. And she’s always been more . . . ready to forgive. I was content to let my anger keep me blind. It seemed righteous, after all. But then, a few days ago I received a letter. From one of them, no less. A man named Simon Elias.”

      “Good Lord,” Emma said, wrinkling her brow. “You received a letter from a Colonist?”

      He nodded. “He’d written it in Riva’s defense. Told of all the things she’d done in their company. Good things, in earnest of being helpful. He gave a truthful account of her character. Knew well the honesty and kindness of her heart. Reminded me of it. He even recognized her regret in having to leave her parents, and that she hadn’t acted out of malice or spite. He asked for no favors. Made no demands. He actually . . . thanked us for her. For sharing her with them. Her gifts. Her generosity. Her smile.” His voice became gruff, as though his throat had tightened with emotion. He shook his head, choking it down again. “These were not the words of a monster. Nor a demon worshipper or a black-hearted murderer. I could no longer believe it of them. And I was further encouraged by the boy’s testimony this afternoon. I wanted desperately to read the letter aloud to the court, but I knew it would only be dismissed as lies and trickery.”

      “It was wisely done, keeping it to yourself,” Emma said. “The Elders have come to believe they can do no wrong, which bodes all sorts of trouble. But that’s beyond our reach right now. This poor girl comes first. So? What’s our next course of action?”

      Tyrus sat back in his seat and glanced at the house through the window. Mr. Cork was likely halfway through his pint by now. They would have to think quickly.

      “She will be taken out the same way she came,” he said. “One arm will be handcuffed to mine, and a shroud will be placed around her. There will be a dozen guards attending us, all in plainclothes so as not to attract any attention. Several will sit inside the coach with us, a few outside. The rest will follow in a second coach until we reach the dockside. That is our best chance. Once she is on the boat, there will be next to no hope of seeing her rescued.”

      “Are the handcuffs breakable by enchantment?” Kaden asked.

      “No. But I can indicate which one of the guards will have the key. Then all that’s needed is a lightburst while you are both under a shroud. One can cast the enchantment, and the other can retrieve the key and unlock Riva’s bracelets. But you will have less than a minute to do it.” He rubbed a hand over his beard, then smoothed down his hair with the same hand. “You must also render me unconscious so that I will not be under suspicion.”

      Emma cocked her head, annoyed. “Are you really so concerned with saving your own skin? Now? After everything?”

      “It is not for my sake but hers.” Tyrus looked at Kaden. “She will be safest with me. At my own home. There I can see to her care and full recovery. In the meantime, you and your wife can be preparing to flee to the east once Riva is well enough to travel. If you try to take her now, I fear she will not survive the journey. Of course, as soon as her escape is discovered they will descend on your property, inspecting every corner, possibly even keeping you under house arrest until they are certain you had nothing to do with it. But you can answer honestly that she is not with you, and that for all you know, she is still under my watch. Are we agreed?”

      Kaden rubbed the back of his neck and turned his worried eyes towards Emma. “Perhaps it would be better for her to stay with you. The doctor is a well-known figure in Ciras. But you will not invite attention.”

      The woman cleared her throat and tapped her fingers on the seat. “Well, that may be somewhat difficult . . . considering I make my home in Harroway. Or what’s left of it.”

      “Harroway!” Tyrus cried.

      “I came here in search of my daughter. She’s been missing since the mass arrests. I thought Riva might know where to find her. No luck there, unfortunately. So no, I am neither an Entrian nor a priestess, which means I won’t be able to hold my own when it comes to casting enchantments. I can drive a pair of horses, however.”

      “That’s good enough for me,” Kaden said. “When is she supposed to be moved?”

      “Nine o’clock tomorrow morning,” Tyrus answered.

      “Fine. We can meet here half an hour ahead of time. Doctor, can you convince the guards that Emma is one of them? One of the coach drivers, perhaps?”

      “That should be easy enough.”

      “I’ll put myself under a shroud, then wait to cast the lightburst until you’ve set foot outside the house. Emma, once the commotion starts, the guards already in the coach should hurry out. If they don’t, you shout a warning that the prisoner is escaping. That should get them moving. Once I secure Riva inside, I’ll tap on the roof. Then you drive like the Devil is behind you. I’ll try to put a shroud around the coach as well, but my nerves may be too worn by then.”

      “Understood.” Emma glanced back at Tyrus. “I’ll need directions to your home.”

      “I’ll write them down.” He reached inside his pockets for pen and paper. “I may be delayed a few days in following you. I am sure to be taken to the hospital once they find me unconscious. They may even keep me there for questioning. I will write a note to my wife telling her that I have hired you to our household staff. Give it to her. She will see to it that you have a room in the servant’s quarters. You can take Riva there to recover until I arrive. Say she is your daughter, but not in such a way that you are caught in the lie.”

      Emma raised an eyebrow. “Should be easy enough.”

      Suddenly, there was an earsplitting crack outside the window, as if a bolt of lightning had sliced through the sky directly above them. The ground shook for a moment. The occupants of the coach stared at each other in horrified dread, then scrambled out and looked around.

      The glass walls of the Diamond Court had cracked. A long, sinuous fissure had cleaved the domed structure almost in half. As Tyrus’s mouth fell agape, a sound like a barrage of rifle shots filled the air. Every pane was being split, fracturing as though invisible ice picks were chipping away at the glass, accompanied by loud creaks and high-pitched groans. He didn’t know what kind of power could do such a thing, but if the glass was meant to fly outward once it shattered, it would cause untold damage in every direction. Not to mention grave injury.

      Farther down the street, people came rushing out of their shops and homes to investigate the noise. Some of them screamed. The six guards in the entry room of the jailhouse raced outside and looked up, equally stunned.

      “Colonist witchery!” one of them said. “They’re taking revenge on the court!”

      The creaks and groans grew louder. A constable ran down the street, shouting for everyone to take shelter inside and stand back from the windows. Tyrus ordered the guards to do the same—a command they willingly obeyed. As soon as they’d gone from sight, the doctor hurried to the other side of the coach where Emma and Kaden stood. He spoke as loud as he dared above the noise of breaking glass.

      “This is our chance! I will tell the guards the Colonists are surely coming for her, and that we must take my coach at once to the boat! Emma, take the reins!”

      She hurried to the front and swung up into the seat. Tyrus handed her his address.

      “Get her there as quick as you can! Don’t stop for anything! When you arrive, say I forced you to flee the city in my coach because of the danger! It won’t be a lie!”

      “Right!”

      Tyrus stepped close enough to Kaden to spare himself from shouting. “I gave her something for sleep, so I will have to carry her out in my arms. The guards will accompany me, so as soon as you see me put her into the coach, cast the lightburst. And before the light fades, you must strike me as hard as you can. Draw blood. It has to look real.”

      Kaden looked reluctant but finally nodded. “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “Please. Do not thank me. It is forgiveness I need.”

      Riva’s father reached into his cloak and drew out an emerald crest jewel. “Give this to her when you can. And tell her I’m sorry.”

      Tyrus nodded as he accepted it. Kaden took a few steps back and glanced around. The street was empty. He raised his hand, preparing to cast a shroud around himself, and locked eyes with Emma.

      “I hope you find your daughter soon.”

      Emma nodded. “I hope yours will be all right.”

      Another great crack tore through the sky. Kaden disappeared beneath the shroud. Tyrus hurried inside the house.
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      The plan went off without a hitch. In five minutes, the coach was speeding northwards out of the city with the sleeping Entress inside. Half a dozen armed guards blinked the lightburst out of their eyes too late to see what had happened, and with the glass edifice threatening to burst at any moment, there was no time to investigate. They found the unconscious Dr. Tyrus with a bloody welt on his brow and quickly carried him inside the house.

      Kaden took cover in an empty alleyway before removing his shroud. Seconds later, the Diamond Court shattered with a noise that could be heard for miles in every direction. Shards of glass rained down over the entire city, leaving no corner untouched.

      They could not have wished for a better distraction.
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      After his rebellion in court, Ink thought for certain he would spend the rest of his life in prison. As the guards hauled him towards the waiting jail coach, he could see no escape, no way to even cause a diversion now that all eyes were fixed on him. He hung on their arms, tried to kick at them and wrench free, but they only held him tighter.

      In the end, it was his big mouth that saved him. The crowd was furious. They shouted at him and shook their fists and shoved forward. The guards made a valiant effort to hold them back—some even attempted shield enchantments—but it wasn’t enough. Two Entrians broke past the line on one side, then three more on the other. For a moment, eight pairs of hands were grasping at his father’s coat. Ink tried to shove them away. One raised a threatening pistol into the air. And then, for a split second of scuffling and cursing, Ink felt no one clutching him at all.

      He took full advantage of the moment and dove forward under the jail coach. By then the crowd was surging against the guards on all sides. Some even climbed onto the coach to stop it from taking the traitorous boy out of reach. Those few who actually saw Ink make his escape were not near enough to grab him. Neither could they shout loud enough above the angry clamor to warn others. In the ensuing chaos, Ink snuck into a section of crowd which stood just far enough from the Diamond Court that they hadn’t been able to see him testify, and therefore could not identify him by face—at least not for the brief instant he raced past them.

      He broke clear of the throng farther up the street. There the pavements were lined with the spectators’ wagons and carriages, countless in number and all unattended. He looked for one with a luggage compartment big enough to hold him. Of course, the constables were sure to come searching through the vehicles. That meant he would need to find one he could latch from the inside using the lockpick in his boot.

      After another minute, he found such a one. Almost as soon as he had settled inside and secured the lock, he heard voices shouting in the distance, which he assumed to be those of the guards. They were soon overtaken by a great noise of cheering from the massive crowd. Ink's heart sank as he lay there in the dark. No doubt the Elders had made their final pronouncement on Riva’s sentence. She had not escaped her fate after all, and there was certainly nothing he could do to save her now.

      He guessed it was half an hour before he felt the carriage shudder forward over the cobblestones. He had no idea which direction he was headed towards, or how long he might have to stay in his hiding place. It made no difference. He would make it back to Riverfall, no matter what it took. He still had the money he’d stolen from the foppish Entrian lords on the airship, so that was something at least. It was probably just enough to get him to Mastmarner.

      Of course, there was another path he might take. He had his liberty again, and without the Wickwire Watch, he was probably safe enough from the Spektors on his own. His grandfather had warned that he would not escape their notice now that his “eyes had been opened” to so many secrets, but if he kept his nose in his own business from now on, they weren’t likely to give him any serious trouble. He hadn’t even seen a Spektor since Harroway. All in all, it seemed he was free to continue the search for his parents—once he could get out of Entrian Country and come up with a new disguise.

      The prospect was tempting. But only for a moment. If Seherene, with all her methods and resources, had not yet been able to find them, there was little chance he could do any better. And besides that, it would mean abandoning the rest of the Colonists to whatever fates had befallen them. And he would not further prove any resemblance between himself and Coram. Or Marlas.

      When the carriage stopped, and the voices of the passengers faded away, Ink hurried out of the compartment and found himself in a quiet, narrow street. The Diamond Court was nowhere in sight, nor any of the familiar towers and turrets of the central district of Ciras. Still, he didn’t feel he’d traveled far enough to let his guard down just yet. Word would be spreading of his betrayal and escape. Both constables and Colonist-hunters would be on the hunt for him now. Madara had probably wasted no time ordering his name added to the warrant lists. Perhaps it would even be put above Caradoc’s.

      It didn’t take long to find another driver who would carry him—properly this time. The man did give him a curious look, owing to his age and ill-fitting clothing, but accepted the money and turned his team of horses to the north. Ink lowered the shades over the coach windows but still fought against closing his eyes for as long as he possibly could.
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      When he woke, the sky had grown dark. As it turned out, the fare he’d paid was only enough to get him as far as Ramminburn—a small, unassuming town on the southern bank of the Ceridwen River, and still several days from Mastmarner. Traveling on foot might take him a fortnight. Perhaps even longer if the weather turned bad again. As he stood looking at the twinkling lights of the shops and houses, the driver took pity on the shivering boy and handed down his scarf. Ink thanked him, then watched the coach turn and head back towards Ciras.

      He was starving. Starving and freezing with pockets now empty. It was just like old times. He almost laughed at the thought, but it was hard to laugh on an empty stomach. The wind was also so cold that his ears had begun to turn numb. With a sigh, he wrapped the scarf over his head like a shawl and trudged through the snow towards town. It was time to put his old skills to proper use again. Even if he couldn’t get enough coin for coach fare, he could at least buy himself a decent meal. Maybe a warm hat and a pair of gloves. Then he would continue north.

      It was difficult not to think of all the comforts he’d left behind, and painful to consider that his gallant speech in defense of Riva and the Colonists had been for nothing. Still, he couldn’t deny the colossal satisfaction he’d felt giving the Entrians a piece of his mind. And maybe it had done good. Maybe he’d planted the smallest seed of a doubt in their minds, brought them to question their methods and abilities. Plus, there was the added benefit of knowing how much his escape would enrage them—especially Pallaton and Madara. That alone was worth the cost of losing his fine clothes and splendid meals. He certainly wasn’t going to miss having any more chats with the old lady.

      His only real regret was losing Seherene. She probably hated him now, not that he could blame her. At any moment she might turn up on her horse, flanked by a small army of Colonist-hunters and readying her belt of throwing knives. The thought so terrified him that he quickened his pace along the road.

      It wasn’t until he reached the main street that he realized the difficulty of being a pickpocket in Entrian Country. It wasn’t that anyone would be able to read his mind or sense his intent. It was his obvious identity as a down-on-his-luck Cassrian. In his oversized coat and thin scarf, he stood out like a sore thumb, earning stares from practically everyone he passed. The pavements were also well-lit by lamp posts bearing enchanted flames, which meant there was little chance of making himself invisible in the shadows.

      He stopped and sat on the steps of a closed haberdashery to rest and rethink his strategy. A little ways down the street, a small group of people exited a pub, laughing with bright eyes and flushed faces.

      “I declare!” one of the ladies cried. “That was the best wine I ever tasted in my life! Simply extraordinary!”

      “Did Kalvus say he’d just got it in today?” the man beside her asked.

      Another man with a large mustache nodded. “Apparently, the seller makes it himself. Kalvus thought he was only a common peddler at first, but as soon as he got a whiff of the stuff, he couldn’t turn it down.”

      Ink stood from the steps, hurried across the street, and followed several feet behind them.

      “He should have kept him on as a regular supplier!” the woman said. “Did the seller at least leave an address? We must get a few bottles to keep at home.”

      “No, he left nothing at all, not even a name, which probably means he didn’t come by it honestly. ‘Trade secret’ was all he would say about its origins. And he only sold Kalvus a single case before leaving town.”

      “Perhaps we ought to track him down ourselves,” the first man said. “Which way was he going?”

      “North, I would assume. Chap mentioned something about saving his last batch for Mastmarner.”

      Ink stopped dead in his tracks. Then he turned, raced back to the pub, and barreled through the door. The customers looked up with a start. A few wrinkled their noses at his appearance. A man in a fine suit with a handlebar mustache had just finished pouring two glasses of wine for a young couple at a nearby table.

      Ink hurried over and reached for one of the glasses. “’Scuse me, mates. Just checking something.”

      Disgruntled cries rose up around him as he took a swig. He hardly heard them over the rush of euphoria. They were drinking Cestriae. The Colonists’ home brew.

      “Here now!” the server said. “You’ve got some nerve!”

      “So they tell me,” Ink replied with a grin. He set the glass down again and rushed back towards the entrance, waving at the customers as he went. “You enjoy that, now! Ain’t likely to see it again any time soon!”

      Out in the street, Ink broke into a run, his eyes sweeping the pavements and storefronts as he went. A man who looked like a common peddler? Who still had a case of Cestriae to sell off? To Mastmarner, no less? There was only one person who could possibly fit that description.

      “Chester!” he cried. “Oi! Mr. Fortescue! You still here?”

      He kept calling until he reached the end of the street, which also happened to mark the end of town. Here the path was now earth instead of cobblestone and bent away to the north along the river. Ink followed it, but soon began to slow his pace. Chester might not have followed the road even if he had come this way. He could have crossed the bridge to the Ceridwen’s far bank and doubled back towards the south. There was no way to know for sure, short of finding a trail of empty bottles. With a curse, Ink yanked the scarf tighter around his ears and hurried to the top of a small hillock nearby. From there, he spied a small collection of tents farther down the road. It looked like a vagrant camp. With renewed hope, he plunged down the hillock and raced towards it.

      Most of the occupants were asleep, either in their tents or under threadbare blankets, but a few were still huddled around campfires, talking quietly amongst themselves. Ink made for the nearest group.

      “Beg pardon,” he said, somewhat out of breath.

      An old man missing several teeth glanced up at him. “Evenin’, young master. What’re you doing out here? You lost?”

      “I’m looking for a man named Chester. Chester Fortescue. D’you know him? Tall. Really oily hair. Fondness for pinstripe suits. Haulin’ a crate of wine—if he hasn’t drunk it already.” As he spoke, Ink stepped over and around the sleepers, trying to get a look at their faces. He even grabbed the hat off one man’s face who was using it to block out the firelight, waking him in the process. No Chester.

      The old man shrugged. “Sorry, lad. Don’t sound familiar.”

      “Why don’t you sit down for a spell?” said a woman with disheveled gray hair. She was also missing a tooth. “We got some good broth here.”

      “You can have my bread roll,” the old man said, holding out a gray lump. “Can’t chew the thing, anyway.”

      Ink grabbed the roll and held it aloft in a kind of salute. “Thanks very much! I’ve got to be off again. Can’t let him get too far away. Cheers!”

      He bit into the bread as he turned and dashed up the road. It was mostly stale, but he didn’t care. Behind him, the vagrants shook their heads and exchanged baffled mutters.
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      After five minutes of jogging, Ink slowed to a walk. He was warm now—almost too warm to need his coat and scarf any longer—but he also knew the feeling wasn’t likely to last long. He blew out a weary breath as he looked around. The only source of light was the waning moon and its reflection on the river. Small chunks of ice floated along its outermost edges.

      Damn. He’d lost the trail, if he’d even been on the right one to begin with. Chester had probably crossed the river. Or worse . . . perhaps it hadn’t really been him who’d sold the wine to that pub. The Colonists had dropped off several crates in Burgess Valley only a few months ago. Someone might have been looking to sell the excess. Ink halted and put a hand on his waist. Best start looking for a place to bed down for the night. He might return to Ramminburn and look for an empty stable or barn. Or search around here for an unoccupied cave. Then again, with the entire Entrian nation soon to set their bloodhounds on his trail, it would probably be better to sleep high in the branches of a sturdy tree.

      He tilted his head towards the river. There was an odd sound being carried on the wind. Like the growl of an animal but with a strange rhythm to it. He stepped off the road and went towards the water, keeping a careful eye on his surroundings. The last time he’d investigated an odd sound in an isolated spot, it hadn’t ended well.

      As the sound grew louder, he decided it couldn’t have been made by an animal. It was too measured. Even-paced. Like a snore. Yes, that was it. Someone was snoring nearby. Ink made his way into the trees and down a gentle slope. The snow was so deep it reached up to his knees. The snoring grew louder.

      Finally, with the river plainly in sight, he spotted a figure asleep on the bank, wrapped in several blankets and surrounded by a collection of burlap bags. A small fire smoldered in a blackened pit nearby. The figure mumbled in their sleep and rolled over. As they did so, the flat section of earth beneath them moved, as if bobbing on the water. Ink sucked in a breath of air, then rushed forward and called out.

      “Hey! Hey! Wake up!”

      “Hm?” It was an instinctive response. The figure was still asleep.

      “Wake up! You’re sleeping on a slab of ice! Not earth!”

      “What? What’s that?” The figure rolled over again and rubbed at their eyes.

      Ink saw him plainly now. There was no oil on his head. His hair was shaggy, his beard unkempt. But there was no mistaking it—he had found Chester P. Fortescue.

      “Ink?” Chester’s eyebrows knitted together in wonder. “Ink! Haha! By all that’s holy—”

      He tried to rise and throw off his blankets but had managed to become entangled in them. He cursed and twisted around to free himself. The ice creaked and groaned as one end dipped towards the water.

      “Chester! Get off the ice!” Ink cried, trying to run through the snow. “Get off the ice! It’s breaking!”

      “Oh! Oh, damnation!”

      The ice bobbed again, sloughing off a thick layer of snow into the frigid water. A loud crack resounded. With a cry of panic, Chester stumbled forward and heaved himself onto solid earth. He was just in time. The next moment, the ice broke free of the bank and began floating down the river, taking the bags and campfire along with it. Chester cursed again as he scrambled even farther from the water’s edge on his hands and knees. A single blanket was still draped around him.

      “Oh!” he said, putting a hand to his heart. “Bless my britches, that was close!”

      As Ink came near, Chester shot to his feet and rushed towards him with his arms wide, dropping the blanket in the snow.

      “Ink! My own Ink!” With a cry of joy, he picked the boy up and swung him around. “Upon my life, I never thought to see you again! Oh, look at you! A cherub! An angel! As beautiful a sight as ever I saw!”

      “Put me down.”

      “Like a miracle from God! Heaven sent, you are!”

      “And you’re a lunatic, you are! Put me down!”

      Chester obeyed, then stood there flush-faced and beaming as Ink picked up his fallen scarf and wrapped it over his head again, suppressing a smile.

      “Good thing I happened by when I did. You’d be an icicle by now.”

      “You saved my life! Captain Victorious does it again! Three cheers!”

      Chester went in for another hug, but Ink put up his hands.

      “Don’t pick me up! You’re welcome! Just don’t pick me up!”

      “What the devil are you doing all the way out here? Are the others with you?”

      “No. It’s just me. Say, didn’t you know you were sleeping on a sheet of ice?”

      “I couldn’t see for all the snow. Plus, I may have had a few too many nightcaps before turning in.”

      Ink gestured downstream. “All your stuff’s gone now.”

      Chester swatted a hand through the air. “Aw, that’s all right. It was all rubbish anyway. The fire’s no loss, either. I’m getting quite good at making them. Come on. I’ll do us another while we talk. Let’s move a little farther back, though, eh?”

      He was as good as his word. In five minutes, he’d managed to light a stack of kindling in a small pit hollowed out of the snow. Ink brought him several larger twigs and sticks which he fed into the fire at just the right time. When they were both settled around it, Ink told him how he had picked up his trail in Ramminburn.

      “Ah, yes. That was my last crate, actually,” he said. “Lugged them all the way down here from Vaterra. Haven’t got anything now but this blanket and the clothes on my back. As low as a man can be.”

      “A man sleeping on a sheet of ice.”

      Chester laughed. “Oh, I’ve missed that cheek of yours, Ink. That impish sense of humor. You’ve no idea how much. Leaving Riverfall was the worst mistake I’ve ever made, you know. And that’s saying something.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “To go after my Wendolen and Josephina, of course! I wasn’t ready to give them up for lost. And even if they had made it safe to a doctor, I wanted to see it with my own two eyes. Know it for certain in my heart. So the intent was noble, you see. Just not the, uh . . . method.”

      “Leavin’ when you were stone drunk, you mean.”

      “Blind drunk. Thundering drunk. So drunk I don’t even remember going down in the Drifter. It’s a mercy I didn’t kill myself then and there. Splattered all across some lonely field.”

      Ink’s eyes widened. “The Drifter! Sweet gravy, Chester! You’ve got a Drifter!” He leapt to his feet and glanced around. “Where’d you put it? Where is it?”

      Chester jutted out his bottom row of teeth in a comical grimace, then cleared his throat with a wince. “Well, now . . . that’s something of a complicated situation.”

      Frowning, Ink sank back onto the ground. “You sold it.”

      “No.”

      “Sank it?”

      “Lost it. Completely forgot where I set it down. I think I must have grabbed the crates out of the hull, stumbled beyond the shroud, and passed out. I spent hours looking for it when I woke again, but . . . no luck. Not without a spyglass, anyway.”

      Ink’s frown deepened. “What? You mean you don’t even have your spyglass?”

      Chester tossed another handful of twigs into the fire. “Afraid not. When I passed out, I must have . . .” He swept his palm towards the ground. “Fell forward, you know? Woke with a bloody nose and my spyglass smashed all to bits. Couldn’t have made things much harder for myself, frankly.”

      A bird broke from the trees above with a chittering sound and flew out over the river. When it had disappeared from sight, Ink looked at Chester again with a touch of anger.

      “And why exactly did you torch your house?”

      Chester’s face fell into an expression of horror. His mouth hung open, his eyes widening as his heavy brows knit together. “What?”

      “Your house? You sort of burned it to the ground when you left. Lost everything inside. The disguises. The wine. All of it.”

      Chester’s gaze fell to the fire as he shook his head, utterly bewildered. “I-I don’t remember! I was in a hurry to leave. Trying to take as many crates of wine as I could, but . . . I never meant to do anything like that! Burned to the ground? All the disguises? Oh. Oh, damn, that must mean . . . that must’ve really made things difficult for the rest of you.”

      “A bit, yeah,” Ink said, sounding more sarcastic than he meant to.

      “I’m so sorry. I . . . I swear I didn’t know. I must have knocked over a lamp or a candle and didn’t realize.”

      “Yeah, well . . . all in the past now.”

      A moment of awkward silence hung in the air. Chester tossed another twig into the flames and pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders with a somber sigh.

      “Go on, then, Mr. Featherfield,” he said. “Tell me everything.”
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      Ink figured it must have taken him an hour to catch Chester up on what he’d missed, not including all the questions and interruptions. Chester had already heard about Abner and Riva. Already grieved and mourned them, toasted their names with every glass of alcohol he’d drunk since leaving—which was no small measure. He was gutted to hear of Riva’s sentencing, but told Ink he’d done them all proud by standing up for the Colonists in front of the entire court. He was most pleased by the news about the Plumsleys, despite their precarious situation. With a wistful twinkle in his eye, he leaned back and gazed up at the moon.

      “Oh, to hear those ladies sing again in those beautiful halls. Their first tour in nine years! It’ll be the talk of the country for ages to come! I would’ve spent my last coin to watch even one performance—if I had any left.”

      “So what is your plan now that you’ve got no coins?”

      Chester snorted. “I was going to try and sell all the rags I’d collected in those bags. Guess my only hope now is to beg the vagrants in that camp down the road to let me join them.”

      Ink raised an eyebrow as if the answer was the most obvious thing in the world. “Or . . . we could make our way to Mastmarner. Mavie could help us! I’m sure of it! Why are you shaking your head?”

      “I can’t go back. To Riverfall, I mean.”

      “What? Why the blazes not?”

      “Because they’ll know where I’ve been. When I realized I was lost, that I had no hope of ever finding the Plumsleys—or the Drifter—I hardly knew what to do with myself. I’d blown everything to hell. My plans. My good intentions. All I had left were the crates of wine. And what money I got from them, I spent on vices and more drink. Squandered every last coin. And now I’ve become what I always feared most; a broken old fool with no prospects, no friends, and who apparently burned his own house before leaving. I think the others would sooner welcome this half-burnt twig than have me back. At least the twig is useful.”

      He fell silent again, staring into the flames. Ink picked up a stick from the unburnt pile and traced a pattern into the damp ground. They’d all been angry with him for leaving. They’d all assumed he’d set his house ablaze on purpose. That he’d snapped, reached the end of his patience, unable to bear his situation any longer. No one guessed it had been an accident. One thing Ink knew for certain, however, was that they had all missed him. Even Delia.

      “Maybe they will know where you’ve been,” Ink said. “But, if you ask me, I’ll bet they care even more that you come back.”

      Chester raised his doleful gaze from the fire. “Really?”

      “Yeah. And besides that, after everything that’s happened, I can’t think of a better surprise than to bring someone back we thought was lost for good.”

      Chester lifted his mouth in a doubtful smile.

      Ink leaned over and nudged his arm. “Aw, come on. What’s Riverfall without Chester P. Fortescue?”

      “A monastery,” he said, raising his eyebrows, then burst into one of his huge belly laughs that seemed to echo a half mile in every direction. He wiped a tear as he continued to laugh, then leaned over and nudged Ink’s shoulder. “Not only an angel, but a saint. You’re a saint, Mr. Featherfield. Do you know that?”

      “Yeah, sure. Just don’t hug me again. Now are we going to Mastmarner or not?”

      “Oh, yes, about that. I did make plans to head that way, but now I don’t think it’s such a good idea. Apparently there’s an army of Colonist-hunters swarming the place.”

      “We know. We got word Mavie might even be under house arrest for helping us. But you and me could get her out of there. You could go in, talk to the assistant. Once he knew who you were, I’m sure he’d take you to see her. And the hunters wouldn’t know you. You’re still not on the warrant lists.”

      Chester winced again. “Well . . . that may not exactly be the case anymore.”

      Ink drew his eyebrows together. “What did you do?”

      He shrugged. “I may have had my own little fight to defend the Colonists’ honor. I was having a pint at a pub one night. Words were said, fists were raised, a constable may have been involved—”

      “Oh, hang it all,” Ink muttered.

      “And anyway, I don’t think we’d have much chance of rescuing Mavie. The hunters might not let me talk with the assistant. Besides, without a Drifter, or weapons, or a handy shroud enchantment, odds are we only get ourselves arrested.”

      Ink twisted his mouth. Chester was right, as much as he was loath to admit it. He hated feeling so powerless; first with the Plumsleys, then Riva, and now Mavie. Chester must have been thinking the same for he lay down on his side, propped up his head with one hand, and stared at the fire with a morose expression. He narrowed his eyes a few moments later.

      “What about that fellow you know?”

      “Which one?”

      “The bloke who was with you in the flat? When Simon and the others went to get you?”

      “Spindler!” Ink cried. “That two-faced backstabbing fiend? Not likely!”

      “What do you mean ‘backstabbing’?”

      “He sold me out to the Entrians! That’s how they reckoned I was kidnapped by you! He went and reported it!”

      Chester raised an eyebrow. “He reported a child being taken away by strangers for dubious reasons . . . and this makes him a bad man?”

      “Well, he had me sneaking ‘round Bash’s house after he died! Wanted any dirt he could get on the Colonists, but he used me to try and dig it up! All for some book he wants to write! So he ain’t exactly a model of virtue.”

      Chester rose onto his elbow. “Book? About us? Well, that’s grand! If he’s that desperate for a scoop, he won’t possibly turn us in! I’ll give him a hundred stories! He might be all too happy to help us, and besides that, we’ll get to tell our side of the story! To someone who actually wants to listen! It’s perfect! Did you find anything good in Bash’s house, by the way?”

      “That’s not the point! I’m trying to tell you this man is a crook!”

      “Yes, and we are wanted fugitives! I’m a drunk! You’re a pickpocket! We’re all crooks, Inkwell! Maybe we ought to help each other out from time to time. And you can bet there won’t be an army of Colonist-hunters on his doorstep. Unless you can think of a better place to go.”

      Ink folded his arms. He couldn’t. And he hated the suggestion that Spindler had done a good deed in reporting him—especially because it was probably true. In fact, the more he thought about it, he couldn’t even spite the newspaperman for sending him to snoop around Bash’s house. Not when it had set him on the path to Riverfall.

      “Fine,” the boy said, throwing up his hands. “But it’s an awful long way to the North Country, and with a mountain range between us. It’ll take months.”

      “Not if we take an airship.”

      “Are you joking? We don’t have that kind of money. We don’t have any kind!”

      “We don’t have it yet. But that’s where your special gifts come in.”

      “The ones that make me a crook, you mean.”

      Chester grinned. “Now you’re getting it.”

      Ink glanced down at the fire. A smirk tugged at the side of his mouth.

      “Well . . . I do have a few good tricks. One in particular.”

      “That’s the spirit! I want to hear all about it. And then you’re going to tell me absolutely everything about that Seherene woman. Blimey, I can’t believe all the luck you’ve had!”
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      An hour later, they made their way back to Ramminburn and found a high wooden fence around the back garden of a house. It was in a quiet corner away from the main street, with only a single lamp post to light the area. Ink started towards it while Chester found an unassuming observation spot.

      Ink walked slowly along the fence with an outstretched hand, feeling the timbers as he went. Soon enough, he found a rogue nail sticking out of the wood. He dragged an old apple crate beneath it, stepped up, and leaned back against the fence. Chester saw him twitch and shimmy about, as if he were trying to scratch an itch. The boy then kicked the crate away and proceeded to sink inside his oversized coat, leaving just enough of his face visible for a concerned passing citizen to notice.

      They didn’t have long to wait. Within ten minutes, a worried constable came to help the poor child. Chester saw Ink’s hand slip into the man’s pocket, then back into the depths of his coat. When the constable let him down, Ink smiled, tipped his hat with a small bow, and walked off to find another fence in another part of the town.

      “Saints above,” Chester said with a grin of admiration. “He’s a right professional.”
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            All the World Is Wilderness
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      It was almost two months since Harriet and Caradoc had fled the Boathouse during the slaver attack. Two months since Daniel promised to meet them at the safehouse in Gadham with the rest of his crew. It was impossible not to worry now. They couldn’t have been held up so long by the weather, or even the bandits who’d briefly taken over the Ashing River Bridge. The two Colonists talked about returning south to find out what had happened to them, and to mount a rescue if need be. But there was no telling how long it might take, or if there was even anyone left to rescue.

      Upon arriving in Gadham, they agreed to think things over for another week before deciding on a course of action. In the meantime, there was work enough to keep them busy for months. The safehouse was an old two-story building with a wide porch that wrapped all the way around on both levels. As it was perched in the foothills of the Ashing Mountains, it served as a perfect lookout spot. The trees sufficiently concealed the house from the road below, and from the porch, one could look out for miles in almost every direction. The downside was that the place had clearly not been used in several years; the roof leaked, the rain had warped a number of floorboards, and the rooms were full of dust and cobwebs. There was also a small stable with room enough for both horses, but that needed repair as well. There wasn’t much in the way of tools or cleaning supplies, but a small village market a few miles down the road was able to provide them with everything they needed.

      It was also there they met a blacksmith who’d been instructed to ask newcomers to the market if they knew a man by the name of Porter. When the Colonists confirmed this—and further proved it by referring to Daniel by his first name—the blacksmith handed them a letter which had arrived several weeks ago.

      Two of Daniel’s crewmates had been killed in the attack, and two more taken captive. The names of the unfortunate victims were not given, but Daniel had decided to mount a rescue of their missing friends. Since there was no telling how long the effort might take, all he could do was give them his assurance that once the captives were recovered, they would make straight for Gadham. The note ended with a description of a secret compartment in the stable. When Harriet and Caradoc returned to the house, they found a small chest behind a movable panel in the wall. It contained enough money to see them through the next six months. Despite the grim contents of the message, they found encouragement in it, as well as relief. Daniel would still be coming to help them, and now they had no cause to worry about their funds running out. They grieved for the fallen crewmates, but greater than their grief was their amazement. Two souls had seen fit to sacrifice themselves for a pair of Colonists. Practically strangers. Had Daniel himself not told them, they never would have believed it possible. Harriet and Caradoc both agreed that once the names of their fallen comrades were known, they would be carved into the Memory Tree and honored with eternal gratitude.

      The following day, they took to the task of restoring the house with renewed vigor. When the sun shined and there was no threat of snowfall they worked outdoors, mending the roof, painting the shutters, clearing out the old straw in the stables and replacing it with new bedding they’d procured from the market. In no time at all, the place began to look properly respectable. Caradoc even admitted to being disappointed that the house had to be so hidden from view.

      Harriet couldn’t find it in her heart to be disappointed by anything. Sparrowhaven had been a lovely place to spend time, but there they had been under a cloud of worry and suspicion. Here in the foothills, a mile north of the Blue Cliffs, there was nothing but beauty. Even in the shadow of the mountains it seemed the sun shone brighter on their little patch of earth than anywhere else in the East Country. There was freedom to do and to be as they pleased.

      She bought a new dress from the village market, which proved a welcome change after having only two in rotation for the past several months. And rather than return to the simple upswept bun she usually wore on Riverfall, she began experimenting with different hairstyles. She felt as though she were re-discovering some long-lost part of herself, hidden away when the darkness and tragedy had crept into her life. In fact there was so much lighthearted joy filling her heart, she even found herself singing or humming aloud—and without trying to hide it.

      Caradoc was in noticeably high spirits as well, still deeply gratified to have learned of the connection between Darian, the Blue Flames, and the Mistress of the Spektors. They had struggled so long over the mystery of it all, and good luck so rarely came their way that a piece of news such as this gave them real hope that their fortunes were finally changing for the better. It made her even happier to see its encouraging effect on him.

      With five fully furnished bedrooms in the house, the arguments over sleeping arrangements came at last to an end. Once the rooms were properly cleaned—and free of rats, to Caradoc’s relief—they were bright and cheery places. In the parlor they found an old piano under a heavy tarpaulin. The keys in the higher registers were beyond their skills to repair and re-tune, but Harriet delighted in the instrument all the same, filling the house with music at least once a day, sometimes for an hour at a time.

      While clearing out a pile of old timber in the woods behind the house, they discovered a makeshift shooting range. Paper targets had been affixed to tree trunks at various distances. There were also several old bottles placed atop stumps and in the crooks of tree branches. Not long afterward, they found a small collection of pistols and rifles in a narrow cupboard in the hall.

      Soon, a half-hour of shooting practice became part of their daily routine—once they assured themselves the noise wouldn’t attract unwanted attention, which Caradoc tested by riding out to the market while Harriet fired off rounds. She took to a rifle as her weapon of choice and in only a week made impressive progress, or so Caradoc said, though she suspected he was being overly kind. She so looked forward to their time on the range together that she was seldom tempted to think of her tragic mishandling of the pistol during the slaver attack. It was not a time for sorrow and regret. Not when there were so many prime opportunities to best Caradoc’s score with teasing and distraction. She sometimes wondered if the sound of their laughter rang louder than even the rifle shots.

      They took turns every other day riding out to the market. The people there were genuinely friendly, with no traces of the usual caution and suspicion. And despite the limited selection, what produce and supplies they sold were of good-quality and reasonably priced. Harriet was thrilled to find a pair of ladies riding trousers, which happened to fit her perfectly. They made a world of difference, not only for her own comfort, but also because she could let Annabelle run at a full gallop with complete freedom. The first time they tried it, Harriet thought the mare might actually leave the ground and ascend into the sky. She soon realized it was merely the effect of her own exhilarated delight.
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      After one such trip to the market, three weeks to the day they’d arrived at Gadham, Harriet returned to find Caradoc beating a rug slung over a clothesline on the west side of the house. She approached with her hands behind her back and a knowing grin.

      “Hello, Tom.”

      “Hello, Anne.” He gave the rug a final thwack with the iron rod and stepped back from the ensuing cloud of dust.

      “Is that the parlor rug?” she asked.

      “It is. You know, this is an incredibly satisfying job. Invigorating. I don’t know why I never tried it before.”

      “Well, forgive me for interrupting, but I thought you might be interested to see what I picked up at the market.”

      “Oh, yes?”

      Still smiling, she brought her hands from around her back and held them out. Cradled in the palms of her riding gloves was a pair of spectacles. A look of surprised awe crossed his face as he stepped closer and took them.

      “You found these at the market?”

      “Got them from a traveling merchant who happened to be passing through.”

      “This is fantastic!” He put them on and withdrew a small notebook from inside his coat which he used to make measurements for repairs. He flipped it open to a random page and peered down.

      “Can you see?” she asked.

      “Perfectly. It’s like getting a whole new set of eyes.” He placed the frames farther up the bridge of his nose. “But be honest now. Do they make me look like Beatrice?”

      “Not at all,” Harriet answered, laughing. “Like a studious professor.”

      “I suppose I can live with that. They must have cost a fortune!”

      “Not really. The merchant wasn’t exactly interested in coin. At least not after he saw my brooch.”

      The mirth faded from Caradoc’s face, replaced by a frown of concern. “Oh, don’t tell me you traded your mother’s brooch for these. That was special to you. Irreplaceable.”

      “Parting with it doesn’t mean I love her any less. Besides, I was able to do some good. Put it to use for a purpose far worthier than mere decoration.”

      He shook his head and removed the spectacles. “I can’t let you lose it on my account. I’ll ride back to the market and find him.”

      She put a hand on his arm to stop him walking past. “He was headed out of town. He’ll be gone by now. It’s all right. Really. No one was holding a knife to my throat. I wanted to do it.”

      “It’s too kind a gift for the price you paid.”

      “I’ll be the one to decide that. I don’t need a brooch to know my mother loves me, but we do need a navigator who can see clearly—especially once we get back to Riverfall. Keep them. Please.”

      He pursed a corner of his mouth as he glanced back down at the spectacles. With a soft sigh, he put them carefully inside the inner breast pocket of his coat. “Then I will cherish them always, with all the care they deserve. I won’t even give you a hug for fear of crushing them.”

      “Fair enough,” she said, smiling again.

      He reached out and touched his hand to her cheek for a brief moment. “Thank you.”

      She nodded. It was all she could do. Her next words had suddenly stuck in her throat. He turned away soon after and picked up the rug beater, resuming his work. She was glad. It meant he couldn’t see her begin to blush.
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      The rest of the day went quickly. She spent some time alone at the shooting range, then turned her attention to the piano when the sky began to grow dark. Neither activity proved an adequate distraction. It was too difficult to concentrate. Caradoc, meanwhile, had made it his personal mission to clean every rug in the house, including the welcome mats. When this was done, he started dinner; rabbit and cider stew, accompanied by the latest batch of bread rolls Harriet had made only that morning.

      They talked about the weather as they ate. About painting the newly repaired garden shed and building a rail fence around the property so the horses could graze more freely. Upon finishing his meal, Caradoc took out his notebook and eagerly donned his prized spectacles.

      “This is perfect. Now that I can see six inches in front of my face, I can start plans for the landscaping project.”

      “What’s that?” Harriet asked, pushing away her empty bowl.

      “Since the house is all fixed up, I thought we’d turn our attention to the grounds. We could plant some ivy and climbing roses. Move a few shrubs around. Build a couple of raised garden beds.”

      “That would be lovely.” She folded her arms on the table and glanced out the window. “The village is having a winter festival in a few days. There’s supposed to be music and games. Perhaps we could drop by for a little while?”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “Good. Oh, I’ve forgotten the blankets for the horses. I’ll be right back.”
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      The wind had picked up, tossing the snow-covered treetops around the house. She pulled up her coat collar and hurried to the stables. There was plenty of hay to insulate the stalls, and the new walls they had built shielded the horses from the elements completely. But even so, Harriet liked to be assured of their total comfort by draping a blanket over them when the sun set.

      She set her lantern on a feed barrel and stroked their noses, speaking softly to them. They seemed drowsy and contented, which made her happy in turn. Once she had set the blankets over them, she picked up the lantern and headed back towards the house.

      Halfway there, a shadow trotted out from under the cover of the trees. She let out a choked cry and stopped in her tracks, nearly dropping the lantern.

      A large gray wolf now stood between her and the front door. She glanced at the porch where she had left her rifle leaning against the wall. There was no possibility of reaching it in time if the wolf attacked. She had only the lantern, which she tightened both hands around, preparing to swing as hard as she could.

      There was no growling or baring of teeth. The great beast simply shook itself of the damp snow which had melted into its thick coat, then sat on the ground and looked at her with its keen yellow eyes. She considered shouting for Caradoc but worried the wolf might take it as an act of aggression. With her heart beating fast, she took a small step to the wolf’s left. If she moved slowly and carefully enough, she might make it to the door. The wolf followed her with its eyes and cocked its head.

      The light jangle of metal caught her ear. In the gleam of the lantern light, she spotted two thin chains around its neck. She drew in a sharp breath, hardly daring to believe her eyes.

      “It can’t be,” she whispered. Slowly, she knelt on the ground—with no concern for the wet snow—and set the lantern beside her. “Are you . . . a friend of Mavie’s?”

      The wolf stood again and paced a few steps closer. Two spyglasses fell forward, clinking against one another.

      “Oh!” Harriet said, briefly putting a hand to her mouth. “Oh, thank God!”

      The wolf came as far forward as she could reach, then rested on its haunches again. Harriet swallowed her nervousness, stretched out a shaking hand, and lifted the medallions over the shaggy gray head. They were in perfect condition. She clutched them to her breast and looked back at the animal with sheer joy.

      “Thank you! Thank you for coming all this way for us! Have you found any of the others? Oh . . . of course, you can’t answer. But if . . . if you want to stay here and rest, you’re more than welcome. I can get you something to eat . . .”

      She picked up the lantern and stood. The wolf, seeing its task fulfilled, trotted around her and cut through the snow towards the tree line, staying just far enough from the stables that the horses didn’t notice and fly into a panic. She watched the animal until it was gone from sight, then released a sigh of relief and raised her eyes to the stars with a silent word of thanks. It was over. They were saved. She looked down at the spyglasses again, then turned and rushed towards the house, through the front door, and down the hall. Her heart felt as though it would burst with joy.

      As soon as she came to the kitchen, she stopped.

      Caradoc stood at the kitchen sink with his back to her. He had started washing the dinner things and was singing softly to himself.

      
        
        
        Down, down, don't look down

        Cut across the valley 'til you can’t feel the ground

        Back, back, don't look back

        Let free the mule and throw away the tack

        Let free the mule and throw away the tack

      

      

      

      The smile faded from her lips. The words died away in her throat. As she looked at him, something stirred in her heart, and she found herself suddenly reluctant to give the spyglasses another thought. Before she knew it, her hand had fallen to her side, and she had slipped them into her coat pocket. He glanced over his shoulder and nodded towards the kitchen table.

      “There’s a cup of tea for you, if you like. Fresh from the kettle.”

      She couldn’t even find the voice to thank him. As she walked to the table and sat down, he began stacking the dishes on a wooden drying rack beside the sink.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “There’s an ancient Entrian method of training horses that I’ve always wanted to try. You teach them to take commands by voice rather than by reins or whips. After a while, you don’t even need the bits and bridles. And there’s no enchantment involved. I’ve seen it done a few dozen times. I’d bet we could give it a good effort. What do you think?”

      She had only half-heard him. She hadn’t even brought the teacup to her lips but sat there running her thumb thoughtfully against the rim. When she realized he was waiting for an answer, she nodded and stumbled towards some semblance of a reply.

      “Yes. Fine.”

      Crossing the room, he took his coat from the stand in the corner, then looked at her with a frown of mild concern as he put it on. “Everything all right?”

      “Yes,” she replied, then shook her head. “Just lost myself in thought for a moment.”

      He nodded. “I’m going to get some more firewood. Won’t be long.” He stepped to the back door and opened it.

      “Caradoc . . .”

      He paused on the threshold. She finally brought herself to meet his gaze.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      She lifted her chin, trying to find the resolve to continue rather than hesitate.

      “If the others never find us . . . and if circumstances make it impossible for us to find them . . . if years pass and we realize there’s no hope of contact, no hope of reunion, or at least the hope is so weak it might as well be given up altogether, what would you do? Personally, I mean. Go back to Daniel’s crew? Or perhaps to some other job on a ship somewhere?”

      Caradoc’s gaze fell to the floor. A long moment of silence passed, save for the crackling of the fading oven fire. When he looked at her again, there was an odd expression on his face—one she might have mistaken for timidity had she not known him better. He nodded, as if first assuring himself of the answer before speaking it aloud.

      “I would do right by you.”

      A slight frown creased her brow. “What does that mean?”

      “It means . . . whatever you would need it to mean.”

      He said it without embarrassment, without doubt, in a tone of meaningful warmth and sincerity. As they held each other’s gaze, she found she could hardly breathe.

      He turned a moment later and walked outside, shutting the door behind him.
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      The wood pile was only a few steps from the corner of the house. Caradoc made it as far as the porch railing before he stopped and leaned over it, shutting his eyes and drawing in a deep breath. Stars had begun to peek through the breaking layer of winter clouds. He gazed up at them, then out over the valley below the foothills. In the dim light, all the world seemed a gray wilderness, stretching away to the horizon in every direction.

      Suddenly, a sharp pain struck his heart. He winced and held his hand against his chest, waiting for the spasm to pass. The sound of a shrill gasp caught his ear almost at the same time, along with a noise of footfalls in the snow. He whipped his gaze to the east side of the house. An old, familiar sense of horror filled him even before his eyes fell upon the shadow moving in the dark trees. Stepping softly to the edge of the porch, he narrowed his eyes in an effort to better make out the shape.

      It was a Spektor, hunched and bow-legged, with curled, claw-like hands. He stood at the very edge of the tree line, well-hidden in the shadows. The black vapor around his skeletal frame hung low to the ground like a baleful cloak of vile fumes. A line of drool dripped from his bared silver teeth and over his black-veined chin. His silver eyes, wide and piercing, stared straight at the kitchen window.

      In the blink of an eye, the terror and dread in Caradoc’s heart turned to rage. Only then did the Spektor notice him. With a sharp snarl, the skull-like face twisted into a scowl, and the creature wrenched itself back into the woods, disappearing from sight. Without a second thought, Caradoc leapt off the porch and raced after it.
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            Aches and Pains
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      Ten hours later, just as the first hint of morning light appeared in the east, the last Keyholder of Eriaris dragged himself out of a deep ravine at the base of the Ashing Mountains. It was steeper than he’d judged, but he was able to find enough footholds to climb out of it. It was slow going, however, with only one good hand by which to pull himself up. The other he held to his chest in a loose fist, blood welling between his fingers. With a weary groan, he hauled himself onto the slate-covered ridge and rolled onto his back, breathing hard. His heart pounded in his ears. He lifted his head and glanced down. The Spektor had cut him across the abdomen. The wound wasn’t deep but it stung. He reached for a handful of snow and packed it over himself.

      The Spektor hadn’t really been interested in a fight, only in fleeing. It had given good chase through rocky crevices and hollows throughout the foothills, and for a moment had even passed into an Otherworld—one of sloping grasslands and strange-looking trees. There, Caradoc had lost him, but not before the creature turned to attack using a whip studded with metal teeth.

      He had lost Spektors before, back when Mavie had first given him the Spider Key. Back when he’d needed a Defender standing beside him to even survive an expulsion. That seemed like ages ago now, and it worried him to think he was starting to lose his hard-won edge. He’d never been so utterly exhausted. It took focused effort just to fill his lungs with enough air.

      When he felt his heart could take it, he pushed himself to a sitting position and uncurled his fingers from around the Key. Blood ran thick through the gold webbing and dripped onto the frozen ground. He glanced at his surroundings. There was no other living thing in sight, only the gray expanse of rock on which he sat and the sleeping valley stretching away below. The wind whistled through the ravine and kicked up ghostly drifts of snow. He hung his head, resting his brow against the heel of his good hand.

      “Here you are.”

      It was a woman’s voice, as icy and hollow as the wind. Caradoc’s blood ran cold at the sound of it. The pain in his chest sharpened again. A fleeting wave of mist spilled out over the ridge around him as a figure appeared from out of the corner of his eye. He glanced up.

      A woman stood staring at him. She wore a red cloak which covered her from head to toe. Only her hands and face were visible, frost-white and bearing an odd sheen. A line of tiny gems glittered down her brow to her right cheek. The folds of her garment hung motionless, unaffected by the gusting winds. A black bird with iridescent eyes was perched on her shoulder. A moment later, it opened its wings and flew out into the mist.

      “I have long been wanting to speak with you,” she said. “But none of my Spektors could ever bring back word of your whereabouts so long as you kept expelling them. Now that you have let one slip past, I could not miss my chance.”

      Caradoc shivered. The last time he had seen her, he’d thought her only a poor disturbed woman who’d been driven to live in a temple ruin on Damiras. Her clothes had been in tatters, her hair unkempt, her eyes wild. He and Simon had actually offered to help her. He still wasn’t sure whether or not she’d been putting on an act to encourage their pity, but it had certainly been effective—right up until the moment she’d revealed her taste for black spells and massacres. If only they’d known her true identity then. So much would have been different.

      “What do I call you now?” he asked. “The last time we spoke it was ‘the Oracle of Damiras’, but I’ve heard so many other names since; Melinoë, the Angel of Eriaris, the Mistress—”

      “Whichever you like,” she replied. “I have had countless titles in my lifetime—far more than these—for I have been many things to many people.”

      Caradoc’s frown deepened. “And what were you to Darian? To his militia, the Blue Flames? It was you who gave him the black spell, wasn’t it? The one that would have obliterated half the Entrians in existence. Did you put the idea into his head? And was there actually a reason for it, or was it just another twisted joke of yours?”

      She took a few steps towards him, her bare feet gliding noiselessly over the thick frost. Her expression turned cross, her raised eyebrows almost petulant.

      “The past . . . is dull. I do not waste my words on it.”

      With a surge of anger and a good deal of pain, Caradoc got to his feet. He couldn’t rise to his full height but stood slightly hunched with his arm across his abdomen. The snow around him was bloodstained.

      “You will not answer?” he said. “You won’t even give a thought to the devastation you’ve caused? All the lives lost and ruined? You’re too busy plotting new schemes? I know how very fond you are of boasting, so tell me—what new horrors do you intend for the Blue Flames to unleash?”

      “I no longer care about them. They have failed me time and time again. Disappointed all my hopes until they were hardly remembered.”

      “And yet you appeared to them only a few months ago.”

      A sinister smile crossed her lips. “I appeared . . . to my old acquaintances. To tell them of my stolen gifts.”

      The blood drained from Caradoc’s face. “Simon and Margaret. That can only mean you knew we’d be turning up in Harroway. You knew Gwenyth had the ewer. But you needed us to get it from her. Why? And what about what happened afterward? Was it you who made us fall on the road? Scattered us across the country?”

      Her smile dropped away, her eyes burning with sudden wrath.

      “That . . . was the Shrike. The chief object of my hatred. A thief and a coward such as the world has never known. Him I would destroy in a moment. I have endeavored to punish him with all that lies in my power, but he blocks me at every turn. I do not know how.”

      “You won’t tell me his given name?”

      “I did not come here on account of him. And I did not compel him to betrayal and murder. I only saw it coming. But yes, I did know of the ewer. And I had been counting on you to see it returned. You did not fail me.”

      “Yet the last gift remains missing, yes? Another Wickwire device? What’s meant by that name? And are all these objects meant merely to prop up your vanity? Or do they serve an even darker purpose?”

      “You weary me with your questions, Keyholder.”

      Caradoc stepped closer. “And I am tired of carrying all the blood on my hands that should rightfully stain yours. After all that’s happened, you can’t begrudge me a few answers.”

      Her pale lips curved upward as a flash of excitement brightened her eyes. “How menacing you are. And what a far cry from our first meeting, when you sought only to flatter me.”

      “I don’t have the stomach to try that method again.”

      “Nor would I have it. I rather prefer this side of you. So what now? Do you mean to grapple with me? Close your fists around my neck? Throw me from the ridge?”

      He narrowed his eyes. For the first time, he noticed he could just make out the rays of early morning light through her cloak. She had also left no footprints.

      “You’re not really here,” he said.

      “Of course not. If there is need for physical presence, I have others to act in my stead.”

      “How are you doing this? Another Wickwire gift?”

      She gave out a bored sigh. “Another question?”

      “Question are all you’ve left me with! There used to be rules as well, but you’ve been breaking those at every opportunity! Your Spektors are only allowed to harm Keyholders and victims of possession. What had Bash done? He knew better than to hate or despair! You could never convince me he let himself fall victim to that! But he did warn us about the Blue Flames. Is that why you killed him? Because he’d gotten too near the truth?”

      She turned away, but he stepped around her again.

      “I can understand your resentment towards Gwenyth, but not the price you exacted. She should still be alive. Ink? He’s only a boy! Why send your monsters after him? What could he possibly have done to deserve that? And Margaret? With seven Spektors in her house? Mavie—bearing the curse you cast on her! Need I say anything about Martin?”

      The Mistress of the Spektors begin to laugh. And the more she saw how it vexed him, the louder it became. Caradoc could not even speak for rage. He nearly shook with it. But rather than raise his voice again, he put his back to her. The eastern half of the sky had turned a pale pink as the sun prepared to appear, casting a strange light across the snow-covered valley.

      The laughter eventually faded, but when the woman spoke again, a note of amusement remained. “I could answer all the mysteries of the world . . . and still it would do you no good.”

      This time, it was she who moved around him until he couldn’t help but look at her. He held his throbbing hand to his chest again, cautious of making the blood spill anew should his temper continue to rise. He took a deep breath and shook his head.

      “You hold our lives in your hands. Our freedom. The Assembly knows nothing about Darian’s militia. The High Council won’t accept you played a part in the massacre. If you would only show yourself. Be a witness to the truth. With the gifts you possess, you needn’t fear arrest. Not a single consequence. I know full well you have no love for me, but I don’t ask such things for my own sake.”

      She tilted her head, the diamonds on her skin sparkling in the light. “Do you still not know me, Broken One? I am no witness. I take no pleasure in giving testimony and explanations. I am the Sovereign Judge.” She turned and looked out over the windswept valley. “You were very clever to make me believe you were joining Darian and his Blue Flames. You said what was needed to get the information you wanted. I can respect that. But you did betray my trust. The open wound beneath the Key, the pains in your heart . . . you may call it a curse, but anyone with the smallest measure of wisdom knows it is sound punishment for such an offense. Of course, as Sovereign Judge, I could not overlook the Entrians’ great affront against you. They have been punished as well. The blood rain and the shattered Court were only the latest forms, though you have not yet heard of such things.”

      She stepped closer to him, looking at the streak of blood across his stomach, his bloodied left hand against his chest, and finally at his stern, scarred face.

      “You are quite wrong to say I have no love for you. In truth, you have long been my favorite Keyholder. The others, in ages past, had an easier time of the work. The Spektors were not mere myths then. Their task was real. The peril, tangible. Those who carried the Keys were praised, glorified, made into living legends. And courage came easier when the world was cheering them on. But you? No one is cheering for you. Yet still you persist.”

      She raised a hand towards his bearded jaw. He flinched, almost starting backwards, but her fingers passed through as if they were made only of mist.

      “How much older you are. There is gray in your beard. Wrinkles at the corners of your eyes. It is a shame you do not have a gift of your own to reverse it.”

      “Why you are here?” he said. “To comment on my face and beard? Or have you come to do what your Spektors cannot?”

      She smiled. “And kill you? Why? Would you like me to hurry things along? I suppose no one would blame you. In six hundred years no Keyholder has endured what you will soon face. And all your strength, all your willpower, even your great ferocity will not be enough to hold back that terrible fate when I am ready to unleash it.”

      She placed her hand over his heart. This time it felt real, and the chill of her touch was so sudden, it stole his breath away.

      “This,” she continued, “will not last much longer. The pendulum is slowing. The gears breaking down. And when the chime of the final bell has faded, no one will be able to save you. Do not concern yourself with my Spektors. You no longer have any power over them. In the time that remains, you must concentrate on living to the utmost. Seize all that can be grasped, while it is still within your reach. This is the message I have come to deliver. Take it to heart.”

      She pulled her hand away and stepped back. Caradoc fell with a cry of agony as the pain returned to his chest tenfold, as though he’d been struck by a burning iron brand. The Mistress withdrew to the edge of the ravine. A cloud of thickening mist gathered at her feet.

      “I am sad for you, Broken One. You have worked so hard . . . for such a wasted life.”

      He raised himself onto his forearm, unwilling to remain sprawled in the snow.

      “I will find you!” he cried between clenched teeth. “I will march you out of the Middling House in chains of your own! And you will answer then, I swear it!”

      “Come quickly. I do so desire to meet you again in the flesh. We can grapple then, if you like. And as for the final gift—you need not bother returning it. I rather like it where it is.”

      The mist closed in, obscuring her entirely, then was carried away on the wind. She was gone. A furious cry tore from Caradoc’s throat as the searing pain in his heart turned to a stab of ice. He cursed, reeled inward, and spat blood into the snow.
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      Twenty minutes passed before the pain subsided enough for him to stand again. The sun had appeared by then, but it did nothing to dispel the chill in the air, nor lighten the darkness her words had left bearing down on him. He tried to clamber down the ridge while keeping his arms braced over his wounds, but it was difficult on such unforgiving terrain. Twice he slid and fell—once near the road. Fortunately, there was no one around to see it.

      By the time he returned to the safehouse, he couldn’t bear to think of climbing the stairs to his room. Instead he eased down onto the porch and leaned his back against the house only a few steps from the front door. The stinging pain of his wounds was now a dull throbbing ache. He rested his head against the wall and shut his eyes.

      The front door burst open. Harriet rushed onto the porch like a whirlwind, her face stricken with anxiety. When her eyes fell upon him, she put one hand to her stomach and the other on the porch railing to steady herself. There was a fury in her eyes he’d never seen before.

      “Where in God’s name have you been? I thought you’d gone to get firewood. When you didn’t return, I took Annabelle and went looking for you! For hours! I could not sleep for fear! I was certain you’d been kidnapped or arrested! Where on earth—”

      He raised his bloodied left hand. Her outrage died away, replaced by horror. She went to his side, knelt, and pulled open the front of his coat. He wasn’t usually inclined to let others see the extent of his injuries after an expulsion, but now he hadn’t even the strength to ward her off.

      “Mercy above,” she said.

      He began to tell her that the worst of the bleeding had stopped, but she rose to her feet and rushed back into the house before he could finish the sentence. She returned in less than a minute carrying a roll of bandages, a wad of cotton gauze, and a small pail of water. She sat beside him on the floor of the porch but faced him to attend to his wounds.

      “Here,” she said, handing him the gauze, “press this against it. There’s disinfectant on it. It might sting a bit.”

      He attempted to sit a little straighter against the wall, then held the gauze where the Spektor’s whip had met its mark. If it stung, he couldn’t tell. The whole area was numb. As she unrolled the bandages, a touch of frustrated anger returned to her expression.

      “You will never go off like that again. We’re in enough danger as it is. There’s no need to risk more by bothering with Spektors. I forbid it. Give me your hand.”

      She was in no mood to be contradicted. As soon as he held it out to her, she took it in her own and withdrew a damp rag from the pail. He couldn’t tell if she was on the verge of tears or another exasperated reprimand, but despite her fear and anger, she could not have been gentler in cleaning the blood from his palm.

      “I didn’t mean to be away so long,” Caradoc finally replied. “It fled to an Otherworld. I had no choice but to go after it.”

      “No choice?” she repeated, unconvinced.

      “It’s pure instinct at this point. All my senses bend to the task and I can think of nothing else until it’s done.”

      “You make it sound as though you’ve no more self-control than a wild animal.”

      “Not much. It was staring at you through the kitchen window.”

      She held the rag still for a moment. The look in her eyes softened. “Then I suppose I can’t be angry with you. But perhaps you could be good enough to mention it to me before chasing after one again.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “How would that go? Pardon me, Anne, I’m just off to deal with this fiendish creature of darkness I spotted outside. Don’t wait up for me. Oh. Never mind. I lost him in the time it took me to say that.”

      “Well, it would certainly be for the best.”

      She wasn’t having any jokes. There was only a determined look on her face as she wiped the last traces of blood from his fingers. The Auric Key was visible again, along with the exposed muscle and nerves beneath. It didn’t faze her in the least as she reached for the bandages and set to binding the open wound.

      “The Mistress appeared to me afterwards.”

      This time, Harriet stopped her work entirely and looked at him in astonishment. “You can’t be serious.”

      He glanced away, unsure of how much to tell her.

      “You are serious,” she said.

      He nodded. “She wasn’t there in the flesh, only projecting an image of herself somehow, like she’d done at the Tinderbox. I asked her dozens of questions. Everything we’ve been struggling to answer. But she wasn’t interested in explaining herself.”

      “Then why had she come? What did she want?”

      He fell silent again, reluctant to continue. She took the moment to finish wrapping the bandage around his hand, then held it gently between both of hers.

      “Please, don’t feel you must hold anything back for my sake. Even things I wouldn’t wish to hear.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to look at her, but laced the fingers of his bandaged hand through hers and took a deep breath before answering.

      “She said I don’t have much time left.”

      Her face fell. “What? What did she mean?”

      “The curse she put on my heart is catching up to me. I can’t recover as quickly as I once could. The pain lingers like it never did before. And today, for the first time in many long years, the Spektor escaped me. I couldn’t expel him.”

      “But that might only be age. We all begin to feel such things when—”

      “It isn’t age.”

      “Well, then it’s lies! We know she is a liar! We know she will do or say anything to cause an uproar! She cannot be relied upon!”

      “She doesn’t always lie,” Caradoc said, keeping his voice even-toned to calm her. “She acts according to how much pain she can cause. If lies hurt the most, then yes, she will lie. But if the truth will cause the most injury, she’ll use it. And after what happened this morning, I don’t think it was a lie. I felt . . . broken.”

      Harriet shook her head. “No. I cannot believe it. I won’t. You’ve survived so much. Overcome what no others could. You will overcome this, too. I know it. Only you mustn’t give up hope.”

      “I don’t say it’s hopeless. But we must face reality. If there’s even the smallest chance my time is truly limited, we can’t stay here waiting for Daniel. We have to get to Mastmarner, as soon as possible. And we can’t rely on the Key any longer to get us out of trouble. There’s no guarantee it would work properly.”

      “But are you even well enough to make such a journey? What if that’s the very thing to put more strain on your heart than it can bear?”

      “I’ll be careful. I can deal with the strain, all the aches and pains. What I can’t abide is the thought of leaving you alone out here.”

      She dropped her gaze, fighting back tears. Her right hand continued holding his, but her left slipped into her coat pocket. “We . . . don’t have to go to Mastmarner.”

      She held out the spyglasses. Caradoc looked at them in amazement. He took one and looked it over, hardly believing his eyes. “Saints above! Where did these come from?”

      “A wolf, of all things,” she replied. “It came up to me last night wearing them around its neck. One of Mavie’s creatures, I think. I . . . I had meant to show you . . . as soon as you returned with the firewood.”

      “This is wonderful!” Caradoc said, brightening. “We can summon home straight to us! They could be here in a matter of days!”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t activate them sooner.”

      “Well, that was my fault. If I hadn’t gone off and frightened you half to death—”

      “No,” she interrupted, then dropped her gaze again. “No, that wasn’t it.”

      He frowned, curious, but waited for her to answer without pressing.

      “I’ve missed Riverfall. I do want to go home. But . . .” A look of anguish filled her eyes. “There’s also a part of me that can’t bear the thought of going back to the way things were.”

      He sat forward and gripped her hand tighter. “Martin loves you, Harriet. So much that he can’t bring himself to imagine life without you. That’s why he’s so terrified the Spektors will come back for him. They did their best to drive you apart. Made him believe he didn’t deserve you, that he’s only fit to love you from a distance. He hides that pain in anger, but there’s no true contempt in it. Far from it. So don’t despair going back to him. Not for a moment. It may take a bit of time, but things will be better than ever before. I know it.” He lifted the spyglass. “So come on. Let’s send up these signals and go home.”

      She wiped at a corner of her eye, then held up her own spyglass and tried to smile. It barely broke through the sorrow.

      “Together,” she said.

      He nodded with a smile of his own. “Together.”
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      Six days later, Caradoc was chopping wood near the front of the house. His wounds had healed quickly, though Harriet still made him promise to take it slow with physical labor. There was the smallest twinge of an ache in his ribcage as he swung the axe, but it felt so good to be useful again that he did his best to ignore it.

      Just as the last glow of dusk vanished, throwing a cloak of shadows across the foothills, he stuck the axe head into the stump with a final heave and bent to collect the scattered wood.

      “Need any help?”

      It was a young man’s voice—but not Daniel’s. Caradoc froze, wondering who might have found the safehouse, and how.

      He turned. There was Evering with his hands in his pockets and grin on his face. Margaret stood a dozen steps behind him. With a cry of joy, Caradoc dropped the pile of wood and rushed forward, taking the young man in a tight embrace.

      “Evering! Oh, thank God, you’re alive! And Margaret!”

      “Good to see you too, Mr. Rawlings,” she said, approaching with a smile.

      He turned to embrace her but still held Evering with one arm, unwilling to let go. Tears of joy shone in everyone’s eyes.

      “Are you all right? Is everyone all right?” Caradoc asked.

      “All right,” Margaret replied. “And you’ll be happy to know we picked up Simon a month ago. He was with his family in Mardale.”

      “You must’ve been harder for the wolves to find, way back in these trees,” Evering said.

      Caradoc grasped the young man’s shoulder. “Evering . . . I am so terribly sorry about your father. He deserved so much better. There’s not a day I don’t think of him. And you.”

      Evering nodded. “It’s been . . . difficult. But I only have to take things one day at a time. Getting the rest of our family back together doesn’t hurt, either.”

      Caradoc hugged him again. The front door of the house slammed open.

      “Margaret! Evering!”

      Harriet raced down the steps and flew into their waiting arms.

      “Oh, thank God! Thank God! You’re really here!”

      “We’re here,” Margaret said, laughing.

      “Oh, you can’t begin to imagine how much we’ve missed you! Evering. Dear Evering. I’m so sorry. We’ve been utterly heartbroken for you. Abner was one of the best souls I ever knew. It was such a tragic thing to happen, and for you to suffer. I’m so sorry.”

      “I appreciate that,” he said. “But at least things will be much better with the two of you home again.”

      Margaret smiled at Harriet. “We got Simon back as well.”

      “Oh, thank Heaven! How is he? How is everyone?”

      “They’re all right,” Evering answered. “But Riverfall will be a bit different than you remember. A little worse for the wear.”

      “We’ve had to start taking shifts in the pipeworks to keep everything together,” Margaret said. “It was our turn tonight. We didn’t even tell the others when we arrived over the signal. We just had to come down as soon as we could.”

      “Was it Mavie’s plan to send the wolves?” Caradoc asked.

      Evering nodded. “It was. Margaret went to speak with her at Mastmarner. The woman’s being watched by an army of Colonist-hunters but she still managed to devise a rescue plan for us right under their noses! There’s still two more wolves looking for the others.”

      “God willing they’re found soon,” Harriet said.

      “And that they’ve fared as well as you two.” Margaret reached for their hands and stood back to survey them. “I daresay you look even better than when you left for Harroway. Harriet, I adore what you’ve done with your hair. It’s very becoming.”

      “Thank you.”

      Evering grinned. “Martin’s gonna be over the moon to see you again. He’s had to stay up in the navigation room lately. With all the systems going to pieces, we start to drift if someone isn’t up there to keep us steady.”

      “So much has happened,” Margaret said. “It’s going to take a week to tell you everything.”

      “For us too,” Harriet replied, exchanging a knowing look with Caradoc. “But let’s worry about getting home first.”

      “Right this way!” Evering said, starting off across the lawn. “The Drifter’s not far. We set it down just there at the edge of the tree line.”

      “Wait!” Harriet called out, stopping everyone in their tracks. She glanced at Caradoc with an expression that was at once worried and determined. “We’re not leaving Annabelle and Bessie.”

      Evering raised his eyebrows. “Who?”

      “The horses,” Caradoc said. “Yes, of course. Drifter One is perfectly able to take them both aboard. Come on, Evering. Let’s load up their gear first.”

      After the horses were saddled and their bridles put on, Caradoc and Evering carried as many supplies to the Drifter as it could reasonably hold. Margaret declared she had never seen prettier mares, and Evering pointed out the advantage of having them in the village to help with chores. There was a brief moment of concern when they remembered that most humans fainted after passing through a shroud enchantment for the first time, but Caradoc realized that since neither Oswald, Nyssa, nor any of the chickens had ever lost consciousness, it must not have the same effect on animals.

      “Good,” Harriet said. “Then I want them taken up first.”

      Evering stepped closer to Caradoc and lowered his voice. “Are they like her children or something?”

      “Close enough,” he answered.

      “We can do that,” Margaret said. “But there will only be room enough for two of us to go up with them.”

      “Well, it ought to be you and me,” Evering replied. “Since we know right where Riverfall is. It’ll be quicker that way. Besides, they still need to pack their things.”

      Harriet nodded. “That’s perfect. But don’t go up too quickly. And don’t frighten them with the burner. Maybe get them used to it a little before you start off.”

      “Bessie is a little skittish at night,” Caradoc said. “Wearing that blanket calms her down, but keep a close watch on her all the same, and a hand on her reins if you can manage it.”

      “We’ll manage it,” Evering answered.

      Margaret gave Harriet another hug. “We’ll be careful. And we’ll be back as soon as we can. Within the hour. We promise.”
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      Once the Drifter was away, and they were reasonably assured the horses were taking it well, Harriet and Caradoc returned to the house to gather their things. Caradoc wrote a letter to Daniel explaining the situation, then left it where it was sure to be seen once he arrived. After packing, they swept out the rooms, put all the pots and pans away, doused the lanterns and hearths, and put the tarpaulin back over the old piano. When everything was done, Harriet sat on the steps of the front porch and rested her prized cane against her travel pack. Though they had only lived at the house for a few weeks, there wasn’t a corner of the place that didn’t have some memory attached to it. Closing it up felt like a kind of death—one that she’d long been dreading.

      After Caradoc had showed her the basic principles of training the horses to take voice commands, she’d spent most of the past week trying to distract herself with the task, even well into the night. But she knew she couldn’t avoid the truth forever. A happy life she had lived was coming to an end, the countdown begun as soon as they’d pressed their thumbs to the spyglasses. From that time on, the house had been quieter. Less cheery and bright. It couldn’t have been otherwise, really. There was too much to think about. Too much to feel and to worry over, not least of all the Mistress’s dark prediction about Caradoc. Even taking Annabelle for rides through the valley had done little to lift her spirits. Her only hope was to think that returning home would soon restore all to rights. But even that no longer seemed a certainty.

      “You forgot something.”

      She turned to see Caradoc coming around the corner of the house. He carried the rifle she’d been using for target practice. A sad smile lifted the corner of her mouth as she took it.

      “Won’t Martin be pleased to learn why I’ve been practicing.”

      “He’ll understand. And he’ll be impressed to see how good you’ve become. Delia even more so. She’s the weapons expert.”

      She set the rifle beside the cane. Caradoc hefted his own pack to the ground and leaned back against the porch railing. The night sky was full of stars. The moon had risen so large and bright that the shadows it cast through the trees made an intricate pattern of intertwining shapes across the frost-covered lawn.

      “It feels strange, doesn’t it?” he said. “Now the moment is finally here.”

      She nodded. “Like an entire lifetime is coming to an end. First it was slavers and bandit chiefs, and that horrid Madam Maxley. Then a terrifying wagon ride to the Boathouse. And you frightening me half to death—”

      “Uh, I believe it was you who did that to me, Chief. With that iron poker of yours.”

      A hint of a smile crossed her lips. “Then it was north through the terrible weather and treacherous roads. Full of dodgy inns and newspaper articles about us on every doorstep.”

      “Then Sparrowhaven,” he continued. “With dear Beatrice Babbin and her vast treasure trove of secrets and revelations.”

      “And Cora and Lucas. And baby Caroline. Then finally here, to a place that once looked as though it would fall down in the next storm.”

      Caradoc cast his eye over the house and grounds they’d worked so hard to restore. “Sounds like two lifetimes to me.”

      She drew in a quiet breath, trying to quell the rising dread in her heart. “Will you tell them what the Mistress said?”

      He looked up at the stars and nodded. “I think I must.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. She glanced away and brushed a hand across them. “Why does it have to be so . . . desperately unfair? Not only the message itself, but that you must bear it alone. And I can’t . . .” She closed her eyes, letting the rest of the words fade into the night.

      A breeze rushed over the trees. By the time the limbs and tops had grown still again, she could hear music in the distance—a cello and two violins giving life to a song, sweet and clear. It was the opening of the festival at the little village down the road. As she looked in its direction, a trio of fireworks sailed up over the trees and burst into colorful showers. The deep popping sounds echoed over the valley moments later. The strings played on, changing from a bright, merry tune to a slow and gentle waltz.

      Caradoc stood from the railing. “These are Anne and Tom’s last few minutes, I think. They’ve been good to us. Served us well.”

      “They have indeed,” Harriet replied, more downcast than ever. “In all things.”

      He removed his hat, tapped it against his gloved left hand, then tossed it onto his pack.

      “Almost all.”

      He stepped in front of her and extended his hand. She frowned, confused but curious, and took it. He drew her off the steps, across the lawn, and into a patch of moonlight which shone like silver on the frozen ground. Once there, he moved closer, still holding her hand, and put an arm around her waist. She looked at him, stunned.

      “You don’t dance.”

      “No,” he said. “But Tom’s been wanting to for some time now.”

      They began to dance. It was a ‘rocking statue’ waltz, full of the slow and subtle movements Chester so despised but Harriet loved. Her heart swelled until she thought it might burst. She relished every moment. Every step. Every measure of the music. Even the touch of his hand on her back and the feel of his shoulder beneath her hand.

      And then, before she knew it, she had leaned into him, and he was resting his cheek against her brow. The warmth and tenderness of the moment scattered the darkness, easing every ache of pain and sorrow. She closed her eyes and relished the feeling, hoping to hold onto it for as long as possible, hardly daring to breathe for fear of breaking the spell. She no longer even noticed the chill winter air swirling around them.

      “How long has it been for you?” she asked, barely speaking above a whisper.

      There was a somber moment of silence before he answered.

      “Nine years.”

      A pang of grief flickered in her heart for him.

      “What was she like?”

      When he spoke again, his voice was even softer.

      “She was lovely, too.”

      She pulled back just far enough to look into his eyes. Fear and hesitation threatened to choke her words, but she willed them out with all the strength she could summon.

      “There are . . . things I need to tell you. Things I’ve been wanting to say for a long time but never dared. And now I think I must, before it’s too late.”

      “I know,” he said. “Me too. And we can say them, here and now. But this is where they must stay. Under this patch of sky, in the shadow of these mountains. When we step onto that Drifter we have to be Isaac and Harriet again. They have things to do. Different lives to live. Anne and Tom must stay behind.”

      Her eyes grew wet before she could stop them.

      “But they can go on living, long after we’ve gone,” he continued. “Right there in that house. And he can spend the rest of his life telling her what an honor and privilege it is to be married to her. That he treasures every hour, every moment. And that he hopes she’ll know nothing but happiness for the rest of her days.”

      A tear spilled down her cheek. She slid her hand from his shoulder to his neck, nearly touching the side of his face. “And she would say that he fills her heart with joy, when it might have otherwise withered away. How grateful she is that he is always so good . . . so deeply kind to her. And how she would’ve brought him the sea if she could.”

      “She didn’t have to.”

      A sob tore from her throat. They swept together in an embrace. She couldn’t stop the rain of tears, even as she pressed her cheek against his. His skin was warm. The scent of his shaving soap still lingered. Her blood might have raced if her heart hadn’t been breaking. His hold around her gently tightened.

      “The Drifter will be here any minute.”

      She tried to speak but could only draw in a shuddering breath.

      “Everything will be all right,” he said. “I promise. I promise.”

      He pulled away, stepping back until they were only close enough to continue holding hands. For a moment, she thought she saw a tear in his eye as well.

      He took a deep breath and nodded. “Goodbye, Anne. Thank you for the dance.”

      She gripped his hand. Her mouth trembled. The ache in her heart was so great she could only answer in a tear-choked whisper.

      “Goodbye, Tom.”

      The night air stirred into a gust of wind and howled through the valley below, drowning out the music of the festival.
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      Another snowstorm was brewing over Harburg. January always brought the most punishing weather to the North Country, and the worst winter in a generation meant no one took the signs lightly. When the wind began to gust and the clouds blotted out all traces of daylight, the shops were closed and the children sent home from school. Spindler picked up his pace on the way back to his office. The air was bitingly cold, and his hat and scarf did little to protect him.

      Once inside, he shut the door behind him, slid all three locks into place, and closed the drapes over the front window. After stamping his feet on the rug, he hurried to the back room.

      “Damn, it’s cold out there!”

      Jeremy sat at the work table with his head in his hands, studying tomorrow’s newspaper copy. He barely looked up. Spindler rushed to the boiler, threw open the little iron door, and rubbed his hands in front of it.

      “Constables didn’t even bother putting a police report together. They’re as anxious as everyone else to get home. Burke assured me there was nothing worth reporting anyway, but I don’t think I believe him. Not with everything that’s been going on in Ciras. Damn, it’s freezing. I can barely feel my fingers! Where’s that bottle of whiskey?”

      He hurried to the cupboard where Jeremy had stashed his liquor. Upon opening it, his mouth fell agape. He glanced behind him with a frown of panic.

      “This is empty!”

      When Jeremy didn’t answer, Spindler marched over to the table and leaned down.

      “Mr. Stockton? Where have all my hard-earned spirits gone?”

      “The alley,” came the mumbled reply.

      Bewildered, Spindler rushed to the back door and into the narrow lane beyond. There he found only heaps of broken glass scattered across the hard-packed snow. Muttering a curse, he flew back into the office and wrenched the door shut behind him.

      “What the devil have you done?”

      “I told you I didn’t like the stuff.”

      “Yes, and so you put it in the cupboard!”

      “It wasn’t enough.”

      “Well, then what about a lock?”

      “Not enough.”

      Spindler put his face into his hands for a moment. “Jeremy, you aren’t thinking straight. I know you’ve been terribly upset by all the trial coverage, but this is really a step too far. A great bloody leap too far! I could’ve at least taken all those bottles back to my flat!”

      “You’re never at your flat.”

      Spindler stifled another curse, then collapsed into the chair opposite the table and ran a hand through his hair. “Yes, and why is that?” He blew out an exasperated breath and pounded his fist on the arm of the chair. “You’re reading it again, aren’t you?”

      “What?”

      “You know very well what. Riva’s sentence.”

      “Yes, I’m reading it. She’s my friend.”

      Spindler leaned forward on his knees. “We’ve been over this. You’re only torturing yourself by studying it to death. There’s nothing you could have done. It’s sad. It’s downright tragic. But if we focus our efforts on unearthing this conspiracy about the Mistress, maybe she won’t have to spend the rest of her life in Stalikos. Right?”

      Jeremy dropped his hands to the table. His expression was so desolate, so utterly forlorn, that Spindler felt instantly guilty for having blown up at him.

      “What if I turned myself in? At least then she wouldn’t be alone.”

      “They would never let you see her. And your sentence wouldn’t end with lifetime imprisonment. It would be much shorter and sharper. Even if you offered a perfect defense—airtight, unimpeachable—they would no more listen to you than all the other Colonists who’ve gone before. I’m telling you, there’s something going on. A corruption so deep and so entrenched no Colonist will ever get a fair trial, nor anyone associated with them. We have to expose the infected heart of the system before we can start to see any real progress.”

      Before Jeremy could reply, a knock came at the front door.
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      Peering through the curtain, Spindler’s gaze fell upon a short woman holding her cloak tight around herself in the rising winds. She knocked again, seven times in a row. Spindler took a deep breath and opened the door.

      “Mrs. Mullins . . .”

      “There you are! Lord have mercy, this wind almost knocked me off my feet a moment ago!” As the landlady spoke, she bustled through the front door, nearly pinning Spindler against the wall behind it. “I know you’re a terribly busy man. I won’t stay long. I only wanted to tell you I got us four tickets to the Winter Dance on Sunday!”

      “The Winter Dance,” Spindler echoed, barely containing his disappointment.

      The elder woman beamed. “Imogen has a beautiful new dress for the occasion! I daresay you won’t be able to tear your gaze from her. The shops are likely to be closed ‘til the storm passes so I do hope you and Rupert have obtained appropriate attire. Is he back there?” She raised a hand and shouted towards the closed office door. “Good day, Cousin Rupert!”

      “He’s busy, ma’am. But I’ll be sure to tell him the good news.”

      “And do remind him he’s to be my escort for the evening. I won’t take no for an answer. It’ll do the poor man some good to get out of this workhouse you’ve locked him in. It’s time he had a holiday. Whatever would become of us if we did nothing but turn the grindstone all hours of the day? We’d go positively barmy!”

      “Indeed, Mrs. Mullins.” He laid a hand on her arm and guided her back towards the front door. “Well, thank you so much for stopping by—”

      “Remember to hire a nice coach,” she said as he opened the door and urged her through it. “Have it in front of the building by six o’clock sharp. And don’t let dear Cousin Rupert’s bashfulness play havoc on his nerves. A bit of society will be good for him. Besides, he’s really getting to be quite popular around town.”

      Spindler pulled her back into the office with a frown. “Popular? Why would he be popular? He never sets foot outside.”

      “Which makes him a man of mystery. And what’s more, I did feel it incumbent upon me to mention the presence of a new eligible bachelor in town. You know how the ladies’ circles are always on the watch for them, what with so many young women waiting to make a good catch.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Well, it was for his own good!” she continued defensively. “You mustn’t always keep him so jealously guarded as you do. Not when he’s become such a talked-about person of interest. In fact, there was a man asking about him just the other day. Some important somebody.”

      Spindler’s panic redoubled. “Who? Did he tell you his name?”

      “I only heard about it from Imogen’s dressmaker, who heard it from someone else. But if he was important, you can be sure to count it as flattery. Perhaps he’ll be at the dance this Sunday! Half the town is expected, after all. Oh, it will be the highlight of the season! And Imogen is so excited! I’m certain it will be a night to remember! Now I must be off. Good day to you, Mr. Spindler! And give my best to Cousin Rupert!”

      She cast a final smile at him, then hurried off into the street as another gust of wind kicked up a flurry of snowflakes.
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      “We have to get out of town,” Spindler said as he returned to the printing room. “As soon as possible.”

      Jeremy frowned. “Trouble?”

      “That was Mrs. Mullins. She commanded your presence at the Winter Dance. There won’t be any getting out of it unless we’re physically not here for her to kidnap us. I’ll send her a message tomorrow that we’ve been called away on business. I’ve got enough to book us passage to Mastmarner. I know you and your friends had a scuffle there a few months ago, but I’m sure things have cooled down by now. I think it could be worth trying to do some more digging. Of course, we’ll have to get you a disguise. And the sooner the better. Someone in town has been asking about you.”

      “About me?”

      “So she said.”

      “Well . . . what if it’s Lord Malkimar?”

      “He wouldn’t turn up unannounced. And besides that, I made no mention of any “Cousin Rupert” in my letter to him. This is something else entirely. But it’s all the more reason for us to leave as soon as possible. And I can’t think of a better place to unearth a few secrets than Mastmarner. Unless you’ve figured out where the Mistress of the Spektors spends her free time.”

      Jeremy sat back in his chair, frowning. Spindler leaned against the counter, folded his arms, and waited. Their conversations often went this way—him laying out the details of a brilliant plan and Jeremy taking the better part of a day to put voice to his thoughts. It wore on his patience a little more each time. He smoothed down his mustache and cleared his throat, trying not to let the irritation get the better of him.

      “You disagree?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “The scuffle happened because we went looking for more about the Spektors and their Mistress. There wasn’t a lot to find. Except the statue.”

      “Statue? What statue?”

      “There was a statue of Mr. Bash in a far corner of the library.”

      This time, Spindler was actually stunned silent.

      “At first we thought it was just another guide pillar,” Jeremy continued. “But when he spoke, he said, ‘The words you seek are on the walls. Use plenty of good light when reading. Dead light is best. And never trust the blue flames.’ I must’ve gone over those words a hundred times in my head. Still can’t make much sense of them.”

      “Blue Flames?” Spindler cried, then looked around the office and lowered his voice. “Old man Bash knew about the Blue Flames? That’s incredible!”

      “Yes, but we don’t know how. Or why.”

      “Perhaps he caught on to their schemes! Maybe he found out they had a connection with the Mistress!”

      “Possibly.”

      “Possibly? Jeremy, it can’t be a coincidence! It’s further proof! Come on, you have to give me a smile. A smirk at least. Doesn’t this make you happy?”

      “Figure out the message. Then I’ll be happy.”

      “What was it? ‘The words are on the walls’. The library walls? Or the Tinderbox walls where the Blue Flames hold their meetings? And dead light. What can that mean?” Spindler frowned and rubbed his chin. “I’m going to need some time with that, but at least now we know we’re headed in the right direction! We’ve every reason to go to Mastmarner! If that’s where the message was delivered, that’s where these walls with words and dead lights must be!” He rubbed his hands together. “This is excellent. All right. Let’s start packing our things. I’ll run back to the flat and get you a decent disguise, but first I’ve got to clean up the mess you made in the alley. If Mrs. Mullins gets a glimpse of it, she’ll think one of us has gone mad.”

      Jeremy hung his head, looking sheepish. “I can do it.”

      “No. You can’t be spotted. Just stay in here and try to remember if there’s any other important information you’ve been forgetting to tell me. And you can write a note to Morgan. Tell him there won’t be any papers to run for a while.”

      Spindler went through the back door and stepped out into the alleyway. The sky was so dark he would’ve turned back for a lantern had he not been so eager to finish the task as quickly as possible. He took the broom leaning against the door frame and began to half sweep, half kick the broken glass into a small pile. He detected the faint scent of the spilt alcohol, mixed with the bracing smell of snow. When he could sweep and kick no more, he crouched down and began to put the larger pieces into a wooden crate by the back door.

      The wind whistled down the alleyway, throwing a smattering of snowflakes against the side of his face. He wiped his cheek against his shoulder. When he had put all the glass he could into the crate, he stood and turned to go back inside the office.

      Before his hand could reach the knob, he was flung back against the wall and shoved face-forward against it. A gasping cry of alarm left his throat.

      “Don’t make a sound!” someone hissed in his ear.

      He felt something cold and sharp against the back of his neck. The man who’d spoken was twisting his arm behind his back, not to cause injury but to restrain. Then another voice piped up, considerably younger-sounding.

      “Yeah, it’s him all right. Only a rat would have a nose like that.”

      The voice was familiar. Spindler sucked in a breath of surprise as he glanced to his left. He could hardly believe his eyes.

      “Ink?”

      “In the flesh,” the boy answered. “No thanks to my old chum Mr. Swindler.”

      There was no question. It was the same oversized coat. The same swaggering air. The same sour expression of scorn. Spindler couldn’t help but smile.

      “Good heavens! Ink! I can’t believe it! What are you doing here?”

      “We’re going into your office is what,” said the man behind him. “Nice and slow with no sudden movements. Understand?”

      “Perfectly.”

      The man released his arm and allowed him to turn. Spindler didn’t recognize him but allowed himself to be prodded towards the office door with a broken bottle still at his neck. As soon as he pushed into the printing room, he hurried aside to make room for Ink and the stranger, who followed quickly after and shut the door behind them. The winds of the storm could not have begun to howl at a better time, for the ensuing noise would no doubt have been heard several houses away.

      “Ink?”

      “Jeremy?”

      “Chester!”

      “Ha! Jeremy!”

      “Ink! Chester!”

      All three of them rushed forward, shaking hands and embracing—with Ink keeping his hugs as short as possible. Tears of joy filled Jeremy and Chester’s eyes as they clapped each other on the shoulder.

      “It’s so good to see you, Chester! We were so worried!”

      “I know. Ink told me about the house burning down. I had no idea ‘til then. And you! What are you doing all the way out in Harburg? How did you get here?”

      “And how d’you know Spindler?” Ink asked.

      “He rescued me from two men who were taking me to an asylum.”

      “An asylum? Blimey. I only woke up in a mining camp.”

      “A mining camp? What do you mean? Where?”

      The conversation carried on in this way for some time. The stranger, whose name was Chester, was deeply disappointed by the lack of alcohol in the vicinity but contented himself with coffee. Once Spindler had passed the cups around, he sat in a corner and kept his mouth shut and his ears open.

      “Unbelievable,” Jeremy said. “Seherene herself got you out of that mining camp? How did she even know you were there?”

      Ink shrugged. “Dunno. But she took good care of me. Right up until I decided to run my mouth off to every Entrian in Ciras.”

      Chester snickered into his cup. “I love that story.”

      “Did it make the papers over here yet?” Ink asked, pulling the newspaper on the table towards him.

      Jeremy shook his head. “This is the first time I’ve heard of it. Must’ve been hushed up by the Entrians.”

      “Shame. It was pretty inspiring, if I do say so myself.”

      “But they’ve got to be following you,” Jeremy said. “If she tracked you to that mining camp, she could track you here.”

      “There’s been no sign of anyone following us so far,” Chester replied. “We’ve been keeping a close watch. But you’re right. It doesn’t mean we can rest on our laurels for too long.”

      Ink nodded. “We had to take an airship to get here. An Entrian airship. We were sure she was gonna catch us then, but fortunately no one onboard had heard of my performance in court yet.”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Spindler said, raising a finger, “but you haven’t been asking around town about Jeremy, have you?”

      “No,” Chester replied. “We didn’t even know he’d be here.”

      Jeremy’s face fell. “Well, someone knows. Someone who’s gotten a little too interested. Spindler and I were planning on heading to Mastmarner to get clear of them.”

      “Chester says it’s full of Colonist-hunters now,” Ink said. “That’s why we came here. Thought maybe Mr. Swindler could help us figure something out.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the newspaperman, who raised his eyebrows.

      “Well, Mr. Swindler here thinks we should be chasing down the conspiracy he’s discovered.” He stood and folded his arms with a smug smirk. “Mr. Swindler found out that the Blue Flames were responsible for knocking him unconscious at the Tinderbox.”

      “Knocked unconscious?” Ink cried. “Simon thought you only fainted!”

      “Which is just what they wanted everyone to think. Along with the fact that their ‘Angel’ is some benevolent saint . . . and not actually the Mistress of the Spektors.”

      Both Ink and Chester’s jaws dropped at the same time. Chester glanced at Jeremy.

      “He knows about the Mistress?”

      “He does now,” Jeremy replied. “We weren’t getting anywhere trying to find answers on our own. And he’s keen to help, so I figured . . . let him help. He even sent a letter to that Lord Malkimar who headed the Tinderbox meeting. Tried to get him out here for an interview, but so far he hasn’t taken the bait.”

      “But!” Spindler said, punching the air with a note of triumph. “At least now we have a clearer picture of what’s going on.”

      “Which is?” Ink asked.

      “At least one of those Blue Flames knows it’s the Mistress who was responsible for what happened on Damiras! That’s why they were so terrified of having a snooping journalist at their meeting! Because they thought I might have found out! Either by her boasting about it or by me asking enough questions!”

      Chester shook his head. “But if the Blue Flames believe the Mistress killed a bunch of Entrians, why would they protect her like that? Why keep her on such a pedestal all these years?”

      "Maybe she did to Malkimar what she did to Darian,” Jeremy said. “Bewitched him. Convinced him to guide the Blue Flames down whatever path she wanted.”

      “Bewitched?” Ink cried. “That’s the first I’ve heard of it. What d’you mean Darian was bewitched? I didn’t even know that was possible!”

      “Which is sort of the reason we didn’t tell you,” Chester said. “You've had enough to worry about. We didn’t want to frighten you even more. But now that it’s out in the open, yes. We always figured it was the Mistress who made Darian start to say that spell. Makes it even more tragic that he had to be killed.”

      Ink turned his astonished gaze to Spindler. “And you! You actually buy all this now? Black spells and bewitchment? The Mistress and the Spektors? You suddenly believe everything? You believe us? The Colonists?”

      Spindler held out his hands. “It all makes sense. The pieces fit. The theory is sound. I’ll admit we’ve no hard evidence yet. Nothing to put before a court of law. But . . . the day I heard that Spektor scream? Every fiber of my being knew I hadn’t imagined it. Knew it wasn’t human. It was the ice in my blood that first made me believe. The shiver in my heart every time I recalled the horrible sound. It was only a matter of time before my head caught up—with a great deal of help from Jeremy. So yes, I buy it. I think the Colonists really are just a decoy. A distraction from the truth. It’s why you weren’t all killed or shipped off to Stalikos after you were caught outside Harroway. Don’t you see? Someone else out there knows you’re innocent! But as long as the eyes of the world are turned towards you, as long as the chase is still on, the Mistress is in the clear!”

      “But what about Riva and Abner?” Ink said. “Why couldn’t they be kept in the chase?”

      “Maybe to make the High Council happy for a little while. Or maybe because it made somebody look good, like they were actually doing their job.”

      “George Marlas,” Chester said darkly. “I heard he delivered Abner’s body to the Entrians. That slimy snake always knew we were innocent, too. Bloody hell, he must be one of these Blue Flames.”

      “Possibly,” Jeremy replied. “But it was Old Saul who did the dirty work. Marlas might only be a convenient pawn in this whole game.” 

      Ink’s face lit up. “Hold on! So then . . . we don’t actually need to find the Mistress at all! We just need one of these Blue Flames to talk!”

      “No, no. That won’t work,” Spindler said. “The Elders have made up their minds about what happened on Damiras, and no mere human is ever going to convince them otherwise. That’s become painfully clear. But if you can find irrefutable proof that the Mistress actually exists, or better yet, get her to go boasting and bragging about her misdeeds to anyone who will listen, then you’ve got your witness!”

      “Which puts us back at square one,” Chester said with a sigh. “How do we find her?”

      Spindler shrugged. “Well, if the Blue Flames know how to summon her, they must have some clue as to her whereabouts.”

      Ink frowned. “But Jeremy said Malkimar didn’t take the bait.”

      “We don’t need him anymore.” Spindler said with a smile. “We have Bash.”

      “Bash?” Chester and Ink cried at the same time.

      “Of course! That message from his statue in Mastmarner is the key to everything! These words on the walls he talked about—that could be a second message indicating where her hiding place might be. We just have to figure out which walls he was talking about.”

      “And whatever ‘dead light’ might be,” Jeremy finished.

      Chester ran a hand over his stubbled chin. “All right. All right. Find the words on the walls. And with no other helpful piece of information. So where do we start looking?”

      “That’s easy.” Ink tapped his fingers on the table. “We start here.”

      The others glanced back at him with curious frowns.

      “What, in my office?” Spindler asked.

      “No, you git. Here in Harburg. Edgely Hill, to be exact. Bash’s place. It’s only a few miles away. No one’s moved in, have they?”

      “Oh, no. Nor will again, I reckon. No one even wants to look at the house of a dead Colonist.”

      “Well, that’s perfect,” Chester said. “Ink is right. Whatever Bash found out about the Blue Flames, he must have left the evidence in his house. Notes or papers or whatever it is. We might find all we need right there! What do you think, Jeremy?”

      Jeremy pushed his coffee cup away. “I say we go tonight. As soon as the sun sets. And the storm will give us extra cover. Nobody will be out to see us coming or going. If we don’t find anything at Bash’s place, we make for Mastmarner. Spindler at least can get inside without any trouble.”

      Chester grinned and clapped him on the back. “I haven’t heard you string so many words together in the nine years I’ve known you. Good ol’ Jeremy found his voice at last. It’s a nice one, too. I’d put you down as a baritone. Have you ever sung in a quartet before?”

      Ink rolled his eyes. “So we’re decided, then? Head to Bash’s place at sundown?”

      “Agreed,” Jeremy said.

      “It’s a solid plan,” Chester replied. “Say, Mr. Swindler, you wouldn’t happen to have anything in the way of weapons? You know, just in case we find ourselves in a tight spot?”

      Spindler bowed his head as he thought over the matter. When he looked at them again, it was with a vaguely wincing expression. “I do have one pistol. But apart from that, I’m afraid all I have to offer is . . . scissors. Lots of scissors.”

      Chester finished his last swallow of coffee, then plunked the mug down onto the table with an approving nod. “Sold. I get the biggest pair.”
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      They agreed to leave in two groups and arrive separately at the base of Edgely Hill. The snowstorm would likely be cover enough, but they preferred to take every precaution. When the sun set they left through the back door and split off in the alley. Chester and Ink would go one way, Jeremy and Spindler another.

      It was slow going. The winds were fierce. They were pelted not only with snow but tiny granules of ice, forcing them to keep their heads bowed as they went along. Most of the gas lanterns they passed had gone out. Fortunately, by the time both groups turned towards the hill, they found the wind at their back. They were also relieved not to have seen a single soul on their journey. Not that they could see much anyway.

      It took them over an hour to reach the hidden path leading up to Bash’s house. The snow was very deep and the air grew colder the higher they climbed, but whenever anyone began to complain, Jeremy would only have to point out that the storm would cover their tracks. As the trees on Edgely Hill somewhat shielded them from the wind, they could also speak to one another without shouting. Spindler marched at the rear of the formation and glanced over his shoulder every so often to make certain they weren’t being followed.

      “This is unbelievable,” he said.

      “What is?” Jeremy called back.

      “Wanting nothing more than to write a book about the Colonists for nine blesséd years. Then to find myself suddenly surrounded by you, knee deep in your . . . snow. If anyone else—anyone—gets wind of this, I might have to go on the run myself.”

      “Aw, it’s not all bad,” Chester replied. “You get to travel. Meet new people. Have a bit of life-threatening excitement now and again . . .”

      Spindler tugged his hat down as the wind gusted again. “There’s something else I’ve been thinking about. Deputy Commissioner Coram’s got a keen interest in the Spektors as well.”

      “Coram?” Ink said, unable to keep the sneer from his face. “You know Coram?”

      “I met him at the Great Hall. He was the only one who would listen to me about what happened to you. You never did finish explaining, Jeremy. You said that what he really wants is the Key. And something about power and control. What Key did you mean?”

      Jeremy shared a look with Ink and Chester.

      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with Isaac Caradoc, would it?” Spindler asked. “That strange mark on his hand? Mr. Coram told me it had a direct connection with the Spektors. That it might even have the power to control them.”

      “That’s a myth,” Ink replied. “It ain’t true. But Coram thinks it is. And that’s reason enough for him to go sticking his nose where it don’t belong.”

      “I see. All the same, I wonder if he’s turned up anything about the Mistress in his investigation.”

      “Suppose it’s possible,” Chester said. “But it seems to me he’s a lot more talk than action. If you ask me, our old friend Mr. Bash is our best hope.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A few minutes later, they reached the top of the hill. Ink shivered as he looked at the two-story flagstone house. So much had happened since he’d last stood before it, but he could remember every detail of that fateful night. He could even pick out the bush he’d hidden behind while spying on Bill Stone and the Entrians. It was also the first time he’d ever laid eyes on Seherene. He’d thought her a goddess then. But now? For a time, they had actually been friends. And that meant so much more. A twinge of sorrow touched his heart as he followed the others to the front door. He would always regret leaving her on such bad terms.

      No one had bothered to lock the door. The house creaked as the wind rushed around it, but otherwise it was just as Ink had left it; empty, save for dust and a few odd bits of furniture. The others lit candles and a lantern that was found in the kitchen. Chester held it high as he walked along the bare walls of the first floor, examining every square inch. The others used the candles, being careful not to light the wallpaper on fire.

      “See anything?” Spindler called from the parlor room.

      “Not yet!” Chester shouted from the kitchen.

      “Come on, Ink,” Jeremy said. “You and me will take the upper rooms.”

      The stairs didn’t make a sound as they climbed to the second floor. Ink remembered thinking how odd it was to walk around in a perfectly silent house with no squeaking floorboards or creaking hinges. All the doors were open in the upper corridor. Ink went to the work room. There was the oil can on the floor. The drilling machine. The boxes of pen cases and pencil lead. The only difference was the heavy stone tablet with the strange verses. It was gone. Probably confiscated by the constables, or perhaps by Seherene herself.

      They checked the walls in every room, in the corridor, on both sides of every door. Still nothing. They trudged back down the stairs again with frustrated frowns.

      “Nothing?” Spindler asked, meeting them at the bottom.

      Jeremy shook his head.

      Chester rounded the corner. “We’ve got to be missing a trick here. We still haven’t figured out that bit about dead light. And it can’t mean no light at all because it’s plenty dark in here and there still isn’t anything to find.”

      “He’s right,” Ink replied. “Bash’s statue said, ‘use plenty of good light when reading’. That means we won’t find the words on the walls ‘til we’ve got the proper light.”

      Spindler put a hand to his brow. “Dead light. Dead light. Maybe it’s some kind of supernatural thing? Something to do with the Spektors or . . . ?”

      No one had an answer. They sighed and scratched their heads and scuffed their boots across the floor. Ink blew out his candle and set it on the small table beside the front door.

      “Well, all we’ve got left is to check the walls outside. Give me your lantern, Chester. These candles won’t survive the wind.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      He followed Ink through the front door. They started on a clockwise path around the house and checked the flagstones carefully. At the back, they came across a collection of small, waist-high greenhouses. The glass tops had frozen over, making it impossible to see inside. Ink unhooked one of the latches and opened the lid. Inside lay half a dozen pale green cabbages.

      “Wow. I think they’re still alive.”

      Chester leaned towards it. “Ugh. Cabbages. Of all things.”

      Ink held his hand close to the soil. “It’s actually warm in these boxes. How d’you think he did that? These things should be frozen solid by now.”

      “Maybe this side of the house is protected from weather. The front is blocking all the wind right now. Or maybe he hooked up some kind of heating system through the walls, like Abner and his pipeworks magic.”

      “Yeah, but there’s been no one living here to work any kind of heating system.”

      “Then it must be down to whatever’s insulating those boxes.”

      Ink closed the lid and stepped to the next one. It was full of herbs and gave off a strong aromatic scent as soon as the lid was lifted. Chester gestured towards the inner corner.

      “Aha. Look there. See that white stuff? That’s firebark. I’ve seen it once or twice before. Grows inside certain trees on some of the islands in the Northern Sea. Keeps them from freezing to death. Looks like Bash packed it all around the inside of these boxes. It can stay warm for a year after being cut away from the tree.”

      “Huh. Maybe we should put some inside our coats.”

      “Wouldn’t be the best idea. It catches fire a little too easily. Hence the name.”

      Ink went to the third miniature greenhouse and opened it. The first thing he noticed was a faint green light near the soil layer. There were also bits of wood scattered about, accompanied by a strong damp smell of decay.

      “Oh! Brilliant!”

      Ink reached in and pulled out a piece of wood. Two mushrooms with large cylindrical caps grew out of a cleft in the middle, surrounded by a layer of pale-yellow lichen.

      “What the devil is that?” Chester asked. “Is it glowing?”

      “It’s foxfire. I saw some of this stuff at the mining camp. A man named Fetch even gave me a bit of it. Feeds on dead rotting wood, and something inside makes it glow. I forget what. Never seen ones this bright before, though.”

      “Wait . . . what did you say it feeds on?”

      “Dead rotting wood.”

      Chester’s face fell into a deadpan expression. The lantern hung at his side as his arms went limp in a dramatic gesture of astonishment.

      Ink frowned at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “A glowing light that feeds on dead things? Come on, do I really have to spell it out?”

      Ink started back with a gasp so sharp he nearly sucked in a mouthful of snowflakes.
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      “Dead light!” he shouted as he burst through the front door, waving the mushrooms above his head. “It’s here! We’ve got it!”

      Spindler frowned. “What?”

      “What is that?” Jeremy asked.

      “Dead light!” Chester said in his great bellowing voice as he hurried into the house. “Ink found them out back! Mushroom things that feed on dead wood and go all glowy!”

      Ink hurried around the house again, holding the mushrooms close to the walls. There was nothing in the kitchen, nothing in the parlor or the dining room. Chester followed behind, eager to see if the trick would work. Spindler and Jeremy watched from beside the staircase.

      “Anything?” Chester asked.

      “Not yet. Don’t crowd me!”

      When it was clear the first-floor walls were blank, Ink hurried to the stairs and began to climb. Halfway there, Chester’s hand came down on his shoulder.

      “Wait! Look!”

      Jeremy and Spindler rushed up to meet them. All four crowded around a section of wall on the left-hand side. The green glow of light had revealed a handful of words.

      
        
        SECOND WARDROBE

        LAST HOOK

      

      

      Chester chuckled gleefully. “By thunder! We’ve cracked it!”

      “Good work, Ink!” Jeremy said.

      “We’re not done yet! Come on!” He turned and raced up the stairs.

      Ink had always thought Bash’s bedroom an odd one. Not because it was so sparsely furnished, but because there were two wardrobes—one of which was empty. The old man had kept so few possessions, it didn’t seem logical to have more than one. But now he knew the reason. He hurried to the second wardrobe and threw open the doors. It was still empty. Not a single scrap of clothing to be seen. But there were half a dozen coat hooks welded into the garment rod. Ink reached up and grabbed the one at the end. He tugged it from side to side. It didn’t budge. Then he pushed and pulled.

      The entire inner side panel slid aside, revealing a hidden room within. Ink hardly heard the noises of exclamation around him. He was already making his way inside.

      The light from Chester’s lantern fell on a long, narrow table filled with books and papers, as well as a small bookshelf in the corner. At once, they began rifling through the items.

      “Look at this,” Jeremy said. “Journals, maps, notebooks . . .”

      As Ink glanced around the room, his grandfather’s words echoed in his memory.

      “Bash stuck his nose in many places it didn’t belong.”

      This certainly proved it. Ink picked up one of the papers nearest him and looked it over.

      
        
        After successfully petitioning my brother for a donation, I have sent my last bid for the enchanted item. My house guest seems particularly excited—or anxious (I’m not sure which)—for me to receive it. Unless Blackwood outbids me again, it will cost me almost every last coin. But having seen how much interest my guest has shown in the item, I can’t help but believe it will be worth the trouble.

      

      

      Ink looked through the other pages near the first. There was no other mention of the subject, nothing to tell of the outcome of the bidding or what the enchanted item might have been. There was, however, a drawing of the strange stone now missing from the work room. It had been sketched in detail, complete with exact measurements, as well as the ominous verses etched upon the slab.

      
        
        Heed not the love of Mortals

        In truth, Betrayers all

        Cast down the bonds of Brotherhood

        Forsake the Woman’s call

        Deceit is dealt to goodly hands

        And Harm with bloody fall

        Sentenced hence to death in Life

        A cold and lightless hall

      

      

      The back of the page was full of text. Ink set it beside the lantern and read eagerly.

      
        
        Today I was finally able to learn the secrets of the stone. It is a device placed over the sarcophagus of every Spektor in the Crypt, and which serves as a symbol of their oath of service to the Mistress. The verses themselves are known collectively as “The Spektor’s Creed”. According to my guest, as soon as the soul of a potential Spektor is between worlds, they are brought a stone slab to swear upon, along with the usual offer of delaying their final judgment. I have attempted to recreate such a stone in detail, with the exact dimensions I was given. I had hoped that doing so might uncover even more secrets—perhaps even a passage to the Crypt itself. However, it appears I am missing the crucial element of being ‘between worlds’. As this is a fate I don’t wish to tempt for many years yet, I will simply have to hope that my guest will be more forthcoming with their information.

      

      

      This was interesting. Bash’s ‘guest’ had apparently known a great deal about the Spektors. But how? Of course, it was possible he’d been referring to Caradoc. Perhaps even Mavie. Ink turned the page over and felt a shiver run down his spine as he gazed at the image of the stone again. Now that he knew its purpose, the verses made all the sense in the world. But Bash looking for the Crypt? That didn’t add up at all.

      “Hey! Listen here!” Chester said, holding up a handful of papers. “Bash says he sent a letter to his brother instructing him to set up the guide pillar in Mastmarner! He said he meant for us to find it and be led here to his research. His brother didn’t want to be involved with any of it but did agree to erect the statue. I didn’t even know he had a brother.”

      “Neither did I,” Jeremy replied. “Does it mention his name?”

      “No. Nothing more about him. But now we know how that pillar got there.”

      Spindler raised the leather-bound book in his hand. “This gives an account of his travels while he was trying to uncover secrets about the Spektors. He visited dozens of temples, went to Mastmarner, to historical sites. He lists all the people he talked to. It’s incredible. If I’d seen this earlier, I could’ve saved myself a lot of heartache. Not to mention coin.”

      “Look,” Jeremy said, picking up another page from the table. “He found out about the Mistress’s gifts.”

      The others crowded around him. Ink’s heart began to beat faster with a sudden rush of fear. He half-expected to look down and see a drawing of the Wickwire Watch. Fortunately, there was no such thing.

      “She has gifts?” Spindler asked.

      Jeremy nodded. “They’re special items that give her certain powers. We know one of them keeps her looking young. We found it in Harroway.” He peered closer at the paper. “It seems Bash learned of another called the Acchradaem. ‘A mirrored chamber through which a person’s form may be projected’.”

      “That must be how she turned up at the Tinderbox,” Chester said.

      “Anything about the last one?” Ink asked, trying not to sound too anxiously eager. “The one still missing?”

      Jeremy turned the page over, then rummaged through the papers scattered in front of him. “Not sure. It might be here somewhere, but he didn’t seem too concerned with keeping things organized.”

      Chester leaned closer and put a finger on the paper Jeremy still held. “Look what it says here. ‘The gifts may only be used by way of physical touch, though doing so poses a significant risk to anyone other than the intended user—namely the Mistress herself’. Hang it all, Bash. Who’d have ever thought you were such a clever devil to find all this out on your own?”

      “Don’t think he was on his own,” Ink said. “In what I read, he kept mentioning some guest. Didn’t say who they were, but they sure knew a lot about the Spektors. At first I thought it must’ve been Caradoc or Mavie. But why wouldn’t he mention their names?”

      Spindler set down the leather-bound book. “That is odd. But whoever they were, they must have been his main source of information. His travels certainly weren’t very fruitful.”

      “Mercy above,” Jeremy said, staring down at the notebook in his hand. “The Middling House.”

      “What?” Ink cried, hurrying to his side. “Bash knew about that? Did he find out what it is? Where it is?”

      Jeremy read quickly, his eyes racing back and forth across the page. “It looks like his mysterious guest told him what little he learned. That it’s an ancient place of darkness and . . . that it’s on Fenmire!”

      “Fenmire!” Ink repeated. “That’s fantastic! What’s Fenmire?”

      “An island in the middle of Falkirk Bay,” Spindler said. “Between the North Country and the Uplands. What’s so important about the Middling House?”

      “We think the Mistress might be there,” Jeremy said.

      Spindler threw up his hands. “And you didn’t want to mention that earlier?”

      “Not really. Our first attempt to find it didn’t exactly go well.”

      Ink scuffed his arm in excitement. “But it’s an island! And the Spektor in Ban-Geren said she was hiding on an island! It has to be the right place!”

      Jeremy put his finger on the page. “Listen to this. ‘My guest has led me to believe that the Middling House contains a great secret. As he seemed so terrified to even address the matter, I of course prodded him as far as I could without vexing him, and when that failed, resorted to trickery regarding my intentions. He revealed the existence of a scroll. What it contains, he would not say, but afterwards made it quite clear that the entire subject of the Middling House is not to be brought up again. After a great deal of research, coupled with my guest’s deep-seated fear, I can only conclude that this scroll must contain that which would prove harmful to the Spektors, if not the Mistress herself. I dare not even make the suggestion to my guest, lest he be compelled to depart.’”

      “Blimey,” Chester said with a frown. “We’ve got to find that scroll! And if Caradoc was this guest, it would explain a bit about why he wouldn’t tell us anything about the place.”

      “But it don’t make sense for him to fear something that might hurt the Spektors,” Ink said. “So it can’t have been him.”

      “Unless Bash was wrong about the scroll’s contents,” Spindler replied.

      Ink shifted uncomfortably. An ancient place of darkness that Caradoc wouldn’t talk about, which contained a great secret. With every new discovery from Bash’s research, it was starting to look more and more possible that Seherene was right; that the Middling House and the Spektor Crypt were one and the same, and that Caradoc was seeking it for all the wrong reasons.

      While he was pondering this, Spindler discovered a much larger sheet of paper buried beneath all the others. Carefully, he tugged it out from underneath and held it up against the wall.

      “Ink, bring the lantern here.”

      Upon doing so, his heart dropped into his stomach. It was a large chart with four symbols on it. They were strange shapes, and not drawn by the same hand they’d seen in all of Bash’s other writings. Ink knew them at once.

      “Soul markings,” he said. “Names in the First Language. The Spektor in Ban-Geren showed ‘em to me. And look. Here at the bottom. ‘All is lost lest these are lost’. She said the exact same words.”

      As he moved the lamp, he saw there were titles written next to the symbols, this time in Bash’s own hand.

      
        
        The Coward

        The Broken One

        The Imposter

        The Cripple

      

      

      “Spektor names,” Jeremy said. “What they call their enemies. I’ve heard them refer to Caradoc as ‘The Broken One.’”

      Ink nodded. He’d heard the same. But he also happened to have Caradoc’s corresponding soul marking burned into the back of his eyelids. That was confirmation enough.

      “Enemies?” Spindler said. “So these are all . . . what do you call them . . . Keyholders?”

      “No,” Ink answered. “Caradoc’s the only Keyholder left. But he ain’t the only one who got on the Mistress’s bad side. This is like her own personal warrant list. These people, they’re to be tracked and watched whenever possible.” He gave out a sigh. “And I think I know ‘em all.”

      Chester raised an incredulous eyebrow. “You do?”

      “Yeah. These names are meant to be mocking. Insulting. I don’t know why they call Caradoc the Broken One. He’s never told me. But the Coward—that’s Mavie.”

      “What?” Jeremy said. “Are you sure?”

      Spindler frowned. “Mavie? The head librarian of Mastmarner?”

      Ink nodded. “She has a scar on her face in the shape of a ‘C’. For coward. She told me the story. And this one here? The Cripple? That’s gotta be Martin.”

      A heavy silence filled the room. Ink felt sick to his stomach but tried to ignore it. He turned, putting his back to the chart, and looked at the others with an expression of bewildered dread. He swallowed hard before speaking again.

      “The Imposter is Seherene.”

      “What?” all three men cried out at once.

      “She’s looking for the Spektor Crypt. She thinks Caradoc is trying to find it, so she means to catch him there. She knows about the Mistress as well. We went to this little house back in Ciras. It was ancient, and full of bones and horrible smells. There were all these mirrors everywhere, too. And while we stood there, some invisible hand started to write the word ‘Imposter’ on the glass. She went white as a sheet. Knew right away they were talking about her. And knew it was Spektors doing it, if not the Mistress herself. When I asked her about it later, she told me it was a story for another time.”

      Spindler couldn’t speak. Chester let a curse slip.

      Jeremy sat on the table to keep from falling down. “Of all people. It doesn’t make any sense. And what about Bash? Why isn’t he on there? He was killed by a Spektor.” He looked at Ink again. “And you . . .”

      Ink leaned against the wall, furrowing his brow. “There were five markings the Spektor showed me, not four. If the fifth one wasn’t Bash’s name, I’m pretty sure it was mine. As for Seherene, maybe they’re watching her ‘cause they don’t want her getting too close to the Crypt.”

      Chester rubbed a hand over his face, shaking his head. “I know we came here looking for answers, but I don’t like these. Not one bit.”

      “I don’t think any of us do,” Jeremy said. “But we have to keep on. There’s no telling what else might be here—especially about that scroll.”

      Everyone agreed. They plunged back into Bash’s research, but this time with a greater abundance of caution, as well as apprehension. There were more descriptions of his travels. More maps of places he’d visited and lists of people he’d interviewed. The rest of it was musings on the answers he had yet to find and the supposed connections between facts. These were nothing they hadn’t heard before or thought of themselves.

      Frustrated, Chester leaned against the table and folded his arms. “There’s nothing more.”

      “Yes, there is,” Spindler said.

      The tone of his voice was strange. He was frowning into a journal.

      “Well? What is it?” Ink asked.

      Spindler looked up at them doubtfully, then took a deep breath and began to read. “‘I had made no prior attempt to contact a Spektor, but on a visit to the Miller farmstead, I began to recognize signs indicating the presence of one. They were just as Mr. Caradoc had described—the oppressive darkness, the difficulty in breathing, the sudden dampening of sound. When I bid the family farewell after our visit, I crept into their barn and began to plead aloud with the creature to show itself, making it plain that I understood both what it was and what it was doing there. At last he appeared, but fearfully, thinking I was a Keyholder. I assured him I was not and told him of my desire to make a deal with him.’”

      “A what?” Chester said, his eyes growing three times as large. “Did you say ‘a deal’?”

      “That’s what it says.”

      “Keep reading,” Ink said with a worried frown.

      “‘I told the Spektor I would allow him to anchor in my house in exchange for information, promising an endless supply of despair and hate upon which to feed. The Spektor agreed but swore he would say nothing to betray his Mistress. He followed me back to the house and installed himself. I put forth many questions to him, and he was eager at first to boast in showing the depth of his knowledge. Flattery also proved highly effective. I wrote down all I learned from him, in as much detail as he would give. Though most would describe my actions as perilously reckless, I believed there was no real danger in allowing the Spektor to anchor here, for I have never been a man of strong emotions or feelings. Though I did find his presence somewhat draining, I did not allow any true despair or hate to enter my heart. When the Spektor realized I would not prove a reliable subject of prey, he became furious and left my house for good, never to return.’”

      “Good . . . God!” Chester cried. “I don’t believe what I’ve just heard!”

      Ink glanced back at the chart on the wall. “Of course. Only a Spektor could draw those markings. They’re in a forbidden language no one remembers anymore.”

      Chester threw out an exasperated hand. “And that must be how he knew to warn us about the Blue Flames! The Spektor told him!”

      Ink nodded. “Or showed him where to go for the meeting.”

      Jeremy shook his head, almost on the verge of tears. “Poor Mr. Bash. He thought the Spektor had gone for good . . .”

      He let the rest hang in the air. It didn’t need saying aloud.

      “But why?” Chester asked. “Why on earth would he have done all this? Gone to such lengths? At such a risk?”

      “He’s answered that, too,” Spindler said, then resumed reading. “‘It should be made known that all my efforts in acquiring this knowledge was done in the service of my friends, who sacrificed their freedom on the shores of Damiras. As they are unable to redeem themselves while in hiding, I endeavor to find the means to do it for them. I believe I have collected enough information to form a rudimentary case for their innocence, if not outright proof in my journal detailing my encounters with the Blue Flames. I have not yet been able to locate the Mistress herself. I surmise that one may at least be granted access to her through the Spektor Crypt, though I have no direct evidence of this. However, I will continue investigating these matters as best I can, even without the aid of my guest. If all else fails, seek Arravantis.’”

      Chester blew out a long sigh. “Of course. Of course he did it for us.”

      Jeremy put a hand over his eyes.

      Ink frowned. “What’s ‘Arravantis’? Or who?”

      No one knew.

      Spindler closed the journal with a heavy frown, then suddenly glanced up and looked around. “Oh, dear God! The Spektor! Do you think it’s still here?”

      “No,” Ink replied. “We’d feel it if it were.”

      Chester stood from the table. “All the same, I’m not keen on sticking around much longer. Let’s get back to the office.”

      “Wait!” Spindler said. “Bash said he had a journal about the Blue Flames. Did we find it?”

      Jeremy shook his head. “Don’t think so. But there’s so many books here.”

      “We’ll take them all. We can find it later,” Chester said. “Now come on. This place is starting to give me the creeps.”
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            We’ve Been Burned Before
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      They emerged from the house a few minutes later. Chester took the lead and started off across the snow, carrying a large apple box. Inside it they had piled all of Bash’s books and papers.

      “Well, that was a worthwhile trip!” Chester said. “Not only did we figure out the statue’s message, we came away with enough evidence to get us exonerated and strike a blow to the Mistress while we’re at it! This must be the most valuable box in the world!”

      Spindler glanced at Jeremy. “We’ll still have to leave Harburg for a while. At least until your popularity dies down. And I am not going to that Winter Dance!”

      Ink stuck his hands under his armpits for extra warmth. “We should bring all this stuff to Mastmarner. I’m sure Mavie will want to have a look through it.”

      “Mavie the head librarian?” Spindler said. “Mavie the Coward on the Mistress’s warrant list?” He glanced down at Ink with a raised eyebrow. “Mavie the Colonist-sympathizer? Or is it full-on Colonist?”

      “And what if she is? You gonna report her?”

      “Oh, come off it, Ink. You still think I can’t be trusted?”

      “I ain’t decided yet.”

      “Mother’s love!” Chester cried as he dropped the box in the snow and came to a halt.

      “What’s wrong?” Jeremy asked.

      Ink and Spindler rushed ahead to see what had prompted such a reaction. There, between them and the road leading down the hill, stood a huge black wolf. Ink’s legs nearly buckled in fright. For a moment, he thought it was his grandfather’s hellhound. But the eyes were yellow, not green, and there was no sign of any curling horns near its ears. Still, he looked about in a near-panic to make certain there was no Spektor lurking nearby.

      With a shaking hand, Spindler reached into his coat and pulled out his pistol. Chester did the same but withdrew a large pair of scissors. The wolf moved forward a step, then sat.

      Spindler raised the pistol. “What’s it doing?”

      “Why don’t you go and ask it?” Ink replied.

      “You go. You’re good at sneaking up on things.”

      “I’m not going! Are you insane?”

      “Make Chester go,” Jeremy said.

      “Me? Why me?”

      “You have the biggest pair of scissors.”

      “Spindler’s got a gun!”

      “There’s no reason to shoot unless it comes charging this way.”

      “Of course there’s reason! Scare it off!”

      “No! Look! Look!” Ink tugged at Chester’s sleeve. “There! In its fur! On its chest!”

      They all narrowed their eyes, peering through the swirling snowflakes. Jeremy reached out and put a hand on Spindler’s pistol, lowering it.

      “What are you doing?”

      Jeremy looked at him, grinning from ear to ear. “Going home.”

      They looked on in speechless wonder as Jeremy went slowly up to the wolf and knelt. He said something to it, then gently took the two thin chains it wore around its neck. The wolf made no signs of anger or fear, not even when Jeremy reached out to pat its great shaggy head. When he stood and stepped back, the wolf turned on its heels and trotted away into the trees.

      Spindler looked on, confounded. “What the devil . . . ?”

      As he returned to them, Jeremy smiled like a man who’d just struck gold, holding up the spyglasses by their chains.

      “Oh, good wolf!” Chester cried, taking one of the medallions. “Magnificent wolf! The very best of them all!”

      Ink almost smiled himself. “It must be one of Mavie’s!”

      “Well, come on,” Jeremy said, still grinning. “Let’s not waste another moment.”

      He and Chester pressed their thumbs to the glass. A light appeared in the center, growing stronger until it became so blinding they all had to look away for a moment. When it faded, the glass itself continued to glow blue. Chester let out a cry of joy and swept both Jeremy and Ink into another group hug. Spindler put his hands on his hips, still frowning.

      “Will someone please be good enough to tell me what’s going on? Or do I have to read through more of Bash’s journals to find out?”

      “It’s a signal for our friends,” Jeremy said. “They’ll be coming to get us as soon as they see it.”

      “We’re saved!” Chester cried.

      “Not yet,” Ink replied. “We don’t know where they are. It could take days for them to get here. Weeks, even.”

      “We can still leave town,” Jeremy said. “We’ll just keep activating the glass every few hours until they catch up to us.”

      Spindler tucked his pistol back into his belt. “Well, that’s fantastic! And you can take me along as well! Introduce me to all the others!”

      The Colonists’ smiles faded as they glanced at one another.

      A mirthless chuckle left Spindler’s lips like a cough. “Oh, come on, you can’t all be so suspicious of me still. Jeremy, you’ve told me so much already. And it was me who worked out the conspiracy against you. Haven’t I proved I’m trustworthy?”

      No one quite knew how to answer him. Ink couldn’t be sure what the others were thinking, but as for himself, he would no sooner bring a newspaperman to Riverfall than a host of Colonist-hunters. Even if he had good intentions, it was his job to sell stories. How could he help but spread their secrets far and wide?

      “You’ve been a great help to us,” Jeremy finally answered. “To me, especially. But we need you here. Bash’s research might not be enough to vindicate us. We need hard evidence about the Blue Flames, about the Mistress, and you’re in a much better position to go after it.”

      “And if I do find something? How do I contact you again?”

      Jeremy hung the spyglass around his neck and gazed at it for a long moment. Ink knew he was considering giving it away, and he was ready with an argument against it at the very next word. In the end, however, Jeremy merely tucked it under his coat. Ink saw Chester breathe a silent sigh of relief beside him.

      “We’ll just have to drop by your office every now and then, whenever we can manage it,” Jeremy replied. “Besides, you’ve got to be around in case Lord Malkimar pays a visit. He might even know all about this scroll Bash talked about.”

      Spindler looked as if he wanted to argue but thought better of it in the end. “I suppose you’re right. I’m bound to be more useful here. As much as I hate to admit it. But I would like a word with all the rest of your friends, sooner or later. Perhaps we might arrange some interviews in more neutral territory. Might I at least have that to hope for?”

      “You can always hope,” Ink said with a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

      Jeremy gave him a reassuring nod. “We’ll certainly bring it up to the others.”

      Chester picked up the apple box and started off towards the winding lane again. “Excellent! That’s all settled. Now we can get back to some place warm. We’ll be buried under a snowdrift if we stand here talking for much longer.”

      The others followed, pulling their coats and scarves tighter around them. They were pleased to discover the snowstorm had already covered most of their tracks from the journey up the hill. Ink shivered as an icy gust of wind broke through the trees and tumbled around them. Almost at the same moment, he noticed Spindler looking down at him.

      “What?”

      The newspaperman shook his head. “I’m just amazed how much you’ve changed since we last met. You don’t seem quite so . . . angry.”

      “Oh, I’m still angry. Just with different people now.”

      “Am I still one of them?”

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On what you do with all the things you’ve learned ‘bout us. We’ve been burned before, you know.”

      Spindler nodded. “I understand. And it’s good you’re being so cautious. I’d really feel quite terrible if anything happened to you. You can’t imagine my horror when I realized I’d let you trot off with the Colonists all those months ago. I thought I’d sent you to your death.”

      “Not sure about death,” Ink said. “But probably a lifetime in prison if the Entrians catch up to me again.”

      “Aw, but you won’t get caught! Not the great Inkwell Featherfield! Besides, you’ve got me as an ally now. You need anything, you know where to find me. Just try knocking next time, eh? No need to break into my flat or threaten me with broken bottlenecks. All right?”

      “So you’re saying I can’t have any fun at all.”

      Spindler smirked. “Maybe try different kinds for a change.” His expression turned suddenly to panic as his hands searched through his pockets. He sighed and held out his hand. “All right. Well done. Let’s have it back.”

      Ink grinned as he tossed Spindler’s wallet back to him. “So you are learning. Good for you, Swindler. There may be hope for you yet.”
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      Ten minutes later, the end of the lane came into sight. Beyond was the road leading back to Harburg. The fields and meadows in the distance were a gray blur of snow and ice, save for a few lighted windows in the nearest farmhouse.

      Chester hefted the box with a groan. “Ugh, this thing is getting heavier all the time. We should’ve brought a wagon.”

      “It’s all right,” another voice said, gruff and low-pitched. “You can set it down here. No need to go any farther.”

      A man stepped out from behind a tree. He was huge, hulking and broad-shouldered. Two shiny pistols gleamed in his hands, both pointed straight at them. Chester dropped the box into the snow again with a cry of surprise as the group halted mid-step. Ink peered around Jeremy for a better look at the stranger’s face.

      It was Bill Stone.

      “Draw scissors!” Chester cried, fumbling for the item in his coat pockets.

      He was the only one who did so. Ink saw Spindler pull his hat down over his face and put a hand to his pistol again. Jeremy stepped back and put a protective arm around Ink.

      “How did you find us?” he asked.

      A lopsided grin spread across the Colonist-hunter’s haggard face. “All too easily. See, Mr. Spindler there, who’s making a piss poor attempt to hide his face from me, started making the wrong people nervous. Not a very wise move. You’d think a newspaperman would be cannier about such things.”

      There was something odd about the way he spoke. His sentences weren’t entirely fluid but halted in places and drawled in others. He also stood leaning slightly to the left.

      “Are you drunk?” Chester asked.

      Bill’s heavy brow furrowed. “Only halfway. Which still makes me twice as good as any of you. Hold up them scissors.”

      “What?”

      “Hold ‘em up!” he bellowed.

      Chester did so. Bill twirled the pistol in his left hand and pulled the trigger. The bullet struck the scissors and sent them flying through the air. Chester yelped as he stuck his stinging hand into his mouth.

      Bill let out a wheezing rasp of a chuckle. “Anyone else need proof?”

      “That’s enough, Bill,” Spindler said, stepping forward. “You said I’ve made people nervous. You’re talking about the letter I sent to Lord Malkimar, aren’t you? Are you in league with him? With the Blue Flames?”

      “I’m in league with no one. I merely received an anonymous tip that Mr. John Spindler might be one to keep a close eye on. In times like these, that’s all the motivation I need. I’ve been watching your office for weeks. And when I started hearing about mysterious Cousin Rupert, I knew all I had to do was wait ‘til you showed your faces outside of town.”

      “Why outside?” Spindler asked. “Why not have us arrested right there on Hade Street?”

      Bill took a step closer. “Because then I’d be obliged to bring you in alive. That’s the law. That’s what the Entrians demand. And I’m sick of it. It was only when Abner Hart blew his brains out up in Harroway that I finally saw the foolishness of such rules. It’s far better to bring you in cold.”

      “He didn’t blow his brains out!” Ink shouted. “He was murdered!”

      Jeremy tightened his hold around the boy’s shoulders. “Don’t, Ink. It’s not worth it.”

      Bill waved his pistols. “Back up. All of you. Six steps and no more. Let’s go!”

      They frowned at each other but obeyed. When Bill was satisfied, he tucked one of his pistols into his belt and dropped to a knee beside the fallen apple box. Ink bit his lip as he watched the bounty hunter break the cord with one hand and rifle through the contents.

      “What’s all this?”

      “Nothing important,” Chester said. “And probably much too far above your reading level to appreciate, anyway.”

      Bill wiped a sleeve under his crooked nose and nodded. “You’re probably right.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a bottle of whiskey. After removing the cap with his teeth, he spit it onto the ground, took a swig, and wiped his mouth on his arm. “But I’ll tell you . . . one thing any man always appreciates—‘specially in weather like this—is a good fire.”

      He tipped the whiskey bottle over the box. The others looked on in horror as the liquor spilled over the books and papers inside.

      “No!” Chester cried.

      Ink even started forward, but Jeremy held him back.

      Spindler cocked his pistol and aimed it at Bill. “Step away from the box, Mr. Stone!”

      The pistol in Bill’s right hand tilted up by a few degrees. A shot rang out. Spindler’s pistol dropped into the snow as its owner shrieked and clutched at his hand, now covered in blood. Ink wrenched free of Jeremy’s grip and went for the pistol.

      “Now, now!” Bill cried, aiming at Ink. “Don’t be foolish, boy!”

      Ink froze. Spindler stuck his bloodied hand under his arm and bit his lip against the pain. Bill got to his feet, reached into his pocket for a matchbox, and struck one on the grip of his pistol. Before anyone could say another word, he tossed it into the box. It caught fire instantly. Chester let out a choked cry.

      There was nothing more to be done about it.

      Bill staggered to his feet, wobbling for a moment, then pulled his second pistol from his belt. He licked his bottom lip and stood at his full and terrifying height. “Now, unlike you, I came prepared. Got a wagon back in them trees. If you’d all be so kind as to march yourselves over to it, I’d be much obliged. Don’t much feel like dragging four bodies all the way there myself.”

      Ink glanced into the woods. He couldn’t see a wagon, but for a moment he thought he spied four glowing flashes of light. They were very small, almost like fireflies, and soon disappeared into the darkness. The only light now remaining was the box, fully engulfed in flames and crackling away like a campfire. Ink’s cheeks flushed with anger.

      “You’ve got this all wrong! And you don’t even care! You’ve never cared!”

      “Of course not,” Spindler said between clenched teeth. “He doesn’t see people anymore. Only animals.”

      “Come on, let’s go!” Bill shouted. “You first, Mr. Spindler! No need to cry over that hand. It won’t be hurting for much longer. And you!” He shifted his piercing gaze to Jeremy. “Stop sneaking glances at that pistol. It won’t help you.”

      As Bill glared at him, his expression changed to one of confusion. He tilted his head.

      “Wait a minute, now. You look familiar. Haven’t I shot you before?”

      Suddenly, a shadow hurled itself out of the trees with a mighty snarling roar. It was the black wolf who had delivered the spyglasses, and who now clamped its glistening teeth down on Bill’s shoulder. The bounty hunter screamed as he plunged backward into the snow, firing off both pistols. The bullets struck the trees beside Ink and Chester.

      “Get back!” Jeremy cried.

      “Get it off!” Bill screamed. “Get it off me!”

      He cursed as he tried to shove the wolf away, but the beast held on with iron jaws. Blood splattered the snow around them. Ink ran to Spindler’s pistol and grabbed it. As soon as he stood again, a second wolf—this one white and even larger than the first—dashed out of the woods and into the firelight towards Bill.

      “Go!” Spindler shouted to the Colonists. “Run! Get out of here!”

      They raced into the trees and made for the road to Harburg, giving the bloody scene a wide berth. Once they were a good distance away, they stopped to catch their breath. In the firelit trees beyond, Bill’s cries grew ever more frantic as the wolves continued their attack.

      “Bloody hell!” Chester said between labored breaths.

      “Time to split up,” Jeremy said. “Spindler, you get back to town. Get that hand taken care of, then head for Mastmarner. Talk to Mavie. She’ll be able to help you. We’ll head east and find somewhere to lay low until our friends reach us.”

      Spindler nodded. “Good luck to you. I’ll do all I can to keep after the Blue Flames in the meantime. And you can keep that pistol, Ink.”

      “Gladly,” the boy replied.

      The screaming in the woods stopped. The others exchanged looks of horror.

      “Let’s go!” Jeremy said, nudging Ink and Chester down the eastern road. “We’ll meet again, Spindler! And thanks for everything!”

      Spindler nodded and took off towards Harburg. The Colonists ran as fast as they could against the wind, each resisting the urge to look over their shoulders. When they were far enough away, Chester let out a cry of rage.

      “He burned the box! He burned the bloody box!”
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      They bedded down in empty caves and hollows—but never for more than half a day at a time. There was every reason to believe Seherene was still on Ink’s trail, after all. With so little coin between them, and being many miles from any town or village, they were forced to steal food from whatever farms and cabins they came across. Both spyglasses were also reactivated every hour, ensuring their rescuers could be in no doubt of their position at any given time. The temperature dropped another degree with every few miles they traveled east, and in the end, it was Chester’s fire-making skills that gave them their best chance for survival.

      Six days later, sitting around their small campfire with empty bellies, they began to discuss risking travel to a proper town where they might put Ink’s skills to use. Just as they agreed on their destination, two shadowy figures appeared at the mouth of the cave.

      “Hello?”

      As the word echoed around the stone walls, all three of them shot to their feet. Ink’s hand went to Spindler’s pistol. He narrowed his eyes at the visitors, took a step forward, and dropped his mouth open.

      “Martin! Sweet gravy, is that you?”

      The figure laughed. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Well, don’t be frightened! Come on out!”

      They dared another few steps forward until the strangers’ faces came into sight. There stood Martin, smiling wider than he’d ever done, and Delia, who seemed on the verge of joyful tears. Chester threw off his stolen blanket and rushed forward with a triumphant cry.

      “Ha! Delia! And Martin! Our Delia and Martin!”

      “Chester?” Delia said, incredulous. “We thought you’d left us for good!”

      He hurried into her embrace. “Never! Just got myself a little too lost was all. But by a terrific stroke of luck, Captain Victorious came along and saved me!”

      “Well, thank God you’re all right!” Martin said. “I have to say I’m actually glad to see you again.”

      “And me you!” Chester replied with a grin, hugging him.

      Delia rushed to Jeremy and Ink with outstretched arms. As in Spindler’s office, another round of embraces, handshakes, and happy tears ensued. Ink even let Martin hug him.

      “What are you doing down here?” Ink asked the one-armed man. “You haven’t left Riverfall in six years!”

      “I thought it was high time to break that record. Especially for such an occasion as this.”

      “Oh and thank God you came when you did,” Chester replied. “I was starting to resign myself to the idea of squirrel stew. And we don’t even have a pot!”

      “Have you found the others yet?” Ink asked.

      Delia laid a hand on his head. “We did. All except Riva, of course. But let’s go home before we get to talking about everything.”

      “This way,” Martin said.

      They turned to follow him. Delia hung back for a moment and looked at Jeremy. Her voice was choked in tears when she spoke again.

      “I found your gloves.”

      He laughed and hugged her again.
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      The Colonists were reunited again. For many days afterwards, everyone hugged or shook hands whenever they met. But of course there was also the inevitable sorrow over Abner and Riva. Riverfall wasn’t the same without them. Far from it, in fact. No longer the bright, lush paradise of orchards and wildflower meadows, the village was now cold and bleak, with many of its systems either broken or on the verge of collapse. Because of this, Annabelle and Bessie were even more welcome than they might’ve otherwise been. They helped to haul firewood and coal, and regularly carried water from the stream to the houses, which was much appreciated by all.

      Though the low water supply and lack of heat made everyone nervous, they endeavored to make the best of what remained. As there was only room enough for four people to sleep by the kitchen stove, they decided to build a firepit in the upper level of the Plumsleys’ house. Once this had been done, they removed the topmost pane of glass from the domed roof to provide an escape route for the fumes and smoke. Martin, Harriet, Margaret, and Delia would continue sleeping in the kitchen, while the others bundled up on pillows and blankets around the firepit.

      Chester apologized for days. The sight of his destroyed house brought tears to his eyes, not for himself, but for having hampered the others’ plans so badly by obliterating their disguises and supply of wine—their sole form of currency. The worst of his guilt was over the lost Drifter. They all forgave him, of course. Evering even offered him his father’s spyglass to replace the one he’d broken in his drunken stupor. Chester was again brought to tears and thanked him ceaselessly. There was talk of trying to find the Drifter, but this was soon abandoned. Chester couldn’t be sure of his landing point beyond the guess of a twenty-mile radius. There was also the matter of the skytraps, which almost certainly blanketed the area by now.

      Evering returned Ink’s top hat to him at the first opportunity. Ink was glad to have it again. He’d felt odd wearing anything else. Never quite like himself. He was especially glad of his decision to wear his father’s coat to Riva’s trial. He would’ve had to leave it behind at the Atturias Estate otherwise, surely never to be seen again. The only addition to his wardrobe he did care to keep from his adventures below was Fetch’s handkerchief. He had also meant to keep Spindler’s pistol tucked in his belt whenever possible, but soon discovered that Bill’s shot had rendered it worthless.

      Apart from Riva, their biggest worry now was Riverfall’s slow descent. The hope that the village might steady itself with almost everyone home proved a false one. Ink felt his stomach turn each time he looked down from the pipeworks and saw how much lower they were. At the rate the Entress’s enchantment was weakening—dropping them nearly 10 feet every week—they estimated the village would run aground in about three years. It seemed like plenty of time to find a new hideout, but they doubted their ability to continue escaping the eyes of the law without the aid of enchantments. Fortunately, the shroud was still holding. For now.

      Two days after Ink, Jeremy, and Chester’s rescue, they conducted a formal memorial ceremony for Abner. Caradoc had already carved his name into the Memory Tree, and they stood around it telling stories about him. Prayers were said, and Evering received many encouraging words and gestures of affection, which he appreciated. Though the young man was clearly heartened by having everyone home again, there was also an ever-present grief in his eyes, even when he smiled. They showed him kindness at every opportunity, and he had many long conversations with Caradoc and Delia, who often sought him out for the sole purpose of getting him to voice his thoughts. Ink was glad to see him doing so.

      The day following the service, it was time to get to the business of exchanging stories. Everyone gathered in the Plumsleys’ house around the firepit. Tears often fell afresh. At other times, laughter filled the glass chamber. But the most prevalent mood, by far, was astonishment, beginning with Margaret’s daunting visit to Mastmarner and Mavie’s confession that her extraordinary wolves had come from an Otherworld.

      Martin talked about enduring the rage attack on his own. Simon told them of his time with his family and his encounter with Abner’s brother. The secrets imparted by Beatrice Babbin astounded them all—how Darian had formed the Blue Flames to increase his political power, their desire to restore the Entrian monarchy, and how the militia had caused the massacre on Damiras after the black spell’s failure. These revelations also fit with Spindler’s theories, which Jeremy related in detail, though no one could have guessed that Darian had willingly conspired with the Mistress from the start. That was most shocking of all.

      Upon learning that Spindler had been forcefully removed from the Tinderbox meeting, the Colonists agreed that someone in the Blue Flames—if not the entire group—knew they were truly innocent. They soon fell to wondering who else might be involved in the conspiracy. Bill Stone? Marlas? The entire High Council? At any rate, the Colonists were greatly relieved to know they had at least been on the right track in pursuing the Blue Flames’ trail.

      They were further amazed to hear of the secret room in Bash’s house. There was also a mass cry of horror at the news that he’d allowed a Spektor to anchor there, a feeling which did not abate upon hearing of the soul markings and the titles beside them—especially Seherene’s. Equally dreadful was Bill’s burning of the research; all that might have been their saving grace. They wondered if Mavie had instructed her wolves to attack Bill on sight, and debated whether the great bounty hunter was dead or merely wounded.

      Evering told his heartbreaking story of what had happened outside Harroway. How everyone had been put into sacks, how Old Saul had chosen his victim, then allowed Evering to keep his bag of silver and flee. Many of the Colonists had already learned that Commissioner Marlas had personally delivered Abner’s body to the Entrians. This, pieced together with all they now knew—and how much he knew about them—convinced everyone that Marlas and Old Saul were likely one and the same. Upon this declaration, Chester let fly a particularly nasty expletive, to which Delia replied, “Agreed.”

      Ink then astounded everyone with his account of the mining camp and subsequent rescue by Seherene. He told them of meeting the Plumsleys at the theatre, which roused a cry of joy. But the feeling was soon dampened by the news that Marlas himself had arranged for their temporary escape from judgement, and merely for financial reasons. Their faces fell even further when he related his brief time as a witness in the Diamond Court. When the others asked how Riva had seemed to him, he had to tell the truth. That was one of the worst moments of all. They then fell to wondering why Ink had not been troubled by the Spektors while away from Caradoc. Ink only shrugged and kept his mouth shut. He couldn’t tell them it was because he hadn’t been carrying the Wickwire Watch. Not yet, anyway.

      Another difficult moment came when Harriet and Jeremy reluctantly told of having to take lives in self-defense. The others praised their courage and assured them they had nothing to feel guilty about, though they also knew it would take time for them to make their peace with it. By this point, Ink had become assured that the worst and most painful stories had been told, and that nothing remained but to plan their next course of action.

      He was, however, profoundly wrong.

      Caradoc had met the Mistress of the Spektors. The room fell to a horrified silence as he related their conversation on the ridge. She had punished the Entrians with the blood rain. At the Tinderbox, she’d spoken of her gifts in Simon and Margaret’s hearing in anticipation of their visit to Harroway. She claimed to have played no part in their falling victim to Old Saul, but declared that “the Shrike” was solely to blame. When Simon noted that a shrike was a type of bird who impaled its prey on thorns, the description only further confirmed their belief that Marlas had been the offender. But no one could imagine how he’d earned the wrath of the Mistress. As for the Blue Flames, she had apparently lost all faith in them.

      When Caradoc told them of her dire warning concerning his heart, the others instantly and passionately declared it a lie. Even when he tried to explain why it might be true, they wouldn’t hear of it. It was an obvious deception. There was no more to be said. But Ink couldn’t ignore the cold feeling of dread it brought. The Mistress had spoken to Caradoc of a slowing pendulum and breaking gears. With such words, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was a connection with the Wickwire Watch, with the Naming Rite he’d set in motion. It made him all the more determined to find the blasted thing and undo what he had done. Unfortunately, both the watch and the thieving cat continued to elude him.

      Unwilling to dwell on the dark subject, Caradoc began pointing out what great fortunes their adventures had brought them. They’d gained allies along the way—from Daniel and his crew, to Beatrice, to Cora and Lucas, Simon’s family, and even Mr. Spindler. This was invaluable, and there was every reason to hope that Riva and the Plumsleys were making friends of their own. By now, everyone had accepted that a rescue mission was only likely to end up in further loss of life. But they took comfort in the new hopes Mr. Bash had given them.

      There was a secret scroll in the Middling House. What it contained was anyone’s guess, but the very idea of it had put great fear into a Spektor. There was every chance it would inspire the same feeling in the Mistress. It was clear now that she would never reveal the truth of her own volition, and no one doubted the Blue Flames would be just as stubborn. But with this mysterious scroll in hand, they might very well have all the leverage they needed. Though Caradoc hadn’t heard of such an item, he didn’t doubt Bash’s powers of deduction, nor that the Middling House was located on Fenmire. An apothecary had told him the island was considered ‘haunted’ by merchants and sailors. Now they knew why. And by the time the Colonists bid each other goodnight, they had all agreed it was their best path forward.

      It wasn’t until the next morning that Ink began to take true stock of all that had happened over the past few months. Everyone had changed, shaped by their experiences in some way, and all for the better. Margaret was now a trusted friend and ally—even of Delia and Martin. Evering embraced responsibility rather than shying away from it. Jeremy was talking, sharing ideas and opinions with newfound self-confidence. Martin had lost a good deal of his acerbic temperament. Overcoming the rage attack had given him a fiery determination to avoid falling victim to any of his old worries and fears. And of course—most shocking of all—he had actually left Riverfall for the first time in six years. The changes Ink noticed in the others were more subtle, but still apparent. They were more thoughtful. More sure of themselves. Less afraid.

      With the island of Fenmire as their new destination, they resumed working shifts in the pipeworks to ensure the propellers would reliably carry them there. It would only take a week to arrive at the place. Caradoc stationed himself in the navigation room and announced he wouldn’t leave it until they arrived. Since losing a propellor, the village would no longer fly a straight course, and he would need to stay close to the helm to make course adjustments at a moment’s notice. The others offered to take the job in shifts to give him a chance to get out of the tower but he refused them all. He built a small firepit of his own in the navigation room and even devised a system by which a small bell would ring whenever they veered off course while he was asleep.

      Many of Ink’s usual chores had fallen by the wayside, no longer necessary under present circumstances. But in the desire to do something useful, he volunteered to bring Caradoc his meals every day. On one such morning, Ink entered the room to find the Keyholder bent low over an open book, writing intently. With a mischievous smirk, Ink set the breakfast tray down with purposeful force, making the dishes clatter.

      Caradoc looked up, startled. “Oh. Good morning. I didn’t even hear you come in.”

      “Nice spectacles.”

      He leaned back in his chair and flexed his writing hand to wring out the stiffness. “You think so?”

      “Yeah. You don’t look so much like an old coot anymore.”

      “Thanks. Speaking of looks, I’d say that coat of yours fits a little better now. Maybe that time in the mining camp put some muscle on you.”

      “More likely it’s fat from all the fancy meals I stuffed myself with.”

      Caradoc chuckled as he doffed his spectacles, rubbed a hand over his eyes, and went to the breakfast tray. As soon as he lifted the cover, his face brightened. “Ah. It’s a good day already. Nothing like a few rashers of bacon to lift the spirits. Sit down with me, Inkpen. Here. Have this plate of toast. I hate to eat alone all the time.”

      Ink pulled out the chair across from him and sat. Tiny snowflakes drifted down through the hole in the top of the glass dome and melted above the flames of the firepit. Ink took the bread knife and began slathering jam onto his toast.

      “You know,” he said, “you wouldn’t have to eat alone if you’d let someone else take over for a while. It can’t be that hard to keep us aimed in the right direction now that you’ve set the course. Everyone keeps saying they wish you were around. At the dining table, the music room, card games and such. You shouldn’t stay up here all the time.”

      “Are you trying to tell me, in that subtle, roundabout way of yours, that you miss me?”

      “I’m just reporting facts, all right? Don’t go reading into it.”

      Caradoc smiled. “It’s not like I’m gone entirely. Almost everyone drops by to visit once a day. But enough about that. How are you? Re-adjusted to life up here?”

      Ink took a bite of toast and answered with his mouth full. “Harriet hugged me in the kitchen when I went to pick up your breakfast tray. Then Delia hugged me when I passed her on the way here. Chester pinched my cheek before I could run into the tower. And Martin actually smiled at me! Smiled! Don’t know if I’ll ever get adjusted to that.”

      “Everyone missed you. I was so worried about you, I’d often have to distract myself from my own thoughts before they could build into a panic. But yet again, I find I’ve underestimated your abilities. Not only did you make it back unscathed, you risked the fury of the entire Entrian nation back there in the Diamond Court. I’ve been meaning to thank you for that. For defending Riva. And us. It was incredibly brave.”

      Ink struck his knuckles against the tabletop. “Probably got myself on the warrant list, too. Maybe even above your ugly mug. Should get myself a copy to hang in a frame.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind for the next raid.”

      Ink’s half-smile faded as he fidgeted with the bread knife. “That reminds me. I saw an old warrant list when I was with the Entrians. They asked me if it was still accurate. I didn’t tell ‘em nothing useful, of course, but . . . there was one name I didn’t recognize. Someone they think is still here with the rest of us.”

      A shadow passed across Caradoc’s face. His set down his knife and fork with a thoughtful air, then leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “Fen Pitman.”

      Ink frowned. “Yeah.”

      Caradoc rubbed a hand across his brow. The flames from the firepit crackled as a log snapped in half and slid down into the ashes. Embers rose to meet the falling snowflakes. The Keyholder raised his eyes to Ink again, studied him for a long moment, then with a deep breath, pushed his plate away and began to speak again.

      “Fen Pitman was one of us. A young woman only a few years older than Riva. Simon had asked her brother, Oliver, to join us. They'd both taught at the same school together. On the day we were to leave for Damiras, Oliver showed up with Fen. She clung to his arm the whole time, barely speaking a word to anyone. We sensed right away there was something quite . . . fragile about her. We tried to talk Oliver out of bringing her, but he refused to hear it. Their mother had just passed away. Fen was taking the death very hard and wouldn’t be parted from him. And by then, Oliver was so determined to join us we couldn’t even persuade him to stay behind for her sake. There was nothing we could do.” Caradoc’s eyes fell to the table as he shook his head. “She was in no condition to suffer all the things we endured. She was painfully shy. Uncertain about everything. There was always this look in her eyes, as though she were on the watch for something. Like a deer feeling it was being stalked by a wolf. And every time there was a misfortune or a close call, her grip on stability seemed to slip a little more. She attached herself to her brother as though he were life itself. I don’t think I ever saw them apart. We all tried to help her. Encourage her. But her constitution had never been very strong to begin with.”

      Another long bout of silence followed. Ink looked hard at Caradoc’s scarred face. Painful memories were flooding back to him. He clenched his jaw before continuing.

      “The worst of it came when Bill captured Oliver during a raid. Shot him in his right leg. Crushed the kneecap of his left. Fen was there to see it. When we realized it was too late to save Oliver, we had to drag her kicking and screaming all the way back to the Drifter. She was in such a state when she returned that Simon had to sedate her.” He paused and looked at Ink with worried eyes, hesitating.

      Ink nodded. “Go on.”

      Caradoc furrowed his brow and shifted his gaze to the flames in the firepit. “A few weeks later, we got word of Oliver’s execution in Ciras. Half an hour after that, Fen went down to the pipeworks and hung herself.”

      Ink stared down at his plate. No wonder he had never heard the story before. It was just the sort of horrible thing the others would want to avoid burdening him with. He tilted his head as he glanced up again. “And you blame yourself for it?”

      Caradoc sat back in his chair again and folded his arms. “That is my typical approach to life, if you didn’t know by now. Things go wrong, I blame myself, then try to fix it if I can. Mavie scolds me for it every chance she gets.”

      “She’s right to. Blimey, mate, if I beat myself up for every bad decision other people made, I’d be six feet underground by now. You can’t live like that. It was tragic, of course, but you can’t let that stuff cling onto you forever. You gotta let it go.”

      Caradoc looked at him with a touch of wonder. “I think you must’ve aged about ten years in the past few months, Mr. Featherfield. The old Ink would’ve torn my head off for keeping a secret like that.”

      “Well . . . I rather think the old Ink died on the road out of Harroway. Or a good bit of him, anyway.” He gave out a sigh as he pushed his plate away. “Now I just hope the new one can keep dodgin’ the Angel of Death.”

      “Who?”

      “Seherene. I know she can’t have given up trying to follow me. I ain’t sure how she found me in that mining camp, but she must be using the same method now. It’s a good thing Riva’s shroud is still holding. We wouldn’t have a chance otherwise.”

      “They call her the Angel of Death?”

      “That’s what Wendolen called her when they met, or so I was told. Really bothered her, too. Of course, it don’t sound so noble as ‘Angel of Reckoning’ or whatever it is all the Entrians call her.”

      Caradoc rubbed his beard with a pensive expression. “Apart from that, how did she seem to you?”

      Ink twisted his mouth as he considered the question. “Well, she certainly ain’t some mad evil witch. She treated me good. Looked after me when she didn’t have to. Anybody else might say it was just to gain my confidence, but I’ve always had a good sense for people who play games like that. And she ain’t one of ‘em. Her mother, on the other hand—sweet gravy! That woman is off her nut! Mean as a viper! And she treats Seherene as badly as I ever saw. I stayed out of her way whenever I could. She’s all bitterness and rage and poison.”

      “But not her daughter?”

      Ink raised his eyebrows. “No. She’s a bold lady. Sets her mind to things with a fierceness. And she was definitely hurt by what happened on Damiras. Her father died there. She loved that Darian bloke as well. She told me. But there ain’t a drop of bitterness or cruelty in her. She’s just . . . so terribly sad all the time. Even when she smiles.”

      Caradoc’s gaze fell to the table again. Ink shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Now that they knew Darian had been the leader of the Blue Flames, it made it even more difficult to reconcile Seherene’s feelings for the man. The biggest question of all, of course, was whether or not she was a member of the cult herself. If she really knew what had happened on Damiras but was playing along to pin the blame on the Colonists, like everyone else. He hoped it wasn’t true. And he didn’t dare broach the subject now, for fear of giving credence to the suspicion. Instead, he shoved his hands into his pockets and glanced over at the book Caradoc had been writing in when he’d first entered. It was closed now, and Ink saw clearly the old leather cover bearing the ghostly image of the Spider Key.

      “You’re writing in the Keyholder Book?”

      Caradoc nodded. “I’ve been trying to record my experiences. Get it all down for the next person who takes the job. While I still can.”

      Ink drew his eyebrows together. “What about that thing Bash wrote about? ‘If all else fails, seek Arravantis.’ Maybe that person could help you. Maybe we ought to be heading for them first.”

      “It’s a place.” Caradoc nodded towards the writing table. “The book mentions it. In times of danger it’s to be kept there.”

      “That’s right!” Ink said, nearly jumping out of his chair. “I remember reading that bit! Well, that’s brilliant! We can just go there!”

      “Except the book doesn’t actually say where it is, or what it is. I don’t know if it’s a town or a temple or an Otherworld. Mavie doesn’t know, either. It’s probably in those first dozen pages. The ones no one can read. Along with the details of this scroll Bash discovered.”

      Ink tried to think of something encouraging to say. That the Mistress’s warning had only been a lie. That he had nothing to fear. That his heart was surely strong enough to last a hundred years. But he knew how hollow such words would sound. He’d also learned that when a Keyholder was worried about something, there was usually good cause.

      “Are you scared?”

      The words left Ink’s mouth before he could help it. Caradoc considered the question with a troubled look in his eyes. After a long while, he finally nodded.

      Ink stood from his chair, trying to overcome his own dread with a dash of his old swagger. “Then we’ll just have to find a way ‘round it. The Mistress has been trying to set her Spektors on me all this time and she still hasn’t succeeded. And she certainly ain’t very wise to get herself mixed up with black spells and curses. So don’t you worry. We’ll get you out of this for sure. Remember what you got?” He raised his chin and held out his arms like the showman he’d seen at the theatre. “Come on, Sailor. You know this one. What have you got?”

      Caradoc smiled. “The Secret Weapon?”

      Ink tugged on his lapels with a self-satisfied nod. “That’s right. Now, you sit there, enjoy your breakfast, enjoy your bacon, and I’m gonna start working on a plan to solve this little problem.” He turned and made for the door. “Oh, by the way, you haven’t seen Oswald around, have you? I’ve been looking for him ever since we got back.”

      Caradoc picked up his fork and knife again. “You ought to ask Evering. Seems those two have made peace. Almost friends the way I hear it.”

      Ink wrinkled his nose. “Friends? Now that’s a tall tale if I ever heard one. But fair enough. I’ll find out for myself. Good day, Admiral.”

      He touched two of his fingers to his brow in a salute, which Caradoc mirrored before returning his attention to breakfast.

      As Ink started down the long winding stair, every last bit of his bravado melted away. He felt more certain than ever that the warning about Caradoc’s heart was all his fault. He couldn’t wait any longer to recover the Wickwire Watch. He only needed to discover where Oswald had hidden it. If Evering was now the cat’s keeper, he would head straight for his house. That was the easy part of the plan.

      The difficult bit was facing his feelings on the matter. Guilt was a constant companion he could no longer brush aside. Nor could he continue ignoring how terribly frightened he was for Caradoc, or how desperately he wanted to help him.

      How things had changed.
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      Seherene stood near the prow of the newly repaired Adrasteia and looked out. They were passing over the small town of Harburg, and she was eager to see if Edgely Hill could be spotted from such a height. With everything so white and featureless in the heavy snow, it was difficult to be certain, but the tree-covered rise to her left seemed a likely candidate. She wondered why Ink had come this way. Had he stopped for a few days? Gone into Bash’s house for supplies? It mattered little now. She knew he was no longer there.

      “So?” said a voice behind her. “Anything yet?”

      Seherene turned to face her mother. “There are hints of him. Remnants of energy. Faint, but unmistakable. If he has gone behind a shroud, it must be weakening.”

      “And still traveling on this heading?”

      “Yes.”

      An icy breeze swept across the deck. Madara pulled her fur coat more snugly around herself and looked out over the prow of the airship alongside her daughter. “If it continues on like this we’ll be over Falkirk Bay in a little while. If they are still traveling by air, the skytraps will surely ensnare them.”

      Seherene nodded. “We owe a great debt of gratitude to Mr. Giles for lending us his fleet to set them. And for allowing us the use of his flagship again. It’s a miracle they managed to repair it so quickly.”

      Madara scoffed. “Debt? There is no debt. He is being paid, is he not? And the man hasn’t even completed half the task required of him. He’s dragging us along for greed.”

      “We asked him to cover every major city and waterway. That will take many more months. There’s no need to assume the worst.” Seherene leaned her gloved hands on the railing and gazed down at a passing frozen pond. “I wonder what their Assembly will say when they hear of Rivalia’s escape.”

      Madara stepped closer. “They will hear of no such thing.”

      “Mother, we can’t keep it from them. We’ll need their help to find her.”

      “It is clear the Colonists used black spells to break her out. Look what happened to the Diamond Council! What can the Assembly do against such powers? They cannot even begin to comprehend them! This wretched boy we are hunting is the key to everything. I am certain he was involved. Giving that little speech of his. Leading the guards on a chase through the city as a distraction. The girl is sure to be with him behind that shroud. We only need wait a little while longer. Until then, we maintain that she is serving her sentence in Stalikos. Consider it a political precaution. Agreed?”

      Seherene suppressed a sigh. There was never any choice with her mother but to agree. Besides, she was right. Ink probably had played a hand in her escape, and as they were closing in on his position, they might well have the rest of the Colonists in custody very soon.

      “Agreed,” she replied.

      “How is Dr. Tyrus?”

      “I sent him home to recover from his injuries. He wouldn’t stop apologizing for what happened.”

      Madara let out a noise of disgust. “It was a catastrophe waiting to happen. We should not be so concerned with reprisals as to keep prisoners hidden away in that house with so few guards.”

      “They have arms and training enough for every scenario. Even one where the Colonists attempt a rescue with enchantments.”

      “Then what happened?”

      Seherene folded her hands together on the railing. “The threat must have come from inside. I ordered a thorough investigation of every guard who stood watch in that house.”

      “Good. Then let the guilty serve her sentence in Stalikos alongside her. That includes the boy, no matter his age.”

      Another gust of wind shuddered across the airship, snapping the canvas sails above.

      “Excuse me, ladies.”

      They turned to find Pallaton standing behind them with a cordial smile. Beside him was a servant holding a tray with two filled wine glasses.

      “I thought you might appreciate something to keep the cold at bay. Spiced wine from the captain’s personal stores.”

      “Thank you, Pallaton, that’s very kind,” Seherene said, taking a glass. She also nodded at the servant in gratitude. Madara took hers without a word. With the tray now empty, the servant proffered a meek bow and hurried away.

      Pallaton clasped his hands behind his back. “I thought at first to encourage you to return below decks—mostly by scolding you about the risks to your health. But the Atturias women are certainly far too determined and too clever to be persuaded by such obvious tactics. So the wine it must be.”

      “Only think, Lord Pallaton,” Madara said. “In a few days’ time we might all be drinking a toast to our final victory. At last a true and proper cause for celebration.”

      “Indeed,” Pallaton said, then turned to Seherene. “I have to thank you again for asking me to accompany you. I can think of no greater honor than to be present at the end of the hunt, and no greater joy than to be at your side. I know it will mean the end of our professional partnership, but I do hope our friendship continues on.”

      “As do I,” Seherene said. “We couldn’t have made so much progress without you. And there are not many friends who would so graciously put up with all my whims and impulses, especially when there seems to be little sense in them.”

      He hung his head briefly in humble modesty. “Well . . . it is easy to be gracious with such a wonderful companion. I will leave you to enjoy the wine in peace. Good afternoon, ladies.” He bowed his head, smiled at Seherene, then turned and paced away across the deck.

      Madara’s eyes followed him as she took another sip from her glass. “It’s very decent of him to be so attentive at a time like this. Any other chief prosecutor would be tearing their hair out over an escaped sympathizer.”

      Seherene took a swallow of wine and leaned back against the railing. “I’ve always felt he deserves far more recognition for all he’s done. They’re calling louder every day for the Elders to offer me a position on the High Council. But I know he would enjoy the title far more.”

      “Is the idea really so repellent to you? There is great honor to be had in such a position, and great power with which to effect meaningful change—something our current governing body seems to have forgotten. Will you not even consider it?”

      Seherene traced her thumb along the rim of the wineglass. She’d devoted every moment of the last decade to public service. She was not eager to give the rest of her life as well. It was also painfully clear that her mother desired to continue working her influence through her. A daughter on the High Council would be an invaluable servant. Or puppet, more accurately. She breathed out a quiet sigh and finished the rest of the spiced wine. The Avila River glistened in the winter sunshine below. She relished the sight of its beauty. Somehow it lessened the darkness of her mother’s crushing shadow.

      “When all this is ended,” she replied, “if it ever ends . . . all I want is to be left alone. To find some small, unassuming cottage by the sea and live out my days with whatever pieces of my heart are left. Eldership would be a very great distinction, but I’ve never thought much of honor and power. And I cannot bring myself to trust the notion of being held so high in public opinion. Not when I am likely to come crashing down just as easily. I wish Darian had learned that lesson. But then I supposed you wouldn’t have erected a shrine in his honor. Elder or not, I know there will never be one for me.”

      Madara could do little more than purse her wrinkled mouth in response. Seherene strode off across the deck and returned to her quarters.
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      Later that evening, Seherene sat at her dressing table preparing for bed. She went through all the usual motions of the ritual, as she’d done countless times before. But tonight, there was something different about it. It may have only been the flickering light of the hearth fire, or her earlier discussion with her mother about the future, but she realized for the first time how very much older she looked. She couldn’t help noticing the many strands of silver hair. The first traces of wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. As she looked, she touched her fingers to each place, more in curiosity than anything else.

      And then, without having planned it, she reached down and pulled the left half of her silk robe aside. For the first time in years, she looked upon the only scar she’d ever worn. It was a ghastly sight. White gashes of tendril-like tissue spread across the flesh just above her heart, the shape of it like a tangled knot of thorns. She had never shown it to anyone. It was considered a mark of shame for an Entrian to have scars, no matter how small. But this she had kept. Oftentimes, the occasional ache or faint throb of pain was the only thing to remind her it was still there. She reached up, hesitant at first, then ran her fingers over it, feeling the damaged skin and muscle. She had never been ashamed of it. The memory of how she’d earned it, however, was better left dormant.

      Someone knocked at the door. With a small jolt of surprise and brief panic, Seherene closed her robe and held it fast together. She cleared her throat to collect herself.

      “Come in.”

      In swept Madara with a purposeful stride, and without bothering to close the door behind her. “Lord Pallaton needs to speak with you. He’s waiting outside.”

      Seherene stood. “Mother, I am in my nightgown. Can’t this wait until tomorrow?”

      “No, it cannot. This is too important. He’s had an idea that could change everything. Is this the best you have to put on?”

      She started to pull at her daughter’s silk robe, but Seherene clamped her hands over the front with a frustrated frown. “Mother—”

      “I was wrong.”

      Seherene looked at her in astonishment. She couldn’t remember the last time her mother had confessed such a thing. Perhaps she never had. Madara clasped her hands above her waist.

      “I admit, I had thought to pressure you into accepting an appointment to the High Council. To make you see its value by whatever means possible. But if your heart is not in it to begin with, what is the good of wasting such precious time and energy? What I would ask, however, is that you keep an open mind to Pallaton’s proposal. It will be a very brave thing to do, and very wise. So do not dismiss it out of hand. Look upon it with the eyes of our people. I have no doubt they will love you all the more for it.”

      She marched back across the room and disappeared into the corridor. Seherene stood rooted to the ground, still awash in bewilderment. A few moments later, Pallaton appeared in the open doorway and knocked on the frame.

      “May I come in?”

      “Of course,” she said, still trying to appear gracious despite her confusion.

      He shut the door behind him. “I am sorry for disturbing you so late. I wanted to wait until morning to speak with you, but your mother . . .”

      “No explanations are required where my mother is concerned. Please. Sit down.”

      “I would prefer to remain standing. And in the interest of not keeping you awake any longer than you meant to be, I’ll come straight to the point.” He stood at his full height and raised his chin. “Your mother has given her consent for us to marry.”

      Seherene’s breath caught in her throat. Her mouth opened as she prepared to question his statement, but nothing came out. His eyes did not leave hers. He wasn’t nervous or embarrassed or self-conscious. It was merely a simple fact.

      “You can then publicly call for my appointment to the High Council,” he continued. “With your confidence in me, and the love of the people behind you, the Elders will have no choice but to agree. This will make me—make us both—privy to a host of connections more powerful than any we’ve had before. Not only will we be able to bring the trials of the remaining Colonists to a swift end, we will have the authority to build our society anew. Better and stronger. We can reclaim the lost dignity and honor the clan feuds stripped away from us. And the ceremony itself? They will talk of it for generations. The details will fill every page of every newspaper in the country. People will sell everything they own for a chance to glimpse the Angel of Reckoning in her wedding gown. Imagine the hope it will inspire. The joy it will bring. We will be a beacon lighting the way to our people’s bright future, once before only a vague hope, but in truth a God-given right. We will show them this! We will give them leadership to put their faith in! Do you see it? Once we are married, nothing will be able to stop us from achieving anything we wish to accomplish.”

      Seherene stepped to the hearth and put a hand on the mantle to steady herself. She looked at him again with the same mystified expression she’d been wearing for the past several minutes. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m not sure I’ve understood you. When you say the word ‘married’ . . . do you mean that metaphorically?”

      Pallaton frowned and raised an eyebrow. “No. I mean it quite literally.”

      “How can . . .” She barely stopped an incredulous laugh from escaping her lips, then tried again in a calmer tone. “How did you come to devise such a plan?”

      “I thought since you were so reluctant to embrace the role of an Elder, we could still reap the benefits by transferring the title to me. And you and I have been close friends for so many years, it seems only logical.”

      “Yes, Pallaton. Friends. Good friends. But married? Think about that—apart from the political factors. I care for you, and I know you care for me, but I don’t believe there has ever been anything romantic between us.”

      “There doesn’t have to be. People have been marrying for advantage since the world began. For politics. Family ties. Financial benefit. It doesn’t always have to be about romance. Why should it?”

      “Because it’s a binding commitment for two people to share a life together. It’s not a business contract or bank account.”

      “That’s just it, Seherene.” He stepped forward and took her hands in his. “We can make it whatever we want it to be. We shape what this union will look like. What the rules are. If it’s romantic love you want, I won’t stop you from seeking it. We don’t even have to live in the same house together. We can keep on as we are.”

      “Just as long as you get the Eldership,” Seherene said, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “And as long as you’re free to pursue anything I couldn’t give you. There need not be a marriage. I can nominate you for the title just as well without it.”

      “But the union as a whole would be a powerful symbol.”

      “You’re saying the people need to see a show? A performance?”

      Pallaton released her hands and leaned an arm against the mantle. “I admit . . . it may not live up to your ideal picture of marriage. But your mother made an observation earlier today that gave me the confidence I needed to broach the subject to you.”

      “And what was that?”

      He stood back from the hearth. “She said that after what happened on Damiras, you would never again consider marrying for love.”

      The anger in Seherene’s eyes was overtaken by acute pain. It was amazing to think her mother could hurt her so much without even being in the room.

      “She said your heart was too badly broken,” he continued. “Beyond repair after losing Darian, and then your father. Of course, I cannot say whether or not this is true. Only you can. But if it is—and if you can admit as much to yourself, never mind to me—then I see no reason not to be married. And I do not mean to put you on display. Simply to be an example. A figure of strength and nobility. Our people need that now, more than ever.”

      A mirthless chuckle left her lips. “I am the least qualified person to be an example to them. Even my mother would say so.”

      “All that matters is what the Entrian people think. What they say you are. I’ve watched them reach for your hand when you walk past. They cheer and shout your name and sing your praises, and it’s time for you to acknowledge it. They are begging to be led by someone they trust and adore.”

      Seherene shook her head. “That is a dangerous sentiment to take advantage of. I have never liked the thought of being put on a pedestal. It frightens me. I’ve seen it do terrible things.”

      Pallaton stepped closer and risked putting a hand on her shoulder. “That is exactly what makes you perfect—what makes us perfect. We will have a healthy, reverent respect for it, without greed or vanity. We know to be careful and to honor their faith in us, like the wise kings and queens of old. After so many long years of pain, of feeling lost and scattered, we will bring them hope and healing. This is the first step in making a new world for us all.” He reached for her hands again. “Come now. Is two friends caring for each other really such a terrible fate?”

      She closed her eyes and bowed her head. As much as she hated to admit it, there was truth in her mother’s words. There was little chance of her ever being able to trust in romantic love again. But if Pallaton was right, if their union and his elevation to the Eldership would truly bring their people out of hopelessness and pain, then perhaps there was sense in it. Such a result would also grant her the opportunity of earning a bit of redemption. And really, that was reason enough to make such a sacrifice—though the mere thought filled her with a burning anguish.

      “All right,” she answered at last. Then, even softer, “All right.”

      It felt like her own personal lifetime sentence. She looked into Pallaton’s eyes, desperately hoping to find any trace of feeling that might resemble affection. He was clearly pleased with himself, like a man who knew he’d gotten the better end of a hard bargain. But of course, he had.

      And then, acting on pure formality as if to seal the agreement, he bent down to kiss her. She turned her head at the last moment, and his lips did no more than brush against her cheek.

      Slowly, he straightened again. “I will begin making the preparations as soon as we return to Ciras.”

      She didn’t answer, but remained staring into the fire. He looked at her a moment longer, than gave her a business-like nod.

      “Goodnight.”

      She didn’t even watch him leave the room. She was numb. Overwhelmed by the Great Emptiness which had been haunting her, now closer than ever. Pallaton had barely blinked an eye at her act of coldness. It hadn’t bothered him in the slightest. Nor had he shown the least bit of concern. That, more than anything else, brought the sharp and instant feelings of regret.

      Somewhere in the distance, far below the gliding airship, a wolf howled, clear and piercing into the cold night air. A moment later, her bedchamber door flew open again.

      “Thank God you accepted!” Madara said, her voice mixed with triumph and relief. “You stood talking for so long I was beginning to worry you would make the wrong decision!”

      She reached for a tray of glass tumblers and poured herself a large measure of brandy, followed by one for Seherene. She drank greedily from it as she crossed the room and handed the second glass to her daughter.

      “This is a day to be remembered. I declare it is the first truly sensible thing you have done in a long while. Go on. Drink up. There is twice as much cause for celebration now. The end of a dark age lies within our grasp, with the first light of newfound hope in the other hand. It is nothing short of glorious.” She tipped up her glass and finished the brandy in the next breath.

      “I have done it for logic,” Seherene said, her voice sounding as desolate as she felt. “For practicality. Not love.”

      Madara lowered her glass into her hand with a solemn expression. “So the Atturias women have always done.”

      Seherene raised her eyes from the fire and looked at her mother with stricken surprise.

      “There is no shame in it,” Madara continued. “Thus were great families always founded. You will see that for yourself. Even more so when you have done your duty by him and produced an heir of your own. Then you will know the strength in our blood. The ancient nobility. You were born to preserve such things. To pass them on. It is the most honorable obligation of a woman’s life, especially for those of our lineage. Love and tenderness are all very well for some. But greatness is born out of fire. Not feelings.”

      Madara tapped a thoughtful finger against the glass, then returned it to the tray and withdrew from the room, shutting the door behind her.

      Alone once more, Seherene shut her eyes and took in a deep breath. When she opened them again, she saw the glass of brandy shaking in her hand. A great swell of rage and self-loathing suddenly surged into her heart, worse than she had ever felt before. She turned, and with all her might, sent her glass crashing into the fiery hearth.
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      Martin stamped the ice and snow from his boots outside the Dining House. After stepping through the door, he wiped them again on the indoor mat. He could hear movement in the kitchen; someone opening drawers and rummaging through pots and pans. He removed his coat, hung it on the stand in the corner, and stepped into the stove-warmed room.

      “Oh. Delia.”

      “I thought I would take the dinner-making duties tonight,” the elder woman said. “If you don’t mind. And even if you do, really.”

      “No complaints from me. Is there something I can help you with at least?”

      “No. Got it all in hand.”

      She dumped a bowl of vegetables onto the counter. Martin could smell bread already baking in the oven. A large pot of water had been set to heat on the stovetop.

      “Where’s everyone else?” he asked. “The Music House?”

      “They’re all scattered about. Some went to the tower, a few to the pipeworks and the Plumsleys’ place. Chester and Jeremy wanted to keep warm in here, but I told them to clear off when they started getting in my way. I think Harriet’s gone upstairs to fold the laundry.”

      He went to the counter and leaned his hand against it. “It’s good to have everyone back again. Evering seems to be doing better as well.”

      “He is indeed.” She picked up a knife and began slicing carrots. “To be honest, I didn’t think Mavie’s plan would be half so successful as it was. I still find myself counting faces at the dining table in disbelief, not to mention the fact that Chester is among them.”

      “And a humble Chester, at that,” Martin replied. “I think he was really shaken by what happened. He’s certainly been on his best behavior.”

      “Which is wonderful for now. But how long it will last?”

      Martin chuckled. “Probably until the next vineyard harvest.”

      “No doubt,” Delia said with a knowing smile.

      He watched as she sliced and chopped through the pile of vegetables. A handful of dried herbs had already been diced and set aside.

      “They all seem to be recovering fairly well from their troubles,” he said. “Finding their way back to peace and happiness—some measure of it, at least.” He hung his head for a moment, hesitant. “Except for Harriet. She smiles and plays cards with us and helps with every chore to be found. Spends a lot of time with those horses as well, training them to respond to her voice. But there’s a deep melancholy behind it all. Almost as though she’s . . . grieving. And I’m not sure it’s for Riva and Abner this time.”

      He lifted his tentative gaze to Delia’s face. She didn’t return it but tilted her head and slowed the movements of the knife. When the silence continued, she furrowed her brow.

      “Do you really not know the reason? Or are you waiting for me to confirm it?”

      Martin glanced away with a flush of embarrassment. “Is it that obvious?”

      She dropped the carrots into a bowl and started on the potatoes. “Not especially. But when Margaret told me how quiet they were on the journey back to Riverfall, I began to wonder. And now, seeing how they’ve been avoiding each other like the plague, I wonder no longer. I notice she’s gone back to her old hairstyle as well.”

      He rubbed his hand over his face with an exasperated sigh and shook his head.

      “What do I do?”

      Delia pursed her lips before answering. “It’s really not my place to say, Martin.”

      “Yes, it is. You’re family. And I would . . . really appreciate some help right now.”

      She paused, then set down her knife and gave him a look that was both compassionate and deadly serious. “All right. Then I would say it’s high time you went upstairs and had a very difficult conversation with your wife. Probably the most difficult of your lives.”

      It wasn’t the answer he wanted. He tucked his hand into his pocket and fidgeted, unnerved by the prospect. “How long were you and Henry married before he passed?”

      “Almost forty years,” she answered. “But we didn’t suffer even half the things you two have endured. And I was certainly never forced to go on the run with a friend my own age whom I was already close to, with little hope of ever getting home again.” She rested a hand on her hip. “For what it’s worth . . . I don’t believe for a moment they’ve done anything dishonorable. It’s also worth remembering how much they care about you, and how much you care for the two of them. Personally, I think it would be a real shame if the devoted connection between the three of you was lost. But I would strongly caution you against putting off a conversation about it for much longer. That will only make things worse—for everyone.”
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      Martin climbed the steps to the bedroom with a heavy heart. Every creak and groan of the timbers beneath his feet sounded like a protest against the coming moment. He tried to cling to whatever hopeful feelings he could imagine he had, but he’d never been much of an optimist and the effort to try somehow made him feel even worse.

      But nothing could have prepared him for the horrible ache he felt when he pushed open the door and looked inside. Harriet was standing at the window, staring straight at the topmost room of the tower in the garden grove. The noise of the opening door stirred her from whatever reverie she’d been lost in, and she quickly turned back to the bed and resumed folding the laundry. He shut the door behind him.

      “Have you started dinner?” she asked. The question was rushed, and her voice slightly higher-pitched than usual.

      “Delia’s taking care of it.”

      She nodded but still didn’t look at him. As he stood there, feeling awkward and uncertain, his eyes fell on the wooden cane resting against the dressing table. He frowned.

      “You’re using your old cane again? Where’s that really nice one you came back with?”

      “Oh, I . . . I put it away. Didn’t want it to get ruined in the snow and ice.”

      She placed a pile of folded linens in an open cupboard, then turned back to the bed and started on some of his shirts. A lamp burned on the bedside table. Martin sauntered forward and sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Do you need any help?”

      “No. I’m almost finished.”

      Silence filled the room again. He glanced out the window. It was now dark enough to see the light of the firepit flickering inside the glass navigation room.

      “He’s not alone up there, you know,” he said. “Everyone goes to visit him at different times of the day, sometimes two or three at once. I spent almost an hour with him this morning. He’s all right, if you’re worried. I think we finally managed to convince him not to believe all that rubbish the Mistress said about him. That, or he’s making us believe we convinced him.”

      He glanced back at her. She continued to work in silence, her eyes bent on the laundry. He swallowed past a knot of anxiety in his throat before continuing.

      “He told me a bit more about some of the things you had to face down there. The slavers. The madam. The baby.” The final two words came out much quieter than the rest.

      Harriet paused, resting a hand on the wicker basket, her brow furrowed.

      Martin drew his eyebrows together. “He said he has nothing but the highest respect for you after seeing how you dealt with it all. I couldn’t help but feel the same. It seems when you were not being confronted with something terrifying, it was something painful. If not both at the same time.” His eyes fell to the quilt on their bed. “And . . . if you did have to go through such harrowing experiences, I’m glad you didn’t have to suffer alone. That there was someone to help you through it, with warmth and compassion, instead of cold indifference.”

      Harriet put the last of the laundry into the cupboard. When she had closed it, she did not turn back but stood staring at the faded wallpaper.

      “I would wish the same for you,” she said in a hushed voice. “We didn’t . . .” She bowed her head and put a hand to her throat. “We didn’t mean for the friendship between us to change. But I can’t deny it did, and the fault lies entirely with me for not having been more cautious, and for misjudging the situation until it was too late.”

      Martin stood and took a few steps towards her. “No one is more to blame than I am. After working myself into such a terrible state of anger and fear, I began to believe I didn’t deserve you anymore. That you deserved much better than me. So, little by little, I subconsciously tried to drive you away. I’d be lying if I said I never saw any . . . risks . . . in asking him to take care of you before you left for Harroway. But part of me was convinced it was for the best. Not for my sake. Not because I didn’t want you or didn’t love you anymore. But for your sake. And it would be cowardly now to play the victim and not admit my wrongdoing in all this. Besides that, there was every indication we were never going to find each other again. The chances were so incredibly small. It was only reasonable to start considering a new future. A new life. But for Mavie’s wolves, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Martin . . . God only knows what you must be thinking. But I swear we didn’t—”

      “You don’t have to explain anything,” he said, raising his hand. “Not now, not ever. I bear no anger or resentment towards anyone but myself. I’m not going to march to the top of that tower and challenge him to a duel. He’s a good man. Always has been. I have not.”

      The confession cut him to the heart. He almost flinched to speak it aloud. But he knew it was a cut he should have made long ago, like a surgeon re-opening a wound to clear it of infection. Better that than to carry a diseased heart for the rest of his life. Harriet opened her eyes again but still wouldn’t face him. He held out his hand in apology.

      “I’m sorry for that. You’ll never know how sorry. To this day, this very hour, I’m astonished to look up and still see you standing anywhere near me.”

      She rubbed a hand over her arm. “I once told Ink that if the one you love must walk through Hell itself, you don’t abandon them at the gates.”

      Martin nodded sorrowfully. “But what if they’re in Hell because they’re afraid to leave it? Because they’ve gotten comfortable? And they’re unwilling even to look at the path leading out of it, even though it lay only a few yards away?”

      “Not everyone can see the path.”

      “Not everyone. But I certainly could have, and a lot sooner than I did. I’ve lost count of all the times you and the others have tried to help me, warn me, point me in the right direction. I’m trying to make up for that now. To face my fears, renounce all the lies I’ve been believing. We have been through Hell, that much is certain. As is the fact that I have never stopped loving you. Not for a moment. But because I’ve kept you in that black pit for so long, and made the torment even worse with my deplorable behavior, it would be wrong of me—altogether selfish of me—to continue keeping you under lock and key. So if you’d rather be free again . . . I will not stop you.”

      The worst moment had come. The silence that followed felt like a hundred years’ worth, though it lasted only a few minutes. Harriet finally turned and went to take his hand in both of hers. He saw that it required some effort for her to lift her eyes to his face, but once she had done it, she did not look away again.

      “When we met,” she said, “it was like my heart had heard a strain of music it never wanted to forget. And when we married, it beat for every note of it, every phrase. It was the very joy of life. But then, one day, the song was gone. I searched desperately to find it again, willing to follow the musician wherever he had traveled. It was years before I realized I hadn’t lost him on account of a simple mistake or miscommunication—or some terrible thing I’d unknowingly done. He had left me. He’d taken the music away deliberately. And all I could do was sit there in the cold silence, waiting, hoping, praying for him to return.”

      Tears pricked at Martin’s eyes. He ground his jaw to keep them at bay.

      “So when a different song began to play in the distance,” she continued, “what could a forsaken heart do but notice it? Feel drawn to it? I do love you, Martin. I have missed that first precious song. I long to hear it again. And I never mean to keep anything from you. I’ll recount every day, every conversation, every word if you wish. But I will need time. Time to make peace with myself, to come to terms with all that’s happened, and for the memory of the second song to fade.”

      He bowed his head and nodded, having neither the voice to speak nor the heart to keep gazing into her face. She held his hand for a moment longer, then pulled away and left the room.

      Martin buried his face in his hand.
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      “It’s gonna be all right,” Ink said aloud to himself.

      He sat on the stone steps of the remains of Chester’s house. His knuckles grew white as he squeezed his hands over his drawn-up knees.

      “Everything . . . will be all right. I’ll find Oswald. I’ll find the watch. And then I’ll make the Mistress reverse what I did. Somehow. Some-bloody-how.” He sighed and pulled his top hat down over his face.

      “Ink?”

      “Ah!”

      He looked up to see Evering frowning down at him. “You all right?”

      Ink stood and tried to affect a casual air. “Yeah. Fine. Where’d you come from? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      “The pipeworks. Me and Margaret just stopped the propellers. We’re coming up on Fenmire. You sure you’re all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m just . . . a little worried about Oswald. I ain’t seen him since I got back, and I promised Josephina I’d look after him. Any idea where he might be hiding?”

      Evering shrugged. “I see him here and there. Of course, you can never be sure where he’ll be from one moment to the next. He is a cat, after all.”

      “I heard you’re friends now. Is that true?”

      “He doesn’t scare me anymore, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Well, good. Hey, but, uh, if you do see him again, will you let me know?”

      Evering frowned again. “Why are you acting so strange?”

      Ink raised his eyebrows innocently. “I’m not. I told you, I just want to make sure he’s all right. I’ve even been leaving saucers of milk at the foot of my bed, but I think he waits ‘til I’m asleep before he comes in and drinks ‘em. Clever beast, that one.”

      The tower bell began to toll. It was six o’clock.

      Evering nodded up the path. “Come on. Let’s get dinner. We’ll look for him afterwards.”

      “Right,” Ink said.

      Three steps later, they were thrown to the ground. A horrible sound of screeching and booming resounded across the village like nothing they’d ever heard before. They covered their ears at first but soon found the ground was shifting as it shook, lifting them at an odd angle that made them feel as though they’d fallen onto a slope.

      “What’s happening?” Ink shouted. “Are we dropping again?”

      “I don’t know! This isn’t like the other times!”

      The slope became even steeper, tipping them off the cobblestone path and into the grass. The last standing timbers of Chester’s house crashed against one another and crumbled into the snow. A deep rumble ripped through the ground beneath them like a roll of thunder. At the sound of running footsteps they glanced towards the garden grove and saw Caradoc trying to keep his balance as he raced towards them on the tilted terrain.

      “Caradoc!” Evering shouted. “What’s happened?”

      He reached down and helped them to their feet. “We’ve hit a skytrap! We’ve got to get off Riverfall as soon as possible! I don’t know how long the village can take the pressure of holding at this angle! Run and find the others. Send them straight to the pipeworks. I’m going down to get the Drifter ready.”

      Another rumble tore through the ground, followed by a great groaning. A few feet away, a crack suddenly appeared in the stone path, cutting straight towards the Plumsleys’ house and rending the stone steps in half.

      “Go!” Caradoc shouted at them.
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      There was no time to pack or make any kind of preparations. When the news came, the Colonists could only grab their coats and dash towards the pipeworks. There was a momentary hitch when Harriet refused to leave the horses, but both Delia and Martin shouted her down and said it would be better to set them loose. With this quickly agreed upon, they hurried off towards the newly built stables and let the horses and cow out of their pens. The animals immediately escaped up the higher slope of the village. The chickens would have to fend for themselves. As they ran for the pipeworks, Ink glanced wildly around and called for Oswald, but the cat was nowhere to be seen.

      Riverfall continued to rumble and shudder as they evacuated. The Drifter wasn’t meant to carry more than six at a time but they had no choice but to risk overburdening it. Eight of them went down in the first wave and headed for the shores of Fenmire a few miles away. When they were halfway there, the empty sky was suddenly filled with the sight of the crumbling village. The escaping party let out a collective cry of alarm.

      The shroud enchantment was gone.

      Simon and Margaret did their best to land the airship as quickly as possible. It wasn’t the gentlest of touchdowns but no one minded. Once they’d disembarked, Simon gave the Drifter as much gas from the burner as he dared and they were off again to retrieve Jeremy and Caradoc. As the others watched, an explosion rocked the village with a flash of red light. A great puff of smoke billowed out of the pipeworks.

      “That’s the boiler gone!” Martin said.

      “Come on, mates! Hurry!” Chester cried.

      Another explosion echoed from the southern end. Beyond the trees bordering Riverfall, flames began to flicker and rise. They guessed it was Jeremy’s house, and possibly Riva’s as well. Each structure was connected to the boiler through a system of pipes which Abner had installed for their water and heating. The boiler’s demise had likely sparked the radiators to explode. A few seconds later, smoke began rising from the tower.

      The horror of the moment was briefly punctuated by relief as they spotted the returning Drifter. All four remaining Colonists were aboard and unharmed. As soon as they stepped off to join the others, the shroud around the airship also vanished. There was hardly any time to take this in, for a third explosion then erupted from the pipeworks, wrenched Riverfall free of the skytrap, and sent the village sailing down towards the dark waters of Falkirk Bay.

      They stood in heartstricken silence, watching their home of the past six years tumble and burn. That Riva’s enchantments had finally failed was an extra bitter blow. Some held their hands over their mouths. Some had tears in their eyes. Chester sank to his knees.

      Though the village was no longer ensnared, it remained at an incline, with the southeast corner lower than the rest. The flames from the two burning houses shot above the tree line, reaching high into the night sky. They heard a sound of shattering glass, then saw another burst of flames tear through the tower. Suddenly, there was a great rushing roar as the fire found the wood and paraffin oil stored in the lower levels. The next moment, the tower exploded in a blaze of white light, blowing out the east-side wall. Everyone looked at Caradoc. He hadn’t left the navigation room for weeks. Had he failed to recognize the seriousness of the situation, he might now have been nothing but cinders and ash. He put his hands on his hips and nodded as he stared up at it, so matter-of-factly it was almost comical.

      Ink heard Delia gasp beside him as the village finally touched the water. The southern end slid beneath the bay as far as the first two houses, dousing the fire with a great hiss of steam. Another ear-splitting crack echoed through the air. The entire section broke off from the rest of the terrain and slid beneath the bay, taking Riva and Jeremy’s houses with it. Smoke and ashes billowed over Riverfall like a storm cloud. The remaining traces of fire burned away at the top of the tower, the stone skeleton of which was now stuck at a permanent list to one side. The waves rippling towards the shore began to swell and foam; the edges of a shockwave.

      Margaret folded her arms and bowed her head. Evering half-fell, half-sat next to Chester. Delia put a hand on Harriet’s shoulder, as much to steady herself as to console. Jeremy rubbed a hand across his eyes. Ink held his top hat in his hands with a white-knuckled grip.

      Nyssa’s doleful moos resounded across the bay.
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      After what seemed like ages, Ink forced himself to turn from the fiery scene and survey their surroundings. The ground underfoot was pale sand and pitted rock as far as the eye could see. There was no grass. No shrubbery or anything green. There were thin, wiry trees scattered here and there but they were deep in their winter sleep and showed no leaves. Precipitous hills and craggy ridges stood many miles inland, reminding him a bit of Ban-Geren. There was also fog everywhere he looked, and it seemed to be growing thicker by the second. He could see why it was uninhabited. And why some believed it haunted.

      Suddenly, Evering rose to his feet and pointed towards the fallen village.

      “Look! There on the left! It’s the horses! They’re all right!”

      “Oh, thank God!” Harriet cried.

      “You can actually see them through all this muck?” Chester said, grabbing Evering’s arm to pull himself up.

      “Yes. They’re all right.”

      “Nyssa, too, hopefully,” Delia said.

      “And Oswald?” Ink asked.

      “Oh, he’ll be all right,” Simon said. “Cats can survive almost anything.”

      Margaret looked at him. “Do you think we could try to go back? At least to gather some supplies? We brought nothing with us.”

      “Me and Caradoc grabbed some things at the last moment,” Jeremy answered. “Blankets, lanterns, a few canteens. But I think we should wait ‘til morning before we try to return. The fog’s rolling in so thick we’re sure to get lost.”

      “And there’s no telling if it’s finished settling on the water,” Delia said.

      Margaret sighed as she gazed out across the water again. Viewed through the dense murkiness, the blaze now appeared only as a hazy orange glow.

      “That tower will probably burn for days, considering its fuel source,” she said. “And once the fog does clear, it’ll be visible for miles. Like a lighthouse signaling our exact location.”

      “With any luck, we’ll have a storm to put it out,” Harriet replied. “It looked like a front was headed this way before sunset.”

      Chester patted his stomach. “Shame we didn’t get any dinner. Ah well. Suppose one missed meal won’t kill us. I can make us a couple of fires so we’ll be warm at least.”

      Jeremy nodded as he took stock of the environment. “This beach is a good spot to make camp.”

      Ink saw Martin stagger towards the Drifter. When he reached it, he put his hands on the gunwale and leaned over as though he’d be sick. Caradoc went to stand beside him.

      “I’m all right. I’m all right,” Martin said, embarrassed. “It’s just . . .”

      “A lot of fog. I know,” Caradoc replied.

      The one-armed man let out a mirthless chuckle. “Ironic, isn’t it? I make one trip down of my own free will after six years of refusing to leave. Not long after, I’m forced down. It’s like I was allowed a practice run before the real thing.” He wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “We’ll be all right, won’t we?”

      “Yes, we will. Spektors are only drawn by hate and despair, so we’ve nothing to fear. I know things look bad but we’ve been in situations like this before. We’ll get through it again.”

      “Of course we will!” Delia replied.

      “Home is right there across the bay, Martin,” Simon said. “It’ll be there in the morning, too. Don’t you worry.”

      “Come on, Ink! Evering!” Chester cried, raising a hand to them. “Help me try to find some dry firewood in this soup.”

      “Take a lantern,” Harriet said. “And don’t go too far.”

      “If it’ll even stay lit,” Ink replied, lifting one out of the Drifter.

      Martin looked back at Caradoc with a grateful nod. “Thanks.”

      Caradoc reached down into the hull and pulled out another lantern. “Come on. You and I can scout the area around the beach.”
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      In the end, they managed to find enough wood for two sizeable campfires. Once the flames were past danger of being stifled by the fog, they settled on whatever nearby patches of ground seemed best for sleeping. Then the canteens were passed around, and they donned blankets over their winter coats. The fog was now so heavy they could barely see the water. A pair of birds called to each other over the bay with shrill honking noises. Simon guessed they were cranes of some kind.

      It had been a long time since Ink had gone to sleep hungry. His stomach knew it, too, and growled curses at him. But, as Chester had said, at least there was the hope of getting home for breakfast in the morning. If there was anything left.

      When the crackling twigs and snug blanket he had bundled himself in made him drowsy enough, he slid a few feet back from the fire and fell asleep.

      He dreamt about walking through hills of mist. It was a bleak, barren land, with nothing but faint gusts of wind to stir the air. There was no clear purpose to his walking. No destination. Nothing to go towards or away from. After a long while, another gust swirled past him, louder and stronger than any before it. As he looked, the mist cleared away from one of the hilltops.

      There stood Eamon—his dead Spektor grandfather. His silver eyes shone bright. Beside him was the black-furred hellhound, baring its fangs. Ink halted, then found he was stuck in knee-deep mud and couldn’t turn to run. As he glanced up again, the Spektor shot out his skeletal arm and held up the Wickwire Watch, dangling on a spiked chain. Caradoc’s soul marking glowed red upon the silver case.

      “The hours are coming,” Eamon said, his deep, hollow voice echoing through the hills like an earthquake. “You cannot stop them.”
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      Ink woke with a start and glanced around in panic. He was still on the foggy beach. Most of the others were asleep. Chester’s snores rose above the sound of the waves breaking on the sand. Ink heaved out a sigh and put a hand over his pounding heart. He wasn’t sure if the dream had been brought on by his immense worry over the situation, or if his granddad had actually somehow discovered his intent to reverse the Naming Rite. Either way, he didn’t like it. And it killed him to think he still hadn’t found the watch.

      Simon, Margaret, and Caradoc were the only ones still awake. When Ink found his blanket was wrapped too tight around his legs for an easy escape, he leaned forward and scooted closer to the fire until he was sitting next to Caradoc.

      “Can’t sleep?” the Keyholder asked.

      He ran a hand over his disheveled hair. “Not in a place like this. Even if there’s no Spektors, there’s probably vampires or ogres or some other horrible thing lurking around. Sharks in the water, too, no doubt.”

      Simon smiled. “Or it’s just a big empty island and you’re getting all worked up for nothing.”

      Ink scoffed. “Oh, sure. Except the Middling House is supposed to be here. An ‘ancient place of darkness’, according to Bash.”

      Margaret wrinkled her brow in a worried frown. “Well . . . we’ve been suspecting the Mistress might be there. I suppose it only makes sense to describe it that way.”

      “Have you thought about how we’re gonna do this?” Ink said to Caradoc. “This house may only contain some secret scroll, but it could be a lot worse. What if she is there? And what if she’s got thousands of Spektors as her personal bodyguards? I know we warded a bunch of ‘em off in Harroway, but this would be different. We’d be on her territory! Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Maybe we ought to be tracking down a Blue Flames person instead. Get them to talk.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “This isn’t only about Damiras any longer. Getting the price off our heads is one thing, but if Bash was right about this scroll, it could mean a lot more. If it does weaken the Mistress in some way, diminishes her power—or removes it completely—this would affect all of Eriaris.”

      “I hate to agree with anything that points us towards that house,” Simon said. “But he’s right, Ink. And so was Mr. Spindler when he said the High Council would probably never listen to the Blue Flames, even if they did tell the truth. I have a strong feeling they’ve been working hard to ingratiate themselves with the Elders anyway, if not outright infiltrating them. That man we saw at the Tinderbox—Lord Malkimar—I don’t think it was a coincidence that he was a witness at Riva’s trial.”

      Margaret nodded. “And the Assembly certainly wouldn’t go against anything the Elders decided on. They’d far rather keep the peace.”

      Ink extricated the blanket from around his legs and draped it over his shoulders. “Talking of the Assembly, I saw Coram a few times. When I was in Ciras. He’s got these braces on his legs he’s so proud of. Shows ‘em off to everyone.”

      Simon raised an eyebrow. “That sounds about right.”

      Ink looked at Caradoc. “He seemed awfully friendly with Seherene. I got this feeling that maybe it was her who told him about the Key. And maybe even the Crypt.”

      A heavy silence fell around the campfire. Caradoc exchanged a somber look with Simon.

      “She thinks you’re after it,” Ink said. “That you mean to take control of all the Spektors you’ve expelled.”

      Margaret looked at him with a horrified frown. “What?”

      “There’s an old story that says Keyholders can control the Spektors once their Crypt is found,” Caradoc said. “But it’s a myth. And besides that, the Crypt’s location has been lost for centuries.”

      Still frowning, Margaret turned her gaze to Simon. “Unless that Entress has found it. Which might explain why she’s on the Mistress’s warrant list.”

      “She doesn’t know,” Ink replied. He didn’t care to mention that Seherene suspected the Crypt and the Middling House to be one and the same. If he did, they would know he’d said too much about their plans. “But the sooner we can nick the scroll and get off this island, the better. We won’t exactly have the upper hand if she catches us here.”

      Caradoc stroked his beard as he gazed into the fire. Ink saw Simon’s eyes fill with even greater worry. He leaned forward with a hand on his thigh.

      “Isaac . . . swear to me, swear that you won’t go looking for that house by yourself. The Keyholder Book clearly states that the most effective force against the Spektors is a Keyholder and a Defender. You know this. And even if there aren’t any Spektors inside, a place of ancient darkness is surely not to be reckoned with alone. At least not with any success. Yes, you’ve faced Spektors without a Defender and triumphed over them, but not without paying an awful price. Not without bearing the marks on your body and the horrors in your mind’s eye that won’t let you sleep without drugs.”

      “And if you ask me,” Ink said, “you’ll need a whole army behind you. You told me once that even one Keyholder and Defender could be unstoppable if they’re committed enough. Imagine what all of us could do standing together!”

      “He’s right,” Margaret replied.

      Caradoc glanced at her with a touch of surprise. “You’d really be willing to do that? After what happened the last time?”

      “Yes. Now that I’ve had some practice. The scroll is all that matters now. If there’s even the smallest chance it would mean no more curses or black spells, no more possessions, no more dark spirits skulking about . . . then I’ll do whatever needs to be done. We all will.”

      Simon gave Caradoc a knowing look. “And if you’re worried about something else being in there—something we haven’t yet come across—we’ll simply do what we’ve done for the past nine years. We’ll manage. Together.”

      Caradoc turned his head and gazed out over the dark bay, barely visible between the clouds of fog. Ink couldn’t read the look in his eyes, but was relieved to see him begin to nod.

      “All right,” he said, then looked at Simon again, still nodding as if to prove his intent.

      “Thank you,” Simon replied.

      They sat in silence for a long time after that, listening to the waves, the cranes in the distance, the crackling campfire. Now and then, Ink’s eyelids would grow heavy. But as soon as he shut them, the soul marking was there, mocking him. Then he would glance around at their eerie surroundings and be entirely put off from attempting to sleep again. Not long afterwards, Simon bid them goodnight and moved a little ways off for a smoother spot to lie down. Ink tossed another stick into the fire and wiped his nose on his sleeve. When he looked up again, it was to find Margaret smiling and glancing between him and Caradoc.

      Ink frowned at her. “What?”

      “I was just thinking how nice it is to see the both of you together again. It’s been rather too polite at the dinner table for the past few months.”

      Caradoc smiled. “Evering told me you’ve worked harder than anyone since we’ve been gone. Learning the ropes in the pipeworks. Braving a library full of Colonist-hunters to find Mavie. Constantly on the lookout for spyglass signals, even when it wasn’t your shift. I’ve been meaning to thank you properly. If it hadn’t been for you, we wouldn’t all be together again.”

      “Well . . . I never thought I’d say such a thing about the Colonists, but I was honored to help. Really.” She dropped her gaze to the fire, reflecting, then rose to her feet with her blanket still wrapped around her shoulders. “Think I’ll be off to bed, too. By the way, Ink . . .”

      He glanced up at her. There was a sudden look of concern in her eyes.

      “I’ve been wanting your personal opinion on something. If you don’t mind.” She pursed her lips. “Do you think Bill is dead? Do you think those wolves . . . actually killed him?”

      Ink twisted his mouth as he mused over the question. “Couldn’t say for sure. They were big wolves. But Bill’s as tough as they come—at least for idiot bounty hunters.”

      Margaret tried to smile, but it only made her discomfort more apparent. She nodded, wished them both goodnight, and went off to find her own bit of level ground.

      Another crane called in the night, this time from further inland. Even though Ink knew what it was, the sound made the hair stand up on his arms. He tugged the blanket tighter.

      “You sure there ain’t no Spektors around?”

      “I haven’t sensed any,” Caradoc replied. “And Middling House or no, I’d be surprised to find them this far out. They have no reason to be in a place that’s uninhabited.”

      “But what about all this fog?”

      “Vapor is just a conduit of travel for them. It doesn’t mean they’re always near it.”

      Ink’s frown deepened. “It just means they can get to us quicker than usual.”

      “We’ll be all right. If they never bothered us on Riverfall, there’s no reason to believe they’ll bother us here.”

      “Maybe that’ll change if Seherene gets here before we can leave. Three people from the soul marking list all in one spot, plus me? That’s bound to grab their attention.” He looked up at Caradoc. “You ain’t said much about that. About her being on the list, I mean.”

      He shook his head. “There’s not much to say.”

      “But if the Mistress considers her an enemy, ain’t that important?”

      “Probably. But I’m not convinced it will make her see us any differently. At least not until we can gain some leverage over the Mistress and get her to testify. It’s just another reason to find the house as soon as possible.”

      Ink stared into the fire again. “What about Martin? Do you think his rage attacks have anything to do with him being on the list?”

      Caradoc let out a deep sigh. “I don’t know. It’s possible the Mistress is still angry about losing power over him—and then being robbed of the chance to take his life. The attacks are certainly the sort of vindictive thing she would do.”

      “And the Middling House?” Ink said, looking closely at him. “You know exactly what’s in there, don’t you?”

      Caradoc didn’t answer. He didn’t even meet the boy’s gaze.

      “And you still won’t tell us?”

      “No.”

      “You know that seems suspicious, right?”

      “I know. But it keeps people from getting hurt.”

      He picked up a stick from the unburnt pile and stirred the flames. When the fire was suitably high again, he tossed the stick into the middle of it and brushed the soot from his hands. Ink laid down on one side with his head propped up by his hand. His eyelids were growing heavy again, but he still wasn’t ready to risk another nightmare.

      “What’s your father like?” Caradoc asked.

      Ink glanced back at him, bewildered. “That’s an odd topic of conversation.”

      “Not really. We started talking about your family back at the feast in Harroway. We were interrupted.”

      Ink bit his lip. He wanted to tell him everything he knew about his parents, especially now that Seherene would most certainly have given up the search for them. But now was not the time. There were far more pressing matters to worry about. Perhaps once they’d made it back from the Middling House, after they’d found a place to keep themselves safe from Seherene. When they weren’t in so much fear for their lives. Then he would tell them.

      “Well,” he finally answered, “we have the same style in hats and coats.”

      “Is that all?”

      “That’s all you get for now, nosy.”

      Caradoc smiled. Ink shifted to better see his face.

      “What about your dad? I know he didn’t like the Entrians very much. Caused the Great Ruin and all that. But what about before? When you were my age?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “And what age would that be exactly?”

      Ink almost laughed but tried to affect a serious air with a threatening finger. “Now you just stop trying to get all my secrets out of me!”

      Caradoc chuckled and drew up a knee, resting his arm on it. “My father was always very busy, whatever age I was. The merchant company took all of his time, even though he had a host of staff members at his beck and call. He never really trusted anyone. Had to do everything himself.”

      “So that’s where you get that from.”

      “I suppose so. But once I did reach your age, I decided I was going to be as different from my father as I could be. Used to get myself into trouble to make sure of it—mostly at school. I thought the angrier I made him, the more successful I was.” He stared at his left hand as he flexed it over the fire. “I only remember him being upset or frustrated. Before long, I began to believe it was my fault each time, even though it wasn’t true.”

      The campfire hissed. The fog had drawn in close again and was starting to smother the flames. Ink could hardly be bothered.

      “Is he still alive?” he asked.

      The response was immediate, but so subtle Ink wouldn’t have seen it had he not been studying the Keyholder’s face. It was almost a cringe, but with a strange look of disquiet.

      “No. He died a long time ago.”

      He shifted sideways, picked up the remaining sticks of dry wood, and put them on the fire. Once the fog had been momentarily dispelled again, he glanced over his shoulder at the second campfire. It was nearly out. He stood and draped his own blanket over Ink.

      “I’m going to fetch more firewood. You stay here.”

      “You’re going out there? Now? In all this muck?”

      “I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ve got to do something to pass the time. I won’t sleep tonight.”

      “I figured that much. You ought to start keeping a supply of tonic in your pockets for emergencies like this.”

      “I have some. Just not the alcohol to mix it with.”

      Ink sat up straight as his eyes went wide. “Oh, no! The tower! You lost everything in there! The Keyholder Book, too!”

      “Relax. Once we hit the skytrap I had a sneaking suspicion I ought to grab what I could before running out to warn the rest of you. The book is tucked away in the hull of the Drifter, safe and sound.” Caradoc raised a stern finger. “Stay here. And be good.”

      Ink swatted a hand through the air. “I’m always good.”

      He watched as Caradoc stepped around the sleeping Colonists and disappeared into the gloom. The light of the lantern he carried vanished almost as quickly.

      That was perfect. Ink could follow about fifteen feet behind without losing sight of him, and the fog was so thick it would certainly dampen his footsteps and hide his form if Caradoc happened to glance back. He looked around, assuring himself the others were still asleep, then rose and began to follow the fresh trail of footsteps in the sand.

      The mist swirled thickly around him. He had to squint to see the lantern light, determined not to let it go out of sight again. Caradoc did not appear to be looking for wood. He didn’t pause or glance about, but looked straight ahead and strode forward with a sure step. Ink wondered how he could be so certain of anything in such darkness. Yet he seemed to know exactly where he was going.

      Good. That meant Ink was fully justified in trailing him. He hadn’t believed for a moment that firewood was the true aim of his search. And he had to know. Was it only the scroll he was interested in? And if the Mistress was somewhere ahead—and in person—how did he mean to survive her alone? Why wouldn’t he allow even one Defender to accompany him? Was it to prevent others from being harmed, as he’d said? Or was it to hide his true intentions, the worst of all possible theories; that he planned to make himself the dread master of a host of Spektors?

      Even now, Ink couldn’t bring himself to believe it. But he had also been wrong before.
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      He guessed they had walked nearly four miles before a strange sound began floating through the air. At first Ink thought it only some odd animal or insect. But as it grew louder, he realized it was humming. Someone was humming a tune, soft and low, but somehow clear enough to pierce through the dense fog. It made him uneasy.

      He cursed when he saw the lantern light had disappeared. He quickened his pace, hoping Caradoc had only continued straight ahead and not made any sudden turns. The sound of wind picked up in his ears, mingling with the song. In another minute, a dark shape loomed in the distance, becoming clearer with every step.

      It was a wooden house—so small it might have only contained one room. He saw no lights in the windows. No people standing nearby. But the humming continued, louder than ever. He was certain it was coming from inside. He was also sure the voice belonged to a woman. Caradoc was nowhere to be seen, but as the front door was slightly ajar, it wasn’t hard to guess where he’d gone.

      There was no turning back. Ink took a deep breath, tugged his hat snugly down around his head, and made for the door.
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      As soon as Ink stepped through the door, the house was gone. He was now in a strange forest. The trees stood about twenty feet apart from one another, as though each had been strategically placed rather than having grown wild. There were no leaves on the gnarled branches, and the trunks were very thick and black as pitch. Each tree had been set inside a pool of liquid fire but somehow didn’t burn. When he noticed movement in one, Ink stepped closer and peered down. Strange creatures with long, sinuous bodies swam just beneath the surface.

      A loud shriek made Ink jump back from the pool. As he watched, a huge black bird with iridescent eyes swooped down from the top of the tree and plucked one of the creatures out with its large, hooked beak. As it sailed back again, Ink noticed a great host of birds perched in the branches. There were at least a dozen of them in every tree, and they all seemed to be staring down at the ground below. Ink glanced behind him. The door was gone, replaced by one of the broad black trees.

      He was now forced to continue on, and once again without a weapon in a precarious situation. There were no broken limbs on the ground for him to use. No rocks or debris. There was also no snow on the ground, but ashen, chalk-like earth. Far away to his left, the cold light of dawn appeared to hang over the horizon. Reaching towards it was a mass of thundering clouds which rolled and rumbled every few minutes. The sound of humming was still in the air.

      Ink followed it. He trod carefully as he went, not wanting to disturb any other creatures that might be hiding. At times, he saw moving figures in the distance, but they quickly disappeared again before he could get a good look. Caradoc was nowhere in sight. Ink knew that calling his name aloud would only invite unwanted attention. If not mortal danger.

      A few minutes later, he came upon the humming woman. She sat on the ground with her legs crossed and her head bowed. In her hands was a tangle of hemp cords which she threaded tightly together. Ink’s first instinct was to run. He was too much reminded of his chance encounter with the Spektor in Ban-Geren. But he steeled himself a moment longer when he saw there were no chains around her.

      The humming stopped as she finally noticed him, lifting her gaze with a smile. Her large eyes were brown. Not silver. She was a very young woman and wore her hair in braids swept behind her head.

      “Oh. Hello.”

      Ink nodded. “Hello.”

      She returned her attention to her work and started humming again. Ink frowned. She didn’t seem the least bit surprised by his presence, nor did she appear bothered or anxious about her surroundings. He glanced up at the tree she sat beneath. Ten black birds blinked down at him, cocking their heads this way and that. As he dropped his gaze from them, he noticed a symbol had been carved into the trunk of the tree. It was a soul marking, and it looked as though it had been etched with the same liquid fire which fed the roots of the trees.

      “Is that yours?” Ink said, gesturing to it. “Your name? In the First Language?”

      “Mm-hm,” she answered with a nod. “This is my tree. Isn’t it lovely? The symbol means I can’t stray very far from it, but I’ve never wanted to. I would miss the watcher birds, you see.”

      Ink removed his hat and glanced up as another rumble of thunder rolled across the sky. “So . . . this is the Middling House?”

      “Yes. Where it always thunders but never rains. Always dawn, though the sun never shines.” She looked up at him again with a sideways smile. “I made that up. I’ve gotten quite good at rhymes and verses. That’s not one of my better ones, of course. Perhaps I could make one up for you. Would you like that? What’s your name?”

      “Ink. Inkwell Featherfield. What’s yours?”

      “I’m Fen. Fen Pitman. We’re lucky we both have such short first names. It’s easier to make rhymes that way.”

      Before he knew it, Ink found the strength had gone from his legs and he sank to the ground, utterly dazed. Fen Pitman. He knew her. In name, at least. She was the poor girl who had hung herself in the pipeworks after her brother’s execution.

      “Fen?” he whispered, horror-struck. “Fen Pitman in the Middling House?”

      She seemed not to hear him but continued threading the cords together.

      Ink swallowed the dry lump in his throat before speaking again. “What about the other people here? Are they all . . . like you?”

      “There’s no one else here, silly. Only me. When I first came, I thought my brother, Oliver, would be here. But I haven’t found him yet. And I can’t go far from the tree to look.” She said this in a very matter-of-fact manner, in no way upset or troubled. “Have you seen him?”

      “No. Sorry. Actually, I came looking for Caradoc. He told me about you.”

      Her large eyes lit up as a grin spread across her thin face. “You know Mr. Caradoc, too? Fancy that! He’s very well-known here. The shadows that walk past often speak his name. They call him the Broken One. Did you know that?”

      Ink hunched his shoulders. So the Spektors were here. Or at least, were known to visit. He got to his feet nervously.

      “Uh, yes. Yes, I do know.”

      “It’s a funny name, ‘Broken One’,” she continued, resuming her work. “I’ve been trying to work it into a rhyme, but it’s not been very easy. So I had to make one without the name in it. It goes like this . . .

      
        
        
        Take the eyes, take the tongue

        Come to darkness when it’s done

        Serpent pool, black bird towers

        None can flee the Sund’ring Hours

      

      

      

      Ink frowned as she finished her song. It was the same melody she’d been humming earlier. “What’s all that mean?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just something the shadows talk about.”

      “Are they here now? These shadows?”

      “I don’t think so. The dawn’s not so bright when they come.”

      Ink licked his lips and ventured a step forward. “Do they ever talk about somebody called Wickwire? Or is he here, d’you think? He made something of mine. I want to ask him a few questions about it.”

      She tilted her head. “I haven’t heard of him. But what a wonderful name! It’s very musical. Just like ‘Iophulis Bash’. He was one of my friends, too. We were flying over his house a few minutes before I decided to come here.” She giggled. “I got this silly idea to throw down a present for him to find. I didn’t need it anymore, you see, and he was always very nice to me, so I thought he should have it.”

      “Present?” Ink said with a frown. “What kind of present?”

      “My spyglass, of course! Anyway, I’ve come to a decision about your name. It’s simply too good to waste. I shall make up some verses for you, too.”

      Another peal of thunder sounded overhead. A watcher bird flapped its wings restlessly. Ink crouched with his hat clutched tight in both hands.

      “Listen, Fen . . . I’m sorry about what happened to you. I wish there was some way I could help. But I gotta keep looking for Mr. Caradoc.” He glanced at the plait of cords in her lap with an uneasy grimace. “Maybe you should make something else, eh? A rope won’t do you much good here.”

      “It’s all I know how to make,” she replied. “Besides, it’s my task. And I mustn’t neglect it. The birds get so angry when I do. You can hardly hear the thunder over their fussing.”

      Ink got to his feet again and nodded. “Well . . . goodbye, Fen. Good luck to you.”

      She had resumed her humming and didn’t answer.
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      The birds watched him as he continued his course towards the pale light of dawn. He did his best to ignore them, trying to focus on his mission. He had no idea where to look for Caradoc. Every section of the forest looked exactly like the others around it. But it did seem better to go towards the light rather than away from it. Figures continued to wend their way through the trees in the far distance. Ink squinted at them, trying to decide whether they were Spektors or other people like Fen. He was never quite sure.

      It wasn’t until then that a terrible thought struck him. The door had disappeared as soon as he’d walked through it. What if there was no other way out?

      He started to panic, his breaths coming shorter as he quickened his pace. The dark tree limbs seemed to be reaching for him. The birds’ shimmering eyes looked suddenly hungry. He stopped and leaned over, pulling at his coat collar to get more air.

      “Ink?”

      He jumped and raised his hands in defense. It was Caradoc. The lantern still glowed in his hand. Ink let out a sigh of relief—but the feeling didn’t last long. The next thing he knew, Caradoc rushed up and grabbed him by the collar.

      “What the devil are you doing here? I told you to wait on the beach!”

      “I didn’t want you going alone!”

      “Do you have any idea what sort of place this is? You could’ve been stuck wandering here for the rest of your life! You might as well give yourself up to the Spektors now!”

      There was a deeply unsettling look in his eyes. Ink had seen it once before, just after they’d escaped the attention of the Adrasteia in Watcher’s Pass. It was something dark and wild, worse than rage. Madness, perhaps. Once more, Ink found himself terrified by it. He grasped Caradoc’s hand and flung it away from his collar.

      “Simon asked you to swear not to come here alone! You didn’t! You just said, ‘All right’. And they took the bait easily enough, but not me! I know all those tricks! I just spent the past few months trying to talk my way around two Entresses!”

      Caradoc grasped him by the arm. “You’re leaving. Right now.”

      Ink tried to dig in his heels as he was pulled along, but Caradoc was too strong and his grip was like iron. Another rumble of thunder echoed through the forest.

      “What is this place?” Ink said. “It can’t be Hell, can it? It’s too empty. So it’s got to be an Otherworld, right?”

      “Stop asking questions.”

      “I saw Fen! Fen Pitman! She’s here!”

      Caradoc stopped in his tracks and looked down at him.

      “She doesn’t seem to mind that she’s here,” Ink continued. “She just sits by her tree, humming to herself while she makes this rope. Like she doesn’t realize what’s happened.”

      Without a word, Caradoc shoved him forward again. Ink didn’t struggle this time. He had no intention of leaving the Keyholder behind, but he was eager to know if another way out existed somewhere. After a while, they began to slow their pace. Caradoc glanced around with a frown.

      “We ain’t lost, are we?” Ink said.

      Caradoc made a sharp turn to the right and continued to drag him along. A minute later, they came to a stop.

      “It should be here.”

      “The door? But that disappeared the moment I stepped through.”

      “Did you shut it behind you?”

      “No.”

      Caradoc wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “Damn.”

      “But can’t you just use the Key? That’ll get us out, won’t it?”

      “I’ve only got one chance to use it before that ‘ancient darkness’ comes bearing down on us, and this is not the moment for it. We’ll just have to keep searching.”

      “Or maybe we could ask someone here!” Ink glanced around for a moment, then nodded. “What about him?”

      Caradoc looked over his shoulder. In a moment, his manner changed entirely. He released Ink from his grip and turned towards the figure with eyes no longer full of anger and worry, but heartstricken awe. He started forward slowly, haltingly. The awe was overtaken by a look of pain, and with every step, it worsened. Ink followed at a distance.

      The man he had spotted sat in a wooden chair at the base of his tree. A soul marking glowed on the trunk behind him, and the light of the liquid fire cast his shadow across the ashen earth like some sinister creature. The man was an older gentleman—gray-haired with a short beard and wearing a pair of spectacles with square frames. He was cleaning a pistol with a rag. Beside him on a small table was a bottle of oil and six lead bullets.

      Caradoc stopped in front of him, then slowly dropped to his knees. Only then did the older man seem to notice him. He held the rag still in his hand, his face filling with disbelief.

      “Isaac?”

      Ink frowned and glanced between the two men, bewildered.

      Caradoc swallowed before answering in a breathless whisper.

      “Hello, Father.”

      The thunder rolled again, louder this time. The watcher birds in the branches above flapped their wings as if disturbed by the noise. With his mouth still hanging open, Ink dared another stop closer and glanced down at the pistol. It was identical to the one Seherene carried—the one which had killed Darian—bearing the same A&S symbol stamped upon the grip. Ambrose and Sons. The merchant company Caradoc’s father had built.

      “Is it really you?” the man said. “My . . . my son?”

      Caradoc nodded. The old man’s eyes widened with fear. He sat forward in his chair and spoke in a panicked whisper.

      “You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous. They speak your name. They say she’s been searching for you. And she is not to be trifled with.”

      “Is she here now?” Caradoc asked.

      Ambrose sat back in his chair. “She built this place. A vast holding cell for those she hopes to recruit into service as Spektors. Many have gone that way to delay their judgement. And to escape their imprisonment here.”

      “But not you.”

      Caradoc’s father bowed his head and wrinkled his brow in tortured grief. “I couldn’t. I have . . . watched as others were turned into those horrible creatures. Heard their screams. But the greater terror was knowing myself to be qualified for such a fate. It made me repent of my hatred. At long last. You tried so hard to warn me. To make me see the evils that would be borne of my actions. I didn’t want to see. And now I pay the price for it. But I won’t blacken my blood with malice only to bring more pain into the world.”

      Caradoc swiped a hand across his eyes. He shook his head. “This isn’t right. The holy texts preach nothing but compassion for souls who are driven to do what you did. Tell me where she is, Father. I’ll speak to her. I’ll make her regret the day she gave the slightest thought to forging such a hell as this.”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Then where? We know she’s hiding on an island somewhere. Is it this one? Is it Fenmire?”

      “There’s no other place but this, son.”

      Caradoc’s frown deepened. “Have you heard what she did on Damiras?”

      “No. And if you tell me now, I will only forget once you’ve gone again.”

      The Keyholder set his jaw and rose to his feet. When he had taken another few steps forward, he knelt again, this time close enough to reach his father. He plucked the fingerless leather glove from his left hand.

      “I’m getting you out of here. Give me your hand.”

      Ambrose only looked at him sadly. Caradoc reached out, took his wrinkled hand in his, then shut his eyes and bowed his head.

      As the Auric Key began to glow, the watcher birds launched from the tree in a great swell and shot off across the sky towards the dawn, cawing and screeching. Ink couldn’t tell if that was a bad sign or not. But nothing else appeared to be happening. When another minute had gone by, Caradoc opened his eyes again and looked at both sides of his father’s hand.

      “I don’t understand. This should work. Why isn’t it working?”

      He grabbed for Ambrose’s other hand and tried again. Still, nothing happened.

      “No. No!” Caradoc grasped at his own left wrist as the light of the Key began to fade. “This should work! Just . . . give me a minute. Let me think. There’s got to be a way. There must be!”

      A sad smile crossed the older man’s lips. He lifted his gaze to Ink, who looked on in heartbroken silence.

      “I was so angry when Isaac’s mother died,” he said. “And when I let the anger turn to hate, I couldn’t see through it. It consumed me. I struck back at the Entrians as hard as I could, drawing blood through politics. Through influence and wealth. They call what I did ‘the Great Ruin’. I was so proud of it then. Triumphant. But still so empty. So terribly hollow. And now it is one of my deepest sources of shame.”

      “Father . . . don’t.”

      Ambrose put a hand on Caradoc’s head and glanced at Ink again. “My other great shame is what I did to my son. My behavior created a chasm between us which eventually drove him away. When he started helping the Entrians, I was so infuriated I convinced the Assembly to declare the smugglers’ ships outlawed, and the crew aboard them traitors.” His sorrowful gaze turned back to Caradoc. “And then, when my illness had me in its final throes, my nurse begged me to send for Isaac to make peace with him. Put to rest the unresolved strife between us. When I refused, she declared she would write a letter to him herself, inviting him to return home before I died. But I wasn’t interested in waiting. Withering away in the grip of suffering. I decided to take matters into my own hands. But before I did—and God forgive me for it—I arranged to have Isaac arrested at my funeral. For violating trade sanctions.”

      Ink’s heart sank even further. Ambrose reached down and gently lifted Caradoc’s chin.

      “How long in prison, son?”

      Caradoc took a deep breath before answering, his eyes reddened. “Four years.”

      “Hard labor?”

      The Keyholder nodded. Ink’s mouth fell open yet again.

      The old man’s eyes filled with tears. “Forgive me.”

      Caradoc was too overcome to speak. Ambrose drew his hand back, then reached over to the table and picked up one of the bullets. Ink and Caradoc watched in horror as he began to load the pistol’s chamber.

      “No. Stop. Stop this.” Caradoc pulled at the pistol, trying to wrench it free. But for all his strength he could do nothing but watch his father continue methodically loading bullets.

      “I’m sorry,” Ambrose said. “Unless we bow to her beneath a Spektor’s mantle, we are doomed to repeat our offenses for all eternity. So you must go. Go now. I beg you.”

      Caradoc stood. “I’ll keep trying. I’ll find a way. I won’t abandon you to this place. I promise. I’ll tear it down piece by piece if I must.”

      His father’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper as he loaded the last bullet. “The tree. Behind me. There’s an artifact inside it. In the hollow on the far side. He told me I was to give it to you if you ever came looking for me.”

      “Who told you?”

      “I don’t remember his name. But you must take it! Quickly! The shadow creatures will be very angry once you do, but they cannot speak, and won’t be able to tell the Mistress you have it. And you mustn’t bring it to her attention by talking of it amongst yourselves. Don’t speak of it aloud! Not even in whispers when you think you’re alone! She must never know you have it!”

      “But how do we get out?” Ink asked.

      Ambrose glanced up at the birds in the tree opposite his own. “You there! Watchers!”

      The birds turned their heads to stare down at him. The pistol in the old man’s hand began to shake. He put his other hand on it to hold it steady.

      “These two! They don’t belong here! Their presence breaks the rules! They must leave!”

      Suddenly, a door opened in the wide trunk of the tree. Beyond it lay the foggy island of Fenmire. Ink blinked in disbelief. The sky was already beginning to lighten.

      “The artifact!” Ambrose said. “Hurry!”

      Ink followed Caradoc around the tree. Sure enough, a deep hollow rested in the trunk about seven feet above the ground. The birds hopped and jostled one another to keep their eyes on the intruders. Caradoc stepped closer, peered inside, and began to reach towards it.

      “Wait!” Ink said. “Should you be touching it with your bare hand? What if it’s like the Wickwire gifts?”

      “My father would’ve warned us. Besides, if Bash is right, this is something to work against her, not for her.”

      He reached inside the hollow. When he withdrew his arm again, there was a long, cylindrical container in his hand, about twelve inches in length and made of a strange black material that gave off a polished sheen. It was also covered in thick black sap which oozed down Caradoc’s hand. As soon as it was out of the tree, a peal of thunder resounded in an earth-shaking boom. Each bird in every tree began to flap its wings and utter shrieking cries, sounding a massive warning call.

      “Go, Isaac!” Ambrose cried above the noise. “Hurry!”

      This time, Ink had to pull Caradoc along. The birds began to swoop down from the trees, flying so close Ink could feel the air from their beating wings.

      “I’ll come back!” Caradoc cried to his father. “I promise!”

      “I know,” Ambrose said.

      He raised the shaking pistol to his temple. A wall of furious screeching birds blocked him from sight.

      “Come on!” Ink shouted.

      With all his might, he pulled Caradoc through the doorway.
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      They fell to the snow-covered ground of Fenmire. Ink pushed himself up and looked around. The Middling House stood a few yards away, its front door firmly shut. There was no longer any sound of humming or shrieking birds or rumbling thunder. All was silent again. Beside him, Caradoc rolled onto his back and laid his forearm over his eyes. Ink had a hundred questions but knew it wasn’t the time to ask.

      The artifact had fallen between them, still covered in thick black sap. Ink peered closer at it. A series of runes had been engraved on one side. Streaks of gold twisted across the cylinder’s glossy black surface like marble veining. Two caps were set at either end, both etched with gold.

      Before he could puzzle over the strange object any longer, a sound interrupted his thoughts. It was laughter. Caradoc was laughing. Quietly, at first, but louder and more bitterly every moment. He lifted his left hand and held it a few inches from his face. A thin stream of blood ran down his arm from the gold strands of the Spider Key. He raised his right and looked at the black sap on his palm, as thick as tar.

      “Twelve years,” he said. “Twelve years I’ve been waiting for this day. Tracked down every rumor. Studied every word on the subject. Even took this damned Key. And it didn’t work. It didn’t work.”

      Still laughing, he sat upright, then clenched his left hand into a fist, making the blood run faster and thicker, as though he were squeezing juice from an orange. Red drops dotted the snow beneath him. Ink felt a stab of fear as he watched. Caradoc’s laughter weakened to a chuckle, then stopped altogether as he shook his head.

      “I first heard about the Middling House in prison. It was only a ghost story then. Another myth made out of someone’s nightmare. Even so, there was this tiny, irrational part of my brain that wondered—what if my father really was trapped in such a terrible place? Over four years that worry grew so loud and so insistent I could hardly bear it. But part of the story also said the Librarian of Mastmarner was involved. That she possessed an object of special power able to grant safe passage through the house, and even free those inside. By the time I was released, I’d made up my mind to go and find out for certain.”

      He rested his arms on his raised knees, still dripping blood.

      “Simon tried to talk me out of it. Even if it did exist, he was convinced no good could be gained by my seeking it. And he was right. After all this time, all my preparations and precautions, all the painful lessons learned . . . and it didn’t work. It was all for nothing. Except to prove a nightmare real.”

      Everything was clear now. This was the reason he’d become a Keyholder and sought the house in the first place. Not to confront the Mistress. Not to find the Crypt and bend the Spektors to his will. He hadn’t even done it for any kind of righteous honor gained in expelling evil from the world. Every wound he’d suffered, every scar formed by those wounds, all the night terrors and sleepless hours, being cursed by the Mistress, and giving up his chance for a normal life . . . he had done it all for his father. And it hadn’t worked.

      Ink had never felt so terrible for another person in all his life.

      He reached into his pocket for Fetch’s handkerchief, then edged closer to Caradoc until he was sitting right beside him. He took him by the wrist and attempted to wrap the handkerchief around the bloody Key as best he could. When he had tied off the ends, he drew up his own knees and sat with his arms on them in just the same manner.

      “I get why you didn’t want anyone else along,” he said. “I wouldn’t have, either. I promise I won’t tell the others.”

      Caradoc nodded, then reached down and tried to wipe the black sap from his hand in the snow. Most of the sludge came off, but a dark, oil-like stain remained on his skin. With a dejected sigh, he picked up the curious black cylinder and examined the runes.

      “First Language.”

      He tugged at the caps on either end. Neither moved. He tucked the artifact under his arm and tried again with greater force.

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      “D’you think it’s what we were looking for?”

      “Yes. This is the type of container rolls of parchment are kept in. Except they’re not usually made of black stone. There’s probably an enchantment keeping it sealed shut as well.” He tossed it back to the ground in frustration.

      “Well,” Ink said, “it must’ve been left in that tree for a reason. Your dad said someone meant you to have it.”

      “Yes, and with my luck this entire business is just another way for the Mistress to torment me. The same reason she led me to believe she was here at the Middling House. Because she knew my long-cherished hope would be dashed to pieces.” He glanced up at the few remaining stars lingering at the break of dawn. “Until her appearance at the Tinderbox, I’d actually given up the idea of finding this place. My first duty was to Riverfall and everyone on it. Personal quests had to be set aside. But the moment there was talk about the house again, the old hope was revived.” He bowed his head and rubbed a hand across his tired eyes, then let out another deep and weary sigh. “We should head back. The others are probably going off their heads wondering where we are.”

      “Aw, let ‘em go off,” Ink replied. “We don’t always have to rush from one thing to the next, you know. We can sit here as long as we like. All day if it makes you feel better. Maybe not in sight of that house, though.”

      Caradoc looked at him with a furrowed brow, as if coming to a dire realization. “Good God, Ink . . . you’re going to need sleeping tonic for the rest of your life.”

      Ink blew out an exaggerated scoff. “What? For that? Naw, that was just a lot of cranky birds and peculiar trees. And seeing spirits ain’t nothing new for me. At least them back there were a lot nicer than the ones I’m used to dealin’ with.”

      “But you know now. You’ve seen that such a place exists. You’ll be tormented by that knowledge forever, suffering the very pain I’d hoped to spare you all.”

      “I have seen it. But it’s no worse than knowing about the Spektors, or possessions, or curses and black spells. It’s all just more of the same.”

      “You don’t really believe that.”

      “I believe we ain’t gonna stop the Mistress by spending every waking hour worrying about all them people back in there. But this scroll—? Sweet mercy, that’s heavy!” He had just attempted to lift it with a single hand. Both were required. “This scroll? This could be all we need! If it’s really like Bash said, and it holds the secret to striking her a blow—or doing even worse damage—then it was worth us going in there! This could change everything!”

      A bird screeched overhead, causing both Ink and Caradoc to flinch and duck their heads. It was only a crane swooping low towards the bay, but the timing of its appearance felt a little too deliberate to be a coincidence.

      “We weren’t to speak of it aloud,” Caradoc said.

      Ink shoved the container towards him. “Here. You hold on to it.”

      He took it and stowed it inside his coat. “I hope you’re right, Ink. I really do. Though I can barely summon the energy for another hope.”

      Ink got to his feet. “I know how to fix that.”

      “You do?”

      “Yep. With a wonderful invention called breakfast. I know I said we could sit here all day if you wanted, but the fog should be lifting over the bay by now. Maybe we can get home.”

      Caradoc stood and looked back in the direction of their camp. “I can’t begin to imagine what kind of state the village is in. Maybe there’s nothing left.”

      “Even if that’s true, we’ve been in tough spots before. You said so yourself.”

      “I left the lantern, too. We’ll have to stick to the shoreline to find our way back.”

      “Well, that’s perfect! A sunrise walk along the beach! You see? Things are lookin’ up already. What? Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “It’s this new optimist streak of yours. I can’t decide if I like it or if I should be concerned.”

      “Just think about breakfast, all right? That’s our guiding light today. Now come on.”
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      Ink had been right. The fog was indeed beginning to clear from the bay, and from the beach as well. They were able to keep a steady course along the rocky ridge running parallel to the sand, looking down on the water from ten feet above as they went. Caradoc walked with slow, heavy steps. Ink had to fall back several times, affecting his bright and cheery manner simply to urge him forward.

      Of course, an affectation was all it was. He knew the circumstances were dreadfully grim. He also knew the Middling House would haunt him for years to come—the horde of screeching black birds, Fen Pitman’s wide brown eyes, Ambrose loading his pistol. But he wasn’t willing to add to Caradoc’s guilt by admitting as much. The man was barely holding it together even now.

      When they had gone about two miles, the path dipped behind a large, moss-covered ridge, blocking their view of the bay. They went on behind it for another half mile, turning ever more southward and navigating a route strewn with loose rocks and chalk-like outcroppings. When the end of the ridge finally came in sight, Ink felt a strong and sudden urge to stop. Caradoc nearly ran into him.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I dunno. I got this feeling. A really . . . strange feeling.”

      Something was pulling him towards the beach on the opposite side of the ridge. They were still a few miles from camp. Why should he need to stop now?

      “Wait here,” he said. “I’ve gotta check something.”

      Before Caradoc could reply, Ink turned and scrambled up the ridge, keeping his head as low as possible. The dawn had brightened, burning away even more of the fog. A decent amount still hung upon the ridge, however, providing much-needed cover. As soon as Ink’s eyes crested the top, they fell on the sight of a large host of people swarming the beach. His heart jumped into his throat as he quickly pulled the hat from his head.

      They were setting up camp. They had weapons and supplies and fancy canvas tents. In the distance, a familiar airship hovered over a high outcropping. Tethering lines were anchored into the rock. There was just enough sunlight to read the name glittering across the bow.

      
        
        ADRASTEIA

      

      

      Ink ducked down behind the ridge and clapped a hand over his mouth.

      “What is it?” Caradoc asked, whispering as loudly as he dared.

      Ink risked another glance over the ridge and looked closer at the faces. Yes. There was Lord Pallaton, looking as stern and self-righteous as ever, directing barrels and crates to the far end of camp. And there, right in the middle of things, was Lady Madara, the old viper herself, gazing out across the beach with her arms folded, predictably sullen and cross.

      Seherene was nowhere to be seen. But as Ink’s eyes swept the camp again, he felt his gaze inexplicably drawn to a large tent on the far left side. It didn’t look any different from the rest, but he had the keen feeling she was there. He turned and scrambled back down the ridge.

      “It’s the Entrians! They found me!”

      “What?”

      Caradoc turned and clambered up, keeping low as Ink had done. He only needed half the time Ink had taken to get a good look at the situation. When he was satisfied, he hurried back down and wiped a bead of sweat from his scarred temple.

      “Fifty. I counted fifty.”

      “That’s practically an army!”

      “Did you recognize any of them?”

      “Lord Pallaton. He was one of the lawyers at Riva’s trial. I didn’t actually see Seherene but I’m sure she’s in one of the tents. Her mother’s out there, too.”

      Caradoc rubbed an anxious hand over his face. “If they come any farther down the beach, even a mile south, they’ll see our camp. They’ve probably already spotted Riverfall out there in the bay. We can’t go back to it now. We’ll have to escape further inland. Find somewhere to hide.”

      “Are you joking? They’ll know we’re here! And they’ll comb through every grain of sand ‘til they find us! There ain’t no point in hiding!”

      “We don’t have a choice.”

      “Of course you do! You’ve got me, haven’t you? I’ll go down, I’ll sneak into Seherene’s tent and try to talk her into meeting with you. Alone. Then you two can discuss things. Try to come to a peaceful arrangement that don’t end in all of us getting killed.”

      “I am not letting you waltz into that camp.”

      “Sneak,” Ink corrected. “It’s just sneaking. I’ve done it a thousand times. And besides, this is our only chance to make a deal. It’ll be too late once they find us. And they will find us.”

      Caradoc paced back and forth with a hand on his hip and rubbing his beard with the other. “She’ll clap you in irons as soon as she sees you.”

      “No, she won’t. She likes me.”

      “She what?”

      “She likes me. She’s had plenty of times to hurt me by now, or lock me up or whatever else, but she didn’t.”

      “And you think that’s because she likes you?”

      “Yeah. And anyway, I’ll be straight back again if she so much as raises her voice. I’ve been dodging cops for a long time. This won’t be no different.”

      “Except those are Entrian cops.”

      Ink shrugged. “So I just run a little faster.”

      Caradoc stopped pacing and rubbed the back of his neck. “All right, let’s say I agree to this insane plan. Why do I have to meet with her? Why not you while you’re in there? Or Simon or Delia or Jeremy?”

      “Plenty of reasons. First of all, we don’t have time to run back and fetch any of the others. Second, her setting eyes on you will prove that the Colonist on the top of their warrant list is actually here, which will sweeten the pot seeing as you’re the one she wants the most. Third—and this is even more important—you’ve spent the last decade persuading Spektors to betray their oaths to the Mistress. If you can do that, it means you’re the most qualified person alive to try and make a fair deal with her. And I’m pretty sure she’ll be a bit more reasonable than a Spektor. Though maybe not by much at this point.” Ink sighed, then held out his hands. “I think it’s worth a try. Hiding’s only a temporary fix. But you meeting with her . . . might actually save our lives.”

      Caradoc put his back to the ridge and folded his arms. Gulls began to cry overhead, the noise of which mixed with the shouts and calls coming from the beach. He glanced at Ink again.

      “Is her mother really that bad?”

      Ink answered with an overdramatic nod that was almost a bow. “She has a shrine dedicated to Darian in her house. A shrine. She practically prays to the man. She ain’t gonna settle for any Colonist coming out of this alive.”

      After another pensive moment of thought, Caradoc chuckled to himself in exasperated disbelief. “What a day this is.”

      He raised his head and looked inland. Enough of the fog had dissipated to bring more of the island’s landscape into view. Of note was a prominent hill which loomed in the distance, crowned by a thick copse of snow-covered trees. Caradoc pointed towards it.

      “There. I’ll meet with her there at the top of the hour. And it must be only the two of us inside that wood. You are going straight back to camp to tell the others what’s going on. Don’t let them start wandering off to look for me.” He held up a finger for emphasis. “If in fifteen minutes you haven’t returned to tell me whether or not she accepts, I will give myself up to them then and there for your release. Agreed?”

      Ink tossed his hat to Caradoc, who barely caught it in time.

      “Agreed. See? You’re a natural at this. Oh—you wouldn’t happen to have that necklace, would you? The one that lady gave you? Might help things if I showed it to her.”

      Caradoc searched through his coat. From an inner breast pocket he pulled the sapphire pendant fashioned in the likeness of a blue flame. He looked at it, still uncertain, then finally handed it to the boy with eyes full of worry.

      “Be careful, Ink. Please. I don’t think any of us can assume what she’s capable of.”

      Ink pocketed the pendant with a nod. “I’ll be careful. But as we’re on the subject . . . you don’t think there’s any chance she might bewitch me, do you?”

      “Only if she’s been practicing black spells.”

      “No. Not her. Never.”

      Caradoc did not look convinced. If anything, Ink could tell he was on the verge of changing his mind about the whole plan. In the end, however, he only raised his finger again.

      “Fifteen minutes.”

      Ink nodded.
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      He took his time creeping down towards the beach. Every footstep was chosen in advance. Every inch of the route re-evaluated at every moment. The rising sun bore down on the face of the ridge, leaving only the smallest shadows in which Ink could hide himself. Fortunately, the Colonist-hunters were too busy making preparations and raising more tents to notice. Closer to the base of the ridge, he was able to take cover behind a scattering of boulders. Only a few dozen feet beyond them, Madara and Pallaton stood close together in deep conversation. He couldn’t hear what was said, but a minute later Pallaton nodded and stepped towards the center of camp.

      “You have one hour to finish preparations!” he shouted. “Take what food and water you need now! Once the hunt begins, no one rests until we have them in our custody!”

      Ink hurried to a stack of crates and crouched behind them. Here, he was better able to size up Seherene’s tent. The main entrance was likely facing the bay, but there was another flap on the southern panel that didn’t appear to be tightly fastened. A hunter passed near it, armed to the teeth and carrying a small barrel over his shoulder. As soon as he’d gone out of sight, Ink scurried forward, pulled the flap open, and ducked inside.

      She was there, sitting at a small table in the far corner, studying a map. She wore a handsome blue cloak which subtly shifted into different hues with the slightest movement. Ink drew himself to his full height and tried to think of something clever to say, but his nerves had suddenly gone.

      “Welcome back, Mr. Featherfield,” she said, still gazing at the map.

      She’d known he was coming. Ink put his hands in his coat pockets and decided to stay rooted to the spot in case there was need of a quick exit. He swallowed an anxious lump in his throat before speaking.

      “Do the others know I’m here, too?”

      She was silent for a moment, then stood from her chair and turned to face him. “No. But if they find you here, I will not be able to protect you.”

      The look in her eyes was deadly serious. It frightened him. And it worried him to think he could be frightened by her.

      “Well, that’s all right,” he said. “I won’t be staying long anyway. I think you know you’ve got us cornered, and that it’s only a matter of time before we’re marched to that airship in chains. At least, those of us still standing. If this is the end of the chase—and it probably is—those folk out there? They ain’t gonna make any mistakes this time. They won’t play nice. They’ll spill blood, even though it’s against the rules. I think you know that, too. But I don’t want that. None of us do. So I’ve come to ask you to meet with him. With Caradoc. To talk things over. Find a peaceful way through this.”

      A frown creased her brow. “Did he send you here to ask this?”

      “No. It was my idea. I had to convince him to agree.” He sighed and shook his head. “I realize you don’t know him very well. And at first, he does seem the type to have done all the horrible things you say he’s done—the scars on his face, the odd moods, the secrets. Only a few months ago, I was sure he was an enemy. All the signs were there. But I was wrong. Dead wrong. Those are only tiny pieces of who he really is.”

      He dropped his gaze, fidgeting.

      “We found something. Here on the island. The most horrible place you can imagine. I don’t have time to go into details, but I can look you full in the face and tell you he was never after the Crypt. He ain’t looking for power or revenge or any of those things. And Bash? I think he was killed by the Mistress for digging up too many of her secrets. It was him who first found out about the Blue Flames.”

      Her curious frown turned to shock. “You know of them?”

      “I know enough. I know the Elders kept ‘em secret from us Cassrians ‘cause they couldn’t control ‘em. I know Darian was their leader, and that they wanted to raise up another king and queen. Then, somehow, they got in contact with the Mistress, and she gave ‘em a black spell that would kill half the Entrians in all the world. Maybe she’d made Darian think it would speed his plans along. Maybe it was his idea in the first place. But whatever the reason, he was willing to try it. That weren’t no prayer he was saying in front of everyone on Damiras. And he wasn’t bewitched neither. He was sayin’ the spell on purpose. Her spell. And that’s why Caradoc had to shoot him. Because no one else would believe the truth. No one would listen. It was the only way to stop an even worse thing from happening. When the rest of his militia saw the plan had failed, they panicked. Started picking people off left and right. It was them who started the Battle. One of them shouted ‘Colonists, arise’ for some reason. But while Caradoc and all the others have been takin’ the blame for everything, the Blue Flames have started plotting and scheming again. Trying to pick up where Darian left off. And keeping you blind all the while.” He paused for a moment and looked hard at her. “Unless . . . you’re one of ‘em, too. And you know all this already.”

      Seherene’s fearsome gaze had softened into anguished disbelief. She sank back down into her chair and gripped both hands around the carved wooden arms. “No. Darian asked me to join, but I . . . I couldn’t.” She put a hand to her brow. “But this can’t be true. Darian would never have consorted with the Mistress. And the Blue Flames were disbanded after the Battle. There’s been no sign of them since.”

      Ink pulled the pendant from his pocket and held it up. Her look of disbelief turned to sheer horror.

      “They’ve been careful not to show themselves again,” he said, “but not completely impossible to find. We went to one of their secret meetings a few months ago. At the Tinderbox. They’re very much alive. And still great admirers of the Mistress of the Spektors.”

      They heard Pallaton’s voice in the distance. He was shouting again, his words indistinguishable but the tone unmistakably angry. Ink’s heart began to race in panic.

      “I wish I could give you all the details,” he continued, “but I’ve only got time to give you the short version. Marlas? He tricked you all. He lied about being deceived into going to Damiras. He meant to be there. But he got so scared when things turned bad he ran back to the Assembly and told them the Colonists had done it—pushing the same story the Blue Flames were. And you and your people were so riled up, so angry and heartbroken over what had happened, you couldn’t see he was lying to you. Don’t you get it? Your feelings have been stopping you from seeing the truth all along. And the militia’s grown so powerful I’m sure they did something to Riva to scramble her wits and make it even harder for you to read the truth from her. They’ve probably been doing it to every Colonist who’s ever set foot in that court! Please tell me you see it now!”

      She rose from her chair again and strode towards him.

      “Let me see your face.”

      He started backward, but she caught him by the chin and raised his eyes to meet hers.

      “Is all this true? Not some clever story you’ve been rehearsing?”

      “It’s true. Every word. But lookin’ in my face ain’t gonna help. You’re too upset now. Your hand is shaking.”

      She released him and turned away, pacing with a hand once more over her brow. The north wall of the tent shook and rippled as a gust of wind whipped past it. Ink wondered how much time he had left before Caradoc would come marching into the middle of camp. A few moments later, the Entress halted and stood with her back to him.

      “Where do I meet with him? When?”

      “At the top of the hour, on a hill straight to the east of here. You can see it from the ridge. There’s a wood on it.”

      She folded her arms and lifted her gaze, as if to observe the sky through the canvas. After another agonizingly long moment of contemplation, she began to nod.

      “I’ll be there. But on the condition that no weapons are brought, and that I may place both a shield and a silencing enchantment around the wood to ensure we are not disturbed.”

      Ink nodded. “Sounds reasonable enough.”

      She turned her head by a few degrees but still didn’t look at him. “Were you really outside Bash’s house? That night I met with Bill and the others?”

      “Yeah. I was.”

      “Why?”

      He hooked a thumb over his belt. “That’s a story for another time. But that Entrian crest jewel you found in his house? I don’t think it was his. So you ought to ask whoever gave it to you where it really came from.”

      Her brow wrinkled with concern. “Will you stay here? Or return to the Colonists?”

      “I’ve gotta go back. I belong with them. And I don’t regret nothing I said, you know. Back in that court. It was the right thing to do.”

      She turned, facing him again. The grave seriousness in her face had lightened for a moment. “‘You all deserve your own personal Spektors?’”

      Ink twisted his mouth to avoid smirking. “Well, I have been known to get dramatic from time to time. Just count yourself lucky I didn’t . . .”

      His words died away as he caught sight of something glinting on her left hand. There was a gold ring on the fourth finger that hadn’t been there before. When he spoke again there was a note of dread in his voice.

      “What’s that? On your hand?”

      She glanced down at it.

      “You . . . you gettin’ married?”

      Her gaze met his again, without the faintest hint of joy or happiness. “Lord Pallaton asked me a few weeks ago. He . . .” She looked down at the ring again, this time with a pained expression. “He had a servant deliver this to me.”

      Pallaton? She would bind herself to Pallaton? Someone so cold and stern and unforgiving? Who had sent the engagement ring with a servant? He didn’t deserve her. Not by a mile. It was tragic. Unthinkable. She couldn’t go through with it. He wanted desperately to tell her so but found he couldn’t speak.

      He was far too crushed.

      “You’ve taken a dreadful risk in coming here,” she said. “And how do you know I won’t arrest your protector as soon as the meeting is over? Would you really give him up so easily? A short time ago you wouldn’t have dared.”

      Ink stepped back to the tent flap, his heart heavy with sorrow.

      “I used to think he could do anything. That he could save me—save us all—from every trouble and danger. But he’s wearing down. The Mistress cursed his heart. The Key makes him bleed each time he uses it. He even has to take a tonic to help him sleep without nightmares. And none of us can do anything to help him, no matter how hard we try. The Mistress told him he doesn’t have much time left. It might be a lie, of course, but it also ain’t hard to imagine such a thing being true. He’s tired. He’s scared. I think he’s even losing hope.”

      Ink looked away as he swallowed another lump in his throat, then shook his head.

      “You asked how I know you won’t double-cross him. I know because I think you’re tired, too. Tired of being an Angel of Reckoning. Of Death. And I think—just maybe—you’re ready to start being an Angel of Mercy. It won’t be the popular thing to do. Certainly not good for politics. But it’ll be the right thing.”

      She shut her eyes and turned away again. He wanted to stay. To comfort and encourage her. But he was out of time. He crouched and set the sapphire pendant on the floor of the tent, nodded a farewell to her—though he knew she couldn’t see him—then turned and ducked through the flap.

      Most of the Colonist-hunters had drawn together on the far side of camp. Some were loading rifles and pistols, others were hurriedly stuffing themselves with bread and dried meat. Pallaton and Madara were no longer in sight. He hurried back across the sand and scurried up and over the ridge. Caradoc was already waiting to help him back down.

      Ink told him everything.
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            The Wintry Wood
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      In the middle of the wood atop the hill, there was a clearing about thirty feet across. The rising sun cast long purple shadows across it and painted the tree trunks pale gold. Their boughs and branches creaked under the weight of the ice left by the fog, now mostly burned away. Only the ridges and shoreline further south remained enshrouded by it. Falkirk Bay sparkled in the distance beyond.

      Caradoc posted himself at the southernmost end of the clearing, faced the trees, and stood like a sailor on watch with his hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t want to stare as Seherene ascended the hill to meet him. Keeping his ears open for her approach would be enough. He drew in a deep breath and raised his eyes towards the southeast. Strange shapes were becoming visible as the mist retreated. There were old stone archways that led nowhere. Odd pillars covered in moss. One structure appeared to be a bridge meant to span a high ravine, but its midsection had crumbled away, leaving a sizeable gap. Caradoc guessed the ruins were many hundreds of years old, if not more.

      His left hand throbbed. As soon as he was sure the bleeding had stopped he’d removed Ink’s handkerchief—wiping it clean in the snow before returning it—then donned his fingerless gloves again, covering the Key. He didn’t want to explain to her why it had bled. He had no desire to even think about what had happened in the Middling House. There would be plenty of other worrying matters to discuss. He passed a hand across his eyes, feeling exhaustion in every fiber of his being—along with a profound measure of dread. He’d spent the last nine years planning what he would say to her at such a moment. And now, with the hour finally upon him, he would’ve given anything for a bit more time.

      Suddenly, he began to feel the pull of a pronounced energy. He heard no footfalls, no snapping twigs or rustle of clothing, but he knew she was coming. A twinge of pain pierced his heart. He shut his eyes to collect himself. He needed strength now, not weakness.

      He set his jaw and turned his head. From out of the corner of his eye, a figure appeared through the trees, then came to a stop at the northern end of the clearing. He looked up and noticed the faint light of a shield enchantment descending around the hill top in every direction. The color was a much deeper shade of blue than usual. He guessed she had set the silencing enchantment at the same time, which usually appeared violet when first cast. And indeed, as the barrier reached the ground, the noise of calling birds and creaking trees vanished. He took another deep breath, gripped his hands tighter behind his back, and turned to face her.

      She’d made no move to come any nearer, but even across such a distance, their eyes met. The twinge of pain in his heart returned, now twice as strong, but he did his best to ignore it. Her blue cloak hung in regal folds around her, motionless now that the shield enchantment blocked the wind. Her sapphire crest jewel was displayed proudly around her neck, framed by her dark locks of hair. Caradoc found himself wishing he’d had time to wash and shave. With all he’d gone through in the past few hours, he probably looked half-dead. Maybe more than half.

      The deafening silence made it feel as though they were the only two people in the world. Ten years passed in their locked gazes. A host of conflicting emotions rose and fell in the span of a few agonizing moments, like roiling waves in the grip of a sudden storm. The morning light showed a gleam in her dark eyes. In them was a look he couldn’t interpret. She was remarkably self-possessed, as cool and composed as any practiced politician. But he did notice she was making an effort to take measured breaths.

      “You grew a beard,” she said, finally breaking the silence.

      He very nearly smiled. It wasn’t the opening line he’d been expecting. He answered with a nod.

      “It hides some of the scars.”

      Silence fell again. The tops of the trees beyond the shield swayed in the wind. A small flock of birds sailed away to the west, high above. Caradoc drew his eyebrows together.

      “I hear . . . you’re to be married soon. Congratulations.”

      This caused a crease in her composure. Brief and ever-so-slight, but unmistakable.

      “It is not a cause for congratulations,” she replied.

      Concern crept into his frown. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      “Indeed, I am sorry to say it.” Her mouth moved with the smallest quiver. “He was not my first choice.”

      Caradoc looked away, feeling the blow it was meant to be. He shifted his weight to his right leg and attempted to counter it with redirection.

      “Ink tells me you treated him very kindly in Ciras. That you took good care of him.” He looked at her again with sincere appreciation. “Thank you for that.”

      Her stern expression softened almost to surprise. She nodded. “He’s an extraordinary boy. Impassioned and impulsive. Very much like someone I used to know.”

      It was her turn to look away. She rubbed a hand quickly across her brow, as if to bring her thoughts into focus again, then clasped her hands before her.

      “He told me about the black spell. About Marlas’s betrayal. And the Blue Flames supposedly pulling strings from the shadows all this time. If it’s true, a great number of powerful people will likely try to stop it from getting out.”

      “You being one of them?”

      She bowed her head for a moment. “Darian did ask me to join him. But I could never bring myself to do it. And until Ink mentioned them to me, I was convinced his militia had disbanded nine years ago. I never dreamed they might still exist.”

      Caradoc took the next moment to ensure his next question wouldn’t sound like an accusation. “Do you pray to him? The way your mother does? In that shrine?”

      “My mother’s mind was broken by her grief. I have let her cling to the few comforts she allows herself, though I may not always approve of them. I knew Darian wasn’t perfect. I knew he was making serious errors in judgment. But not once did I ever think him capable of mass murder, nor of joining forces with the Mistress.”

      “And what do you think now?”

      Her self-assured composure wavered again. “Now? Now I don’t know what to think.”

      This was a hopeful sign, though Caradoc didn’t dare say so aloud. He tucked his hands into his coat pockets.

      “From what I can piece together,” he began, “Darian was feeling a great deal of pressure from all directions, including from within. He was angry, deeply frustrated, and made rash decisions as a result. I’ve also come to believe he may have wanted to renounce his schemes—or at least take a few steps back from them. But things got out of hand too quickly. I’ve no doubt his militia pushed him down the path he ultimately took. And that it was they who caused the massacre on Damiras when the black spell failed. It explains how so many people were killed so suddenly. They were attacked by fellow Entrians.”

      She was silent again, lost in her thoughts. In dreadful memories. Caradoc’s heart sank in sympathetic sorrow.

      “I’m sorry Darian had to die,” he said. “Truly I am. I didn’t know he’d be the one to cast the spell until the moment it began to fall from his lips. Then I had no choice. But I swear—we did everything in our power to prevent it from reaching that point.”

      She narrowed her gaze. He wasn’t sure if it was a look of skepticism, or if she was simply trying to determine whether or not he was lying.

      “I’m also sorry we didn’t have this conversation nine years ago. There are many parts of the story we didn’t discover until recently, of course. But I did send you a long letter of explanation shortly after we left the island.”

      An astonished frown creased her brow. “I never saw such a letter. I looked every day for one. Hoped for one. But . . . did you never consider explaining things in person?”

      “I did. Many times. But then I saw how quick you were to silence those Colonists you did meet with, all of whom rightfully claimed their innocence. Then I knew it was better to stay alive, to help those now forced to live as fugitives, rather than be lost so needlessly to an executioner.”

      “The evidence against you was quite damning,” she replied. “The son of the man who instigated the Great Ruin? Your pistol lying on the gathering ground with its bullet in Darian’s heart? It’s thought you were even able to manipulate an Elder to gain access to the island and hide amongst the crowd—shortly before every member of that High Council was killed.”

      “It looked terrible. I agree.”

      “And as for your allegedly innocent associates, we took every precaution to ensure the lie detection would not be influenced by personal feelings. The result was the same every time—the Colonists were guilty. A verdict corroborated by Commissioner Marlas, Frederick Coram, and half a dozen character witnesses. Not to mention the fact that every one we captured admitted to being on the island during the battle. Not one of them denied it.”

      “Then why stop there at telling the truth?” Caradoc said. “If they were all liars, why claim they were near the place at all? And Marlas and Frederick—character witnesses? Did you never question their integrity? And what about the guards in the prisons? Or the jail coach drivers? Or the court officials? How many people does a Colonist meet between Stalikos Prison and the Diamond Court? How many had the chance to slip something into Riva’s food or drink to addle her mind? As well as all those who went before her?”

      “Dr. Tyrus has been the attending physician from the start. He is a personal friend of mine whom I trust unreservedly. He gave his word that she was fit to stand trial—”

      “And you’re absolutely certain he’s not a member of the Blue Flames?”

      “He couldn’t be. He turned down Darian’s offer as I did.”

      Caradoc had already prepared an argument against such a line of reasoning, but it died away before it could be spoken. This was not a time for defensive reasoning, nor for interrogations. That would come later. Seherene seemed to agree, for she didn’t pursue the subject. She had lapsed into sorrow instead, and so easily that he wondered if it really had become her natural state, as Ink had remarked. He hoped his next words wouldn’t make it much worse.

      “I’m deeply sorry about the loss of your father.”

      She glanced up at the frozen treetops and nodded. “I often think of how different my life would’ve been if he had lived. It’s foolish, of course. There’s no use dwelling on anything but the present. Disappointment lies in all other directions.”

      Caradoc frowned. “Even the future?”

      She pursed her lips with a look of anguish in her eyes.

      “Especially the future.”

      She folded her arms and drew in a deep breath before looking at him again.

      “We have so much to talk about. And not nearly enough time. But there are two things I must know now. Ink told me it was never your intention to find the Crypt. Is that true?”

      “It is.”

      Her brow furrowed again, but he couldn’t read the emotion behind it.

      “And the curse upon your heart? Is that true as well?”

      He nodded again, this time with greater gravity.

      A layer of gray clouds had begun to collect on the western horizon. As Seherene gazed at them, her features were once more overcome by sorrow. “You and Ink have given me a great deal to think about. As such, I would defer the offensive for as long as possible. But I fear those who accompanied me will suffer no more delays, not even at my command.”

      “I don’t ask for a delay,” Caradoc replied. “Only an exchange. I’ll surrender myself into your hands, here and now, without a struggle. I’ll cooperate with all investigations. Pledge never to attempt an escape or undermine the court. And I will take full responsibility for every accusation. The blame must rest solely on me. In return, my friends must be cleared of all charges. Every mark against their names, as well as those of their families, must be erased. They must be allowed to return home freely, under no cloud of suspicion or distrust. And if bearing the weight of full blame means a death sentence is too merciful in the eyes of the court, I will accept whatever punishment they deem fit, no matter how . . . severe . . . it may be.”

      She looked at him in awe. “You would really do that for them?”

      “Yes. From the very first day. I would’ve made the offer a lot sooner had I thought there was a serious chance of it being accepted. There’s nothing I won’t do for them. Nothing. It’s only because of them I stand here now. The shattered heart in my chest has only survived this long for their sakes. To do all I can for them. Give everything I have. And if that means my last breath, my last drop of blood, then so be it. They deserve nothing less.”

      She lifted her chin with a curious frown. “That sounds like love.”

      “It is. And so they have loved me, though I’m unworthy of it.”

      The last few words came out on a choked whisper. The emotion surprised him, especially as he’d been trying so hard to project an air of firm resolve. If she noticed, she didn’t mock or ridicule him for it. On the contrary, she appeared to be moved. The frown disappeared from her brow. The sorrow turned to wonder.

      “After all this time,” she said, “I thought to find in you only anger and hatred. For me, at the very least.”

      “No. We are all lost souls stumbling around in the dark, trying to do what we think is right. What good is there in making life even more difficult by hating one another?”

      She lowered her gaze, then held her hand out at her side. The enchanted canopy around the wood began to rise, higher and higher until it disappeared entirely. The sound of birdsong pierced the air again. Gulls called out over the water. The wind rustled through the trees. The touch of it on Caradoc’s face made him feel as though he were waking from a dream.

      Seherene clasped both hands together again. “I will return to camp to consider your terms, and to confer with my colleagues. Once I have come to a decision, how do I find you?”

      Caradoc hesitated for a moment, trying to decide between what was safe and what was practical. Finally, he reached for the chain around his neck and lifted his spyglass over his head. There would be no need for it anymore, whether she accepted his terms or not.

      “You can send for me with this.” He lowered the medallion into his gloved palm with a tentative nod. “May I . . . approach?”

      She reacted instantly, stiffening her posture and clutching at the folds of her cloak. Despite her clear uneasiness over the prospect, she gathered enough nerve to nod her approval.

      He walked slowly across the clearing, keeping his eyes bent on the snow so as not to distress her even further. It wasn’t until he noticed how fast his heart was beating that he realized the depth of his own nervousness. He stopped just far enough away to be able to lower the spyglass into her hand.

      “When you’re ready, press your finger to the center of the glass. It will send up a signal visible only to me. I’ll be watching for it.”

      He dared a glance at her face. She kept her eyes firmly on the spyglass but nodded in understanding at his instructions. She was taking measured breaths again, but quicker and more anxious than before. He put his hands in his coat pockets and began to step backwards.

      “Thank you for not knifing me,” he said good-humoredly.

      She lifted her gaze in time to see him smile. Something gleamed in her eye, though he couldn’t tell what. He nodded once more, then turned and walked off across the clearing.
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      The storm clouds were fast overtaking the sky. It was a familiar sight by now, in the harsh winter they’d been promised. The wind began to gust in such strong bursts the canvas tents snapped like the sails of the airship over the bay. The Colonist-hunters were making their final preparations, triple-checking their weapons and personal supplies, tightening their gloves and cloaks. Lord Pallaton stood amongst them as he briefed their plan of action. He’d spent the past few days perfecting a meticulous strategy to comb the island inch by inch while setting spelltraps and other enchantments.

      “Lord Pallaton!”

      All eyes turned towards Seherene as she strode into the middle of camp.

      “No one sets foot beyond the beach until I give the order!”

      Pallaton frowned. “My lady—”

      “No one!”

      She did not come near them or stop to explain, but continued across camp. She knew the command would not be obeyed indefinitely. That was fine. She only needed time enough for one more conversation.

      When she came to the large tent directly beside her own, she rushed inside without announcement.

      “We need to talk, Mother.”

      Lady Madara stood in front of a full-length mirror. She had changed into a black dress with a high stiff collar—the one she usually wore for funerals. The ever-present gold locket was especially conspicuous against the dark attire. She had also applied an extra layer of face powder to make herself appear even paler. At the sound of her daughter’s voice, she did not turn but continued assessing her image in the mirror.

      “Do we?”

      “Yes. I have questions. And no one is leaving this camp until they are answered.”

      Madara tugged at the pearl buttons on the ribbed cuffs of her sleeves. Though her solemn expression remained unchanged, Seherene knew her curiosity had been stirred. She also knew better than to say a word about her meeting with Caradoc. Her mother’s inevitable fury would make further conversation impossible. She paced forward just far enough to place herself in her mother’s line of sight.

      “Do the Blue Flames still exist?”

      Madara smoothed down the folds of her skirt. “You know perfectly well they haven’t been seen since the Battle of Damiras.”

      “Do they still exist?”

      “You think the High Council would allow it if they did? And besides, what have they to do with me?”

      “Did Darian contact the Mistress of the Spektors?”

      Madara’s eyes brightened with indignation. With a sharp turn of her head, she finally looked at her daughter. “You dare tie his name to such blasphemy? How could you even think such a thing? He was on the verge of attaining the priesthood.”

      “But he failed on that score, didn’t he? As he failed with his militia. He’d hoped both efforts would earn the Elders’ attention and respect, but they had quite the opposite effect.”

      “The Elders were always blind to potential. Feared it. They could not abide the fact that a young man had been granted such wisdom and courage they themselves could only dream of. Even your father begrudged it.”

      “Was he really so perfect in your eyes? Did he never make an error? A single misstep in the wrong direction?”

      Madara turned back to the mirror. “This line of questioning is obscene. I refuse to take part in it. You should be ashamed to speak of the dead in this way.”

      “I loved him,” Seherene said, feeling her anger rise even higher. “You know I did. I respected his campaign for peace and unity, and it might have succeeded under different circumstances. But something went wrong. His impatience and frustration got the better of him. What happened at Split Falls was only the beginning . . .”

      “Split Falls was a necessary tactic to show the Elders his strength and authority.”

      “Authority? When I confronted him, he dismissed the entire incident by saying a few of his followers had merely gotten carried away. Dismissed it. Three clan leaders were hung on the great tree above the falls by his own militia and he shrugged it off like it was nothing. That was the moment I no longer knew him. And now I ask again. Did he contact the Mistress of the Spektors?”

      Madara turned from the mirror with a noise of disgust and went to sit in the velvet chair beside her drinks table. “Why do you persist in interrogating me with these senseless questions? You know I never publicly supported him!”

      “Not publicly, no. How could you when Father had joined the rest of the Council in renouncing his actions? But what was there to stop you from going behind his back?”

      “So I am the traitor now, is that it?” Madara cried, her voice rising with her resentment.

      “Do the Blue Flames still exist?” Seherene asked again, refusing to let her mother escape. “Did Darian contact the Mistress of the Spektors?”

      “I am tired of this game. Get out.”

      “You will not answer the question.”

      “Get out!”

      “Look me in the eye and tell me he did not, or that you do not know.”

      The old woman clutched at her locket with a sneer but remained silent. Seherene shook her head with an incredulous scoff. Another gust of wind rattled the tent. She took the chair from her mother’s dressing table and placed it across from her.

      “I remember looking into Oliver Pitman’s eyes. Do you remember that name? Do you remember any of them?”

      “They are nameless who burn upon the pyres,” Madara replied with great contempt.

      Seherene sat and locked eyes with her mother. “I remember him. Before Wendolen Plumsley, he was the last Colonist I had the chance to speak with. There was nothing but innocence in his face. In his voice. In his words. At first, I thought it was because he’d been so well-trained by the Colonists, made to truly believe he had done no wrong. My anger against them burned all the more for it. When Miss Plumsley came into our grasp, I read the same signs. There was not a drop of deceit in her, nor any violence or hatred. I saw her anger roused only once—when Commissioner Marlas entered her cell. She accused him of abandoning them at their hour of need, of making false claims about their deeds on Damiras, using them to rise to political power. And then I watched Marlas whisper threats into her ear as if they were only harmless arguments of reason. I thought of the way he had slithered past my own defenses by persuading me to let the sisters continue making money for his politician friends. How he couldn’t wait to return to his luxurious office in Talas after delivering Abner Hart’s body, as if the task had been the greatest inconvenience in the world. And now I begin to consider that the claims against him may not be so far-fetched after all. That perhaps we set the Colonists in our sights only because he whispered such soothing poison into our ears when our hearts were aching for explanations. We were so ready to hear it. And he seized upon the moment for all it was worth.”

      “That is mere conjecture. You cannot know such things for certain.”

      “No. But I do know how it makes me feel to think of it. It sets a shiver of dread around my heart. Makes my skin crawl. The same way I felt when I heard you describe murder as a ‘necessary tactic’ just now.”

      Madara sat back in her chair and clasped both hands upon her knee. “Well, aren’t we a self-righteous little magistrate? So you do intend to paint me as a traitor, along with Commissioner Marlas. And who else? The Assembly? The entire High Council? Perhaps Chief Priest Osaias himself! That would be easiest, after all. What fits best with all your new fantasies. And why not? You never did have the nerve to face reality. To do what truly needed to be done. Left to you, the first Colonist who came weeping and begging for mercy would’ve been let off with a warning, or even handed to the Cassrians for judgment. You proved that yourself when you let the Plumsleys out on bail rather than stringing them up from the nearest tree. You needed steel in your spine and fire in your blood, and it was I who saw to it! And all your great accomplishments—the victories, the fame and renown, the love and respect of the people—they have only come to pass because I forced your hand!”

      Seherene’s anger turned to horror. “Forced my hand? Mother . . . what have you done?”

      “What was necessary!” Madara hissed. “I made sure the lie detection could not be twisted against us by their schemes and trickery! I gave orders that every captured Colonist was to receive a small dose of hallucinogen—just enough to ensure the silver-tongued devils could not manipulate anyone into thinking they were innocent!”

      Seherene rose from her chair. “You what?”

      “From the day of the Battle we have known they are guilty. I merely made certain they could not wile their way out of the justice they deserved!”

      “Or didn’t deserve,” Seherene said. “And I . . . I have been signing the death warrants of innocent souls. Oh, dear God . . .”

      She put a hand over her mouth and turned away as a stab of anguish cut deep into her heart. Panic pressed from all sides, making it hard to breathe. She shut her eyes.

      “It grieved me enough to help end their lives when I thought they were guilty. I never wanted any part of it. And now . . . now you have made me a murderer. You ordered them to be drugged. The Elders sentenced prisoners who were drugged!” She turned back with fire flashing in her eyes. “And these orders you’ve given? Do you act merely on the authority of the once-proud Atturias family? Or have you become something more?”

      She reached into the folds of her cloak and withdrew the sapphire pendant Ink had left in her tent. Madara stared at it, stone-faced, unblinking. After a long moment of silence, she finally stood from her chair and stepped forward, taking the pendant from Seherene and gazing down at it.

      “The Blue Flame,” she said. “The color of fire at its hottest. A fitting symbol of the ultimate ideal.” She lifted her grim gaze to her daughter’s face. “Purification. A chance to start again. To reclaim what was stolen from us. To build a new kingdom in a new world, and to see it peopled with all the brave settlers and worthy pioneers with the hearts to conquer it.”

      Seherene felt another revelation strike her with all the force of a tidal wave, sending an icy tremor through her.

      “Settlers and pioneers,” she repeated, “. . . or colonists.”

      Madara lifted her chin but remained silent.

      “It was you,” Seherene continued. “You were the one who shouted ‘Colonists, arise!’ on Damiras, a few moments after Darian was killed. It wasn’t the Cassrians at all. The Blue Flames were the true Colonists.” She stepped closer to her mother, her voice becoming a pained whisper. “Please . . . please tell me it isn’t true.”

      Madara narrowed her eyes with a look of disgust. “There you go again. Doing your very best to avoid reality.”

      A horrified gasp left Seherene’s throat. She placed a hand on the back of her chair to steady herself, reeling from the shock. Madara returned to her chair and seated herself again, still holding the pendant.

      “Eriaris has become too weak, too diseased to be brought back to health again. As such, it is wise—even merciful—to hurry things along. To put it out of its misery and make way for new life. And we must have no more councils or assemblies. No more pig-headed politicians squabbling over scraps and hurt feelings. There must be a single hand of strength at the helm. One sovereign ruler to guide the nation to its full potential and glory. This vision is the real reason the militia was declared unlawful when Darian began it. The Elders feared it. They still do. Which is why we have had to keep to the shadows; to finish what Darian could not.”

      “So he did contact the Mistress. And you condoned it. You still do.”

      “You have no idea how many difficult choices there were to make after his death,” Madara replied. “But I became head of the militia because I had the stomach to make them.”

      Seherene’s eyes welled with angry tears. “What you have done . . . is corrupt every good and noble thing Darian once stood for. He spoke nothing of purification or conquering. He preached unity. He begged people to show each other kindness and compassion, no matter their clan, no matter their race. He wanted peace. At least in the beginning. But then something changed. Someone got to him. Convinced him to start pursuing ambition and power. And now that he’s gone, you’ve managed to twist his entire legacy to fit your own despicable notions and ideals! Hating the Cassrians! Poisoning prisoners! Consorting with the Mistress of the Spektors! Was it she who told you to massacre your own people? That it would be the quickest way to power?”

      “Calm yourself, Seherene. You are always the most tiresome when you are overdramatic.”

      “Overdramatic? You have been dealing in the darkest and bloodiest deeds of the past hundred years and that’s all you have to say? And these so-called ‘victims of the Colonists’? The corpses who keep turning up with notes pinned to them? You ordered them killed, didn’t you? The woman in West Shore! The family in Farstow! The doctor and his wife in Vaterra! You blamed the Cassrian fugitives to keep searching eyes elsewhere! But you were not content to be the only one with blood on your hands! You had to see it on mine as well!”

      She bowed her head suddenly, putting a hand to her brow as a sickening knot twisted itself in the pit of her stomach.

      “Oh, good God. You destroyed the letter he sent. The one explaining everything.”

      Madara answered with relish. “Yes, I destroyed it. I could not have you distracted.”

      “Or knowing the truth?” Seherene shook her head. “And all my other letters and correspondences? Have you been reading them as well?”

      “It was the only way to learn what secrets you stubbornly kept from me.”

      “As well as the surest way to maintain control. The way you did with Father. We were just another tactic, weren’t we? Another instrument to serve your grand vision.” She shut her eyes against another great surge of anger, this one threatening to boil into unchecked rage. “And him? You made me believe terrible things about him. And all because you needed a whipping boy. Someone to take the blame for your sins.”

      “And what of his?” Madara bellowed, rising to her feet again, her eyes shining with menacing wrath. “He murdered our prophet! Even he did not deny it in his letter! He spilled first blood that day! It was not enough that his father had already crippled us with the Great Ruin! Or that he had seized a holy Auric Key for himself, stealing yet another sacred right from our people! Are these not enough to condemn him? Or would you rather wait until he has found the Crypt and summoned a host of Spektors to drive us out entirely!”

      With furious energy she plucked the locket from around her neck, opened the clasp, and held it out. It contained a single bullet.

      “Here! Here is solid proof of his wicked and fiendish designs! The vile toxin that poisoned all our hopes! I dug it out of Darian’s heart upon that island! My Darian!” She closed her fists around the locket and held it fast to her breast. “I asked Lord Malkimar for spells. Ones I knew only he could give me. To ensure this curséd piece of lead will not fail! That it will fly true once more! And by God I will make him feel what I felt! What I suffered! To the very last agonizing breath in his damned, wretched lungs!”

      Seherene stood speechless. Black spells. Her mother had used Malkimar’s knowledge of the occult to lace the bullet with profane enchantments, then used concealment to hide it from her. It was nothing short of blasphemy. It was also all the evidence she needed to confirm that Darian had sought the same dark power from the Mistress. Her worst fears were now fully realized. And still, the Lady Madara would admit to no wrongdoing, nor show the slightest remorse. All that mattered were her own wounds, her own grievances and sorrows, and seeking vengeance at any cost. Dr. Tyrus had warned that her mother might one day be lost to the darkness to which she held so tightly. But it had happened long ago.

      “They were right,” Seherene said after a long, heartbroken silence. “Whoever sent the blood rain upon us, whoever shattered the Diamond Court, they knew we deserved it. As for you . . . nothing will break the stone your heart has become. Not if we execute every Colonist a hundred times over. Not if Darian could somehow be with us again. And certainly not my efforts to keep the flowers blooming under the snow and ice. I foolishly hoped it might bring you some happiness. Even if only a little.” She drew in a deep breath and wiped at her eyes. “Once I explain everything to the High Council, and to the Assembly, I will surrender my post and position. Here and now, I renounce the Atturias name. It is broken. Lost beyond all hope. I will carry it no more.”

      Madara watched in astonished silence as Seherene took the crest jewel from around her neck and let it drop to the ground. She then stepped to the entrance and parted the curtain.

      “By the way . . . your precious bloodline was always going to end with me. You can ask your friend, the Mistress, if you don’t believe me. But I thought you should know.”
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      The Colonist-hunters were on the far side of camp, speaking together in low voices. Pallaton stood outside his tent, clearly still upset about the command to delay. His gaze did not soften as Seherene approached.

      “So, Lord Pallaton,” she said. “Did you know about the hallucinogen? The one we’ve been forcing on Colonist prisoners?”

      His eyes widened in shock, then shot to Madara’s tent. The next moment, he grabbed Seherene by the arm and forced her through the entrance to his own. She was too angry to be alarmed.

      “Did you know?” she demanded again. “Did you know we’ve been sending innocent men and women to their deaths all these years? Look me in the eyes and tell me the truth.”

      “You will not use that on me!” he said in a fierce whisper.

      “Why? What are you afraid of? We’ve been such good friends all this time. You’ve said so yourself on many occasions.”

      “Everything I have done—everything—has been for the good of our people and the good of our cause!”

      “And which cause would that be? To find the Colonists? Or to tear down the High Council and replace it with a just and noble king? There is not an Entrian alive who fits that description. Not after we’ve been torturing our prisoners, then celebrating their deaths!”

      “I will not be lectured by you.”

      “But you will listen to my mother. And to the Mistress, yes?” She took a step closer. “When I asked how you found out Bash was a suspected Colonist, you told me you’d been informed by a ‘dependable contact’. Who was it?”

      Pallaton glanced away.

      Seherene cocked her head. “Who else could have known? He hid it so well.”

      “I have contacts all over this country.”

      “Name him, then. Or her.”

      “I will not stand here and play games. There is serious work to be done! Work we’ve waited almost a decade to complete! If you do not have the strength to see it through, step aside and let us finish it!”

      Seherene raised her eyebrows knowingly. “Us. Yes. Us. Bash found out about the Blue Flames, and possibly more besides. Enough to make himself a target. And once the Mistress took care of him, she was courteous enough to inform you of his true identity. Then you planted that crest jewel in his house for good measure and raised the alarm. Very clever. Damn you, Pallaton.”

      “How dare you—”

      “Have you been with the Blue Flames from the start? Second-in-command, perhaps? You were friends with Darian. Was it you who strung up those clan leaders at Split Falls? Who pushed Darian into meeting with the Mistress as a means to an end? Did you lead the great charge that cut down all those innocent souls on Damiras? Sacrificed for your grand vision?”

      He grabbed her by the arm again, his fingers biting into her flesh.

      “Martyrs,” he growled. “Every last one of them.”

      She set her jaw, determined not to show pain. “With you as their king? And I . . . their miserable pawn of a queen? King of the Martyrs. Queen of the Dead. How very fitting.”

      She wrenched her arm out of his grip and swept out of the tent.
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      By the time Pallaton followed her, she was gone from sight. On the ground lay her engagement ring. He turned and stalked to Madara’s tent.

      The old Entress sat on the edge of her bed, staring off into the distance as if in a daze. There was a Blue Flame pendant in her hand. Pallaton strode forward and knelt before her.

      “I am not waiting another minute for permission to take our revenge.”

      She turned her gaze on him. “I would not expect so of any true Entrian.”

      He nodded, then rose to his feet and rushed back towards the entrance.

      “Lord Pallaton.”

      He paused and glanced back. She had resumed staring off into the distance, fidgeting with the locket around her neck.

      “It may serve us well to have another famous martyr in our ranks. Someone whose death would arouse the people’s anger, which might then be put to the proper application. If my sainted daughter should fall in the coming battle, for instance . . .”

      Her eyes met his again. He nodded.

      “Agreed.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 56

          

          
            Fight or Flight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When Caradoc returned to the Colonists’ camp, it was to a chorus of great relief. He learned that Ink had told them they’d gone looking for firewood together, only to come across a small army of Colonist-hunters. Since the others had awoken an hour earlier at most, no one knew how long they had actually been away. The boy had also been careful to avoid mentioning either the Middling House or the mysterious scroll. With their lives in imminent danger, the rest of the story could wait until the more pressing threat had passed.

      The island of Fenmire remained free of fog for two hours that morning. But by the time Caradoc rejoined them, it had returned with a vengeance, enveloping all things in its wake. No one had ever seen anything like it. They had doused the campfires to avoid being spotted by the hunters, and this, combined with the oppressive fog and the approaching clouds of a snowstorm, made the morning seem like night.

      But there was fortune in darkness. It would give them better cover, and perhaps even slow the advance of the hunters, buying them time to discuss their plans. Caradoc told them of his attempt to arrange a peaceful resolution with Seherene. He had called for a truce, and asked for a chance to personally explain their story to the entire party. If she signaled them with his spyglass, it meant she and her companions were at least amenable to hearing him out. Predictably, the others weren’t pleased by the thought of him going to face the Entrians alone. But this was the agreement, and the sight of more than one approaching Colonist would be in breach of it.

      Ink was immediately skeptical, contending that with Lady Madara and Lord Pallaton among them, there was little chance of convincing them of anything. But Jeremy pointed out that if Caradoc had managed to survive an encounter with Seherene—and furthermore had been allowed to return to camp rather than be arrested—then they ought not underestimate his powers of persuasion. This seemed to satisfy everyone, or at least alleviate the worst of their fears.

      Of course, Caradoc said nothing of giving himself up to save the rest of them.

      “Well, we can’t just stand here waiting around,” Chester said. “We have to do something to defend ourselves. Maybe we should start collecting rocks and sticks. Those could do some damage, at least.”

      “Against enchantments?” Margaret asked.

      “Not to mention good ol’ guns and knives,” Ink said.

      Evering glanced around with a look of growing panic. “Shouldn’t we at least try to make it back to Riverfall? I can’t believe we’ve managed to dodge them for nine years only to be cornered now! If there has to be a fight, let’s have it on our own ground!”

      Delia shook her head. “I checked the Drifter this morning. The burner won’t light. Looks like the mist froze inside the mechanisms last night and scuppered the whole thing.”

      “Besides, just look at the bay,” Ink said. “There’s a chance we wouldn’t even make it back in one piece, if we didn’t get hopelessly lost first.”

      Everyone turned. The fog had completely covered Riverfall again, and what water they could see roiled black and angry under the storm clouds, its swells rising and bursting several feet higher than usual.

      “I say we run and hide,” Martin said, clenching his hand. “This island might hold any number of secret places. Maybe there’s an underground cave or something we could lay low in.”

      “I think that only delays the inevitable,” Jeremy replied. “Now they know we’re here, they won’t rest until they’ve razed this place to the ground. Even underground, if they have to.”

      Simon nodded. “And running would leave us weaker to fight, if it should come to that.”

      “But should we fight at all?” Harriet asked. “Riva isn’t here to help if anyone gets hurt. Perhaps surrender would be the most sensible option.”

      Margaret sighed. “You may be right. If we don’t see a signal, they’ll surely mean to do battle. And ten of us against fifty of them? Those are impossible odds, if you ask me.”

      “Problem is,” Evering said, “I’m not sure there’s much difference for us. Surrender would only delay death, not save us entirely.”

      “That’s true,” Caradoc replied. “But personally, if it’s a choice between dying now and dying later, I choose later. I think Harriet’s right. If we don’t see a signal, we ought to surrender once they find us. But each to their own decision.”
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      Everyone wandered off to their own areas of the beach; thinking, cursing, praying. Often all at once. Caradoc took the opportunity to return to the Drifter and hide the scroll inside a blanket he then tucked beneath the gunwale. This done, he retreated to an old log lying a few feet from where the waves broke against the sand. The wood was pitted and damp but held his weight as he sank onto the far end of it.

      He was numb. Drained of all energy and willpower. Seeing his father again had cut him to the core, and his meeting with Seherene had filled that core again with fresh grief and pain. He felt himself drifting dangerously close to despair, wishing for an end to it all. The very thing he’d warned the others against. He rubbed a hand over his bloodshot eyes.

      “Here.”

      He glanced up. Simon stood beside him, holding out his spyglass by its chain. Caradoc took it with a nod of appreciation. Simon sat down on the far end of the log. A tense moment followed as Caradoc put the glass piece to his eye and scanned the terrain to the north. His anxious frown deepened.

      “Nothing yet?” Simon asked, unable to bear the suspense.

      Caradoc shook his head and let the spyglass hang loose from his neck.

      Simon clasped his hands together and leaned on his knees. “Do you think there’s a serious chance she’ll settle for a peaceful end?”

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t read her very well. If at all.”

      A gull swept low over the waves, then shot back up again on the blustery air current. They watched until it had gone out of sight again.

      “God knows how difficult that must have been for you,” Simon said. “I almost wish anyone else had met with her. Even Chester. But then again, if there’s the slightest chance of hope, it will only be because of you.”

      Caradoc didn’t answer. A moment later, someone put a hand on his shoulder. Delia appeared, stepping over the log and seating herself between them. She left her hand resting on him for a long minute as she gazed out over the bay, then tightened the blanket she held around her shoulders.

      “This weather’s got us all unsettled,” she said. “The fog especially. But I’ve been thinking . . . it’s probably nothing to worry about at all. We are sitting on the shores of the northernmost island in Eriaris, in the worst winter in recent memory. It’s probably only natural it should be like this.” She caught sight of a smile on Simon’s face. “What? Are you laughing at my attempt to be optimistic?”

      “On the contrary. I find it endearing.”

      “Well, I thought I might try it for once, seeing how things are. And you can’t go wrong talking about the weather when there’s not much else to say. That’s an old ploy your mother used whenever I got myself worked up about something. Drove me mad every time. But it always worked—which was also irritating.”

      Simon’s smile softened. “She misses you.”

      Delia drew in a deep breath and nodded. “I miss her, too.”

      Caradoc glanced at Simon. “I’m glad you got the chance to see your family. Must’ve been hard leaving them again.”

      “It was, to be sure. But it was a little easier knowing I was going from one home to another. My mother mentioned you too, by the way. She still thinks of you as a troublemaker.”

      “Of course he is,” Delia said, nudging Caradoc’s shoulder with her own. “We wouldn’t have him any other way.”

      Caradoc smile faded as he lifted his eyes to the storm clouds. Snow had begun to fall over the water in swirling wisps of white. His scarred brow creased with worry.

      “What if this really is the end for us?”

      Simon rested his hand on his thigh. “Well, it was never going to last forever. Few things do in this world. Chapters end. Stories finish. But it makes way for new ones.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “The next chapter may be the toughest yet.”

      Delia put her hand on his shoulder again. “Probably. But what a dull, meaningless story that plays it safe all the way through. I could’ve kept on living my plain and simple life in Mardale, working the farm, looking after my children and grandchildren. A good life, to be clear. No shame in it. Except that it would have meant turning my back on people in need. I could’ve made excuses for keeping out of things, out of harm’s way. But it would’ve gone against everything I am. And I can honestly say—no matter what comes next—I’m glad to be here on this log, on this beach, with all of you.”

      Simon and Caradoc both smiled. She reached out and put her arms around their shoulders.

      “My boys,” she said softly. A tear came to her eye as she looked out over the bay again.

      They sat there for a long time, taking comfort in one another’s company. There was no need to say anything else, or to continue fretting over plans and coming dangers. Only when this thought occurred to him did Caradoc raise the spyglass to his eye again.

      “Still no signal?” Delia asked.

      “No.”

      Simon stood from the log and tugged on his coat sleeves. “I’m going to have a look at that burner. There’s got to be a way to fix it. Then at least a few of us might have a chance.”

      He marched off across the sand towards the Drifter. A few moments later, the sound of shouting voices rose above the noise of the wind. Delia and Caradoc turned to see Chester, Jeremy, and Evering gesturing at a pile of sticks heaped between them. Chester and Evering had both picked up the heaviest one and were shouting at one another while Jeremy shook his head and looked as though he was trying to reason with them.

      “Are they fighting over sticks?” Delia asked, incredulous.

      “Looks that way,” Caradoc answered.

      She sighed. “I better get over there. Before they start the Battle of Fenmire ahead of schedule.”

      Caradoc stood and helped her to her feet. She squeezed his hands in thanks, then strode off towards the arguing trio. As she went, his attention was caught by Harriet and Martin. They were both looking his way while talking to one another. He couldn’t hear what was said, but soon saw Martin nod his head in approval. She began to move away, then hesitated and made a motion as if inviting him to come along. He stuck his hand into his coat pocket and nodded again as if to encourage her to go on without him.

      When Caradoc realized she was heading straight towards him, he dropped his gaze to the ashen sand. She reached the log a few moments later, then stood facing the water with her arms folded and her eyes fixed on the distant storm. The brief call of cranes echoed from somewhere farther down the shoreline.

      “This unspoken agreement we’ve made not to speak to one another,” she said. “I don’t much care for it.”

      He hesitated, still staring at the ground. “Nor do I.”

      She drew in a deep breath and rubbed her arms against the cold. “Back in Sparrowhaven, you told me you didn’t believe it was the last time I would ever hold a child in my arms. The day we left, after you’d gone to the stables, Beatrice said almost the exact same words.”

      Caradoc couldn’t help but smile. “Did she?”

      “Yes. I’ve been going over it in my mind. And I think it means we must surely survive this. There will be no children to carry in Stalikos Prison or the Entrian court. So there must be a way out. Something we haven’t thought of. Something we’ve missed.”

      “That’s a generous amount of confidence to have in my words. Too generous, I think. I meant what I said. I’m sure Beatrice did as well. But we’re no prophets.”

      “You don’t have to be,” Harriet replied. “I have faith in her judgment. And I will always have it in yours.”

      She finally looked at him. He couldn’t bring himself to do the same.

      “I know I spoke of surrender before,” she continued. “And I’m usually the last one to suggest anything dangerous. But have you considered the Key?”

      Caradoc was stunned. He let out an incredulous scoff, nearly laughing at himself.

      “By the saints! I’ve been so preoccupied with everything else . . . oh, what a fool I’ve been! A mad, raving fool!”

      For the first time in three weeks, he looked her full in the face with a widening smile.

      “Harriet Whistler, you are a genius. Come on!”

      They hurried back to the others. After Delia had managed to break up the argument between Chester and Evering, everyone else had begun to gather together again. Only Simon seemed not to notice, still busy tinkering with the Drifter. Caradoc called him over.

      “Harriet’s had a brilliant idea. We can use the Spider Key to open up a passageway. Escape to an Otherworld.”

      “Oh! That is brilliant!” Evering said.

      “But is it even possible?” Margaret asked. “I thought the Key only allowed two to pass through the Veil. To prevent hosts of people flocking between worlds.”

      “That’s true. But it may be that only two are allowed through at a time. If I take everyone separately, we should be able to make it work.”

      “Can you control what kind of world we end up in?” Jeremy asked.

      “That’s a bit trickier,” Caradoc answered. “I can try, of course, but doors in the Veil are always opening and closing at random. It’s possible we might be separated, but only for a short time, until I can get us all back to Eriaris.”

      Delia frowned. “And when we do get back? Won’t we find ourselves marooned on this island again?”

      “Not necessarily,” Simon replied. “Otherworld travel is a funny thing. Wherever you go once you’ve crossed, however far you move from the point of entry, that’s exactly how far you’ll have moved once you return. So all we really need to do is find some place where we can make an easy journey a few dozen miles to the west, then we pop back to this side and we’re on the mainland again.”

      “That’s a long way to walk,” Margaret said. “It could take days.”

      “Not if we took the horses with us,” Harriet replied. “Once we’re out of Eriaris, Caradoc could get to Riverfall through the Veil and use them to take us the distance.”

      Martin looked at the Keyholder. “That’s an awful lot of jumping between worlds. Are you sure it would be safe?”

      Caradoc nodded. “As long as we choose some place quiet and don’t remain there for more than a few hours, we should be fine.”

      “Why no more than a few hours?” Ink asked.

      An uncomfortable look passed around the group.

      “If a person stays too long in an Otherworld,” Simon answered, “they’ll begin to lose their memory. First about their own world, and then about who they were in it.”

      “The Keyholder Book doesn’t say how long it takes before that will happen,” Caradoc said, “but I shouldn’t like to test it any farther than I’ve already done.”

      Chester waved a hand through the air. “Aw, it won’t come to that. We’ll be fine. A lot more fine than going home with the Entrians anyway.”

      Ink stepped towards Caradoc. “But about what Seherene? Can’t we wait a little longer for her signal? If they’re really willing to hear you out, ain’t this your chance to prove your innocence? Can you really just throw that away?”

      “I don’t think there was ever much hope of them hearing us,” Martin said. “I was holding my tongue about it, but if we had seen a signal, I’m sure it would’ve only been a trap.”

      Margaret nodded. “I was thinking the same.”

      “No,” Ink said with a frown. “No, she wouldn’t double-cross us like that!”

      Evering scoffed. “Do you know who you’re talking about? This woman has been after our necks for the past nine years. She won’t start playing nice now, especially not when she’s got us where she wants us.”

      “She’s not some monster!”

      “Ink,” Caradoc said, “I know what you’re saying. And I know it would mean breaking the agreement I made with her. But I also think she would understand.”
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      They were all agreed in the end, even Ink—if reluctantly. Caradoc spent a few minutes determining where the Veil might be thin and the crossing easier. He soon pointed out a spot where the ridge at the head of the beach swelled up to a rocky promontory a little farther to the south. They gathered what few supplies they had and followed him towards it.

      The sides of the promontory were quite steep, but a gentler slope was found along the ridge. Once they crested it, they were surprised to see how high they had climbed. The promontory ran on for another hundred feet or so before dropping sharply down into the water. Six haggard trees stood at its head behind them, set almost in a half-circle.

      As the Colonists clutched their coats and collars tighter around them, Caradoc paced the area, hunting for every pulse and ripple of energy to be found. After a long minute, he paused, shut his eyes and tilted his head as though listening, then turned and pulled the glove from his left hand. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the wind.

      “This is the spot. Ink, come here. You’re going through first.”

      The boy hurried forward, blinking snowflakes from his eyelashes.

      “We’ll have to join hands for this to work,” Caradoc said. “The mark will begin to shine on the back of your hand, but it isn’t permanent. You’ll see doorways opening and closing, like a vision or a dream. You might feel a strain, like something’s pulling you away, but it won’t be painful. Are you ready?”

      Ink tugged his top hat down around his head. “No. But go on and do it anyway.”

      Caradoc took his left hand in his, then focused on the Key with fierce concentration. It begin to throb, but still he saw no light. He shut his eyes and tried again. The air quivered and tingled around them, pricking up the hairs on his arm. It soon fell still again. He opened his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Ink asked. “Ain’t it working?”

      “I think it’s me who ain’t working. I haven’t slept in a while. Let me try again.”

      The second attempt fared no better. The Veil was silent, his vision dark. He stepped back and shook his head.

      “God. This can’t be happening now.” He glanced at the others with a worried frown. “I don’t know what’s wrong. My heart . . . it may be too weak—”

      “That can’t be it,” Simon said. “Perhaps the place isn’t right. Maybe we should find another.”

      “Maybe you only need a bit more time to rest,” Delia replied.

      “Hey!”

      The sudden exclamation came from Ink, who tipped his hat back on his brow as if a thought had literally struck him in the head.

      “‘Hey’ what?” Caradoc asked.

      “The Key! I’ve just realized! It’s enchanted, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And we know now that Cassrians can play a part in enchantments, right?” He threw up his hands. “Well, that’s all we need! We all join hands—like we do when Riva’s healing someone—you switch on that Key as best you can, and that oughta do the trick!”

      Jeremy grinned at the others. “I think he’s on to something.”

      “That’s brilliant, Ink!” Harriet cried, half in relief.

      “I know it is! Now, come on! We gotta get linked up!”

      The wind gusted bitterly as they hurried to form a circle. Jeremy put his hand on Martin’s shoulder to make up for his missing limb. Caradoc looked around doubtfully. He wasn’t confident it would work. But he was more than willing to try.

      “Is everyone ready?”

      “Just make it someplace warm!” Chester called out.

      “And without any people around,” Evering added.

      “Perhaps we might avoid any black sand beaches as well,” Margaret said with a nervous smile.

      He nodded. “I promise.”

      After another deep breath, he closed his eyes and concentrated on the effort. The palm of his left hand began to throb again, then grew warm. A few gasps from the others told him the symbol had started to appear on their own hands. It was working.

      From out of the darkness appeared the luminescent swirls and waves of light which made up the Veil between Otherworlds. As the portals danced open, images began to materialize. He focused on the nearest one and held onto it.

      The scene showed a great green hill dotted with trees. There were strange buildings in the distance. Tall and square. Even farther away, a steep cliff dropped to a vast sea spreading out to the horizon. There was a noise of gulls there, too, and random barks from creatures he could only guess were like the sea lions on the southern coast of Eriaris.

      Suddenly, the dance of ephemeral ripples at the edges of the landscape grew frantic. The light pulsed, then dimmed. Something flew past his eyes—dark and quick as lightning. There was a loud rush of wind, and before he knew what was happening, he was wrenched out of the Veil and thrown back to Fenmire.

      Caradoc opened his eyes to find the others already looking at one another, bewildered. Thick fog swirled around them like the beginnings of a cyclone. A moment later, it slowed enough that they could speak again.

      “Bloody hell!” Ink cried.

      “What kind of place was that?” Chester asked.

      Caradoc shook his head. “I don’t know. But something tried to steer me away from it. That’s never happened before.”

      “You’ve never tried this before, either,” Simon said.

      “Right. Right, well, we can try again. I’ll try again.”

      Once more, he shut his eyes and slipped back into the currents of the Veil. This time, none of the portals would stay open. He saw snatches and glimpses of different places but each time he directed his focus for a closer look, something shut the door on them. A sense of dark terror suddenly gripped him. He tried to pull his mind back to Fenmire, but nothing happened. Panic began to take hold, tightening around his heart. The dark figure flashed again across his vision, dimming the light of the portals as though it were swallowing them up. The twirling waveforms became rigid and jagged, then began to break and fall apart like threads of fine glass. A deep rumble echoed in his head, sounding more like an unearthly roar at every moment.

      “Hey!” Martin shouted, sounding a mile away. “He doesn’t look very well! Shake him, Jeremy! Wake him up!”

      “Caradoc, stop!” Harriet’s voice called. “Stop! It’s hurting you!”

      Simon shouted above the rest. “Let go! Everyone, let go!”

      The black figure flew at him again, this time from straight ahead. He couldn’t dodge it. He couldn’t turn. He had no control at all. The moment it struck him a searing pain shot through his head, and he pitched back into the snow with a cry. He opened his eyes. His hands were shaking, his skin cold and damp. He sat up and glanced down at his hand. The light of the Key had already faded. The others began to rush towards him.

      “Stay back!” Ink cried, holding up a hand. “Stay back! Give him space!”

      The boy hurried forward and knelt in front of him. Caradoc blinked, breathing hard as he tried to clear his vision. Little by little, the pressure eased around his heart.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Ink said. “It looked like something pushed us out, but wanted to keep you in.”

      Before Caradoc could answer, a gust of wind enveloped them, driving the fog away in every direction. The Colonists looked around, confounded by the sight. Ink and Caradoc both rose to their feet. In a matter of moments, the ground on which they stood was entirely clear, as though a great breath had blown away the heavy mist. The noise of rushing wind faded. Ink peered around Caradoc, then started back and let out a curse.

      There, standing at the top of the path they had climbed, was a fierce-looking Entrian lord, fully armed and finely dressed. Behind him was a host of Colonist-hunters.

      “Looked like you were having some trouble there, Keyholder,” the man said, a cold smile crossing his lips. “Do you want us to wait while you try again?”
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      Ink seethed at the very sight of Lord Pallaton. With a smug sneer, the Entrian raised his hand and pointed two fingers towards the Colonists. At this sign, the hunters broke into two groups and surrounded them on both sides, every hand holding a weapon and every pair of eyes watching for the first excuse to put them to use. Ink counted thirty of their number. The other twenty must have been sent off in another direction. As they moved in, the Colonists gathered closer together, trying to steel their nerves and appear ready for a fight.

      “What’s the final account, Lord Vaddon?” Pallaton called out.

      “Ten, my lord,” one of the hunters replied. “The woman known as Fen Pitman appears to be missing, but there are two more unidentified. That man there. And this woman here.” He nodded towards Chester and Margaret.

      “Good enough.” Pallaton tightened one of his gloves and glanced down his nose at Ink. “We meet again, Lord Featherfield.”

      Ink stepped in front of Caradoc and spat in the snow near the Entrian’s boots.

      Pallaton raised an eyebrow. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “Where’s Seherene? What did you do to her?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve actually started to care about her. After that stunt you pulled in the Diamond Court? Betraying her trust the way you did? Have you told your friends about your little deal, by the way? How you agreed to help track them down in exchange for—”

      “It’s called a ruse, you pillock!” Ink cried. Caradoc held him back by the arm before he could take another step forward. “D’you think I’d be standing here now if I was serious about turning ‘em in? And yes, I care about her! Far more than you ever could!”

      “Don’t make this worse, Ink,” Caradoc said, then turned his attention to Pallaton. “We’re unarmed. We’ll go along peacefully.”

      “What about this little one? I’ll wager he bites.”

      Ink surged forward. Caradoc caught him by the collar and pulled him back behind him. Pallaton laughed and rested his hand on one of his pistols.

      “All right. Listen carefully, all of you, because I’m only going to say this once. I do not do deals or negotiations. You have no right to ask for terms. You haven’t even the right to beg for your lives. In fact, I don’t care to hear any of you speak another word ever again. Yes, you will make this far easier on yourselves if you put up no resistance. But you will also make it far more interesting if you do. So by all means, resist. In either case, I am entitled and authorized to deal with you as I wish. If I decide to draw blood, I will do so. If I decide to break every limb—or remaining limbs, in some cases—I will do so.”

      Caradoc took a step forward. Pallaton pulled the pistol from his belt.

      “You can do what you like to me,” the Keyholder said, low enough to prevent the others from hearing, “but there’s no need to hurt any of them. Please.”

      “Please? What a disgusting, groveling word. Spoken by grasping beggars and cowards.”

      There was a rumbling sound and a spurt of light. Suddenly, the tree on Pallaton’s right burst into flames, every inch afire. It looked like a ten-foot torch. The tree beside it soon followed, then the next, then all the rest until each tree at the head of the promontory was crackling and popping with the noise of damp burning wood. Plumes of dark smoke billowed high into the air, mingling with the snowfall.

      Pallaton raised his pistol and glared back at the Colonists. “What is this? What are you doing?”

      “That’s not us!” Evering cried.

      “Looks more like one of your tricks!” Chester shot back.

      Pallaton made a sideways motion with his pistol. “Seize them!”

      The hunters moved in so fast the Colonists barely had time to react. Within moments, each of them had either a knife to their throat or the barrel of a pistol pressed against their head.

      “Don’t move!” Simon shouted to the others. “Don’t give them a reason!”

      A hunter in a red coat held a blade to the back of Ink’s neck. He resisted the urge to elbow him in the gut. Pallaton drew a second pistol from his belt and checked the chamber.

      “It’s hard to believe you eluded us for nine years. You can’t fight. You have no decent powers of persuasion. You’re so weak you can barely handle that Key. Granted, you did have the Entress traitor to help you. But now that she’s gone, it appears you cannot survive for more than a few months. Now what does that say, I wonder?”

      He took a step back and held the pistols at his hips, surveying the scene with narrowed eyes and moving his head as if measuring angles and distances. The Colonists tried desperately to look at one another but could only move their eyes without risking further violence. Ink exchanged a glance with Evering, who looked more frightened than he had ever seen him.

      “I will tell you what it says,” Pallaton continued. “It says you are a bastard race. Godforsaken heretics draining our lawful lands, defiling what we built and reaping all the fruits of our labor. Your kind will be little better than slaves in the new kingdom. There is no other use for you.” He raised the pistols. “But of course, I do not mean you specifically. You’ll be dead soon, won’t you?”

      Ink’s breath caught in his throat as Pallaton squeezed the triggers. Twelve shots sounded in rapid succession. There was a general outcry and flurry of movement, but Ink couldn’t see who’d been hit. As soon as the barrels were empty, Pallaton retrieved another two pistols from behind his back and emptied them as well. Every other moment, he tilted his head this way and that, squinting one way and frowning harder in another direction. It was then Ink realized he was doing something to the bullets.

      Then the knife at his neck fell away, and the hunter in the red coat slumped to his side next to him. Ink started and stumbled back. There was a bullet hole in the man’s temple. He turned and glanced around. One by one, the Colonist-hunters were falling. The final bullet swirled in an arc, then shot through the skulls of the two remaining hunters—Lord Vaddon being one of them.

      The Colonists looked at the carnage in horror.

      “What have you done?” Caradoc said.

      “Made a few dozen martyrs,” Pallaton answered, then began to reload his pistols with an air of nonchalance, which only added to the cruelty.

      Some of the hunters were very young. Even younger than Evering and Riva. Ink hardly knew how to feel, but the growing revulsion in the pit of his stomach made him realize Pallaton’s act had been nothing less than murder.

      “The sole survivor,” Delia said, her eyes shining with anger. “That’s it, isn’t it? Every hunter tragically cut down in the final battle against the Colonists—save for the valiant Entrian lord. You gutless worm.”

      One of the burning trees popped and flared bright. Pallaton hardly noticed it as he closed the chamber of his second pistol with a noise of disgust. “God, I hate being scolded by Cassrian vermin.”

      “It’s ten to one now!” Martin cried.

      “Grab him!” Chester shouted.

      Ink was more than ready to do his part. He leaned forward to get a running start—but found he couldn’t move. His legs had frozen to the spot, stiff as a statue. Neither could he move the rest of his body. Only his eyes and mouth were free. By the sounds of surprise around him, Ink guessed the same had happened to everyone else. Glancing down, he saw a strange shimmer of light rising up from the hunter beside him.

      “It is called a deadening enchantment,” Pallaton said, then gestured at the fallen Colonist-hunters. “It’s how I’m going to bring you all back to Ciras alive without the need for any of these lackeys. Though I can’t deny their usefulness at the end. They had all agreed to make themselves spelltraps in the event of their deaths. I could never set all ten enchantments at once myself so it worked out rather well. There now. You’ve all learned something new today.”

      He stepped a few paces back and fixed his gaze on Ink again.

      “The final battle with the Colonists. It will be a good story. Exciting. Dangerous. Tragic. But I think it will be even better—more poignant, at the very least—if the orphan dies.” He tapped his pistol barrel against his hip. “Hmm. Yes. I think that will do nicely.”

      He raised his pistol. Ink’s heart stopped in terror. The Colonists couldn’t move but shouted for all they were worth.

      “Stop!”

      “Don’t you dare!”

      “Ink! No!”

      Pallaton pulled the trigger. Half a second later, there was a distinctive ping sound and a spark of light a few inches from Ink’s chest. The bullet hadn’t touched him.

      Pallaton frowned. He raised the pistol at Margaret and fired. She gasped and shut her eyes. Again, everyone cried out. Again came the strange noise and spark of light. She wasn’t harmed. Pallaton clenched his teeth and began firing at random, first at Chester, then Jeremy and Harriet. Still, no one was struck. Ink looked down and saw the bullets lying in the snow.

      And then he understood. Someone had placed a shield enchantment around them.

      “Damn it!” Pallaton spit through his teeth. “Who the devil has done this?”

      He turned, and all at once, three massive lightbursts exploded. Blue and white light engulfed the entire promontory. The Colonists squeezed their eyes shut and felt the air begin to whip around them with growing speed, as if they’d been caught in a sudden whirlwind. Pallaton shouted, his words instantly stifled by the noise. Ink forced his eyes open as much as he dared. The Entrian lord had fixed his attention on someone else. He stepped sideways, raising his pistol again and summoning a shield with his other hand. A second figure farther off mirrored his steps with their arms raised. The snow swirled so thick it was almost as blinding as another lightburst. The fog had also returned and was sucked into the whirlwind so that the air around them soon grew dark again.

      Gunshots sounded. Two of the burning trees split apart and toppled into the snow. The flames began to rise, twisting and swirling into the air towards the far distant figure. Pallaton had dropped his pistols and now had both hands raised. He was out of bullets. The wind howled. The air tingled with electricity. Two more lightbursts flared to life, now mingled with the spiraling fire. Flashes of metal cut through the air. Still, Ink could make out very little in the chaos. Sometimes it seemed as though time had slowed and the two opponents were hardly moving at all. But the next moment, they would be flitting about faster than what seemed humanly possible. He wasn’t sure if it was the effect of enchantment or just a trick of the light.

      The whirlwind began to slow. Snow and ice glittered around them like specks of diamonds. Bursts of green light punctuated the air somewhere ahead—the telltale sign of kinetic enchantment. Pieces of burning wood sailed overhead, then cracked apart. Pallaton came back into sight. He was stepping towards the Colonists again while lifting a set of boulders a few feet away. Green light shimmered around them. With a mighty cry, he tossed them high into the air like a human trebuchet. As soon as they were away, he lowered his hands to the shield in front of him, which pulsed and fell to a darker shade of blue, reinforced.

      Ink couldn’t tell if the boulders had hit their target, but Pallaton seemed fairly confident. He summoned no more enchantments and only peered into the distance at his opponent. The whirlwind died away. The wreaths of writhing fire dissipated into thin air.

      Then came a final lightburst, greater than any before it. Ink shut his eyes again and heard the sound of something whirring through the air with a high-pitched metallic ring.

      A horrible, croaking gasp sounded from somewhere ahead. Ink forced himself to look. All had fallen silent, so much that he could hear the snow crunch underfoot as Pallaton staggered back and turned stiffly towards them.

      Two knives had sunk into his chest. He looked down at them in horror, groaned, then pitched back into the snow and did not move again.

      Ink stumbled forward, barely catching himself before tumbling to the ground. The deadening enchantment was broken. The Colonists were free again. But rather than jump into action, they stared at the figure in the distance, silhouetted against the burning trees. They were coming nearer, as if stepping out of the very center of the fading lightburst.

      “Oh, good God,” someone whispered behind him.

      It was Seherene. She wore a knife belt around her trousers, having cast her cloak to the ground. There were two more blades in her hand. She staggered forward, half in a daze, her eyes fixed on Caradoc. He moved at once, standing protectively in front of the others. Ink saw a brief flicker of blue light pass across the snow. She had raised the shield enchantment.

      The Colonists began to move forward but Caradoc raised a hand to stop them. Ink stepped to his side as the Entress halted several feet in front of him. There was soot on her cheek and a streak of blood across the torn sleeve of her right arm. The blades shook in her hands. Her eyes burned as bright as the inferno behind her.

      “My mother . . . ,” she said with a shaking voice. “My mother commands the Blue Flames.”

      Ink’s eyes widened to twice their size. Caradoc remained calm, but wary.

      “She was having the Colonist prisoners injected with drugs before their trials. To make their pleas of innocence appear false.” She took another step forward. Her mouth quivered for a moment. “I never knew until today.” Her voice fell to a choked whisper. “I never knew.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I believe you.”

      Crack. BOOM!

      A sound like cannon fire ripped through the air. Everyone turned their gaze to the peak of the ridge high above the head of the promontory. Ink felt a chill race through the very marrow of his bones. There stood the Lady Madara. A raised pistol gleamed in her hand.

      With a cry of sheer fury, Seherene turned towards her and shot out a hand. Green light flashed through the air. A moment later, the old woman was flung off her feet and thrown backwards as though an invisible wave had swept her away. Ink watched in utter disbelief.

      “God in Heaven!” Margaret cried behind him.

      Both Ink and Seherene turned back as someone fell to the ground. The Colonists rushed forward all at once.

      Caradoc’s chest had been ripped open, as though his heart had exploded from the inside. Bright red blood pooled in the snow around him. They knelt and opened his clothing, stifling cries of alarm at the sight of several deep, jagged cuts reaching to his neck and shoulder. A few of them had to look away. Others put hands to their mouths. Ink stood rooted to the spot as though another deadening enchantment had taken hold of him. No ordinary bullet could have done such damage. Simon pressed two of his fingers to the Keyholder’s neck.

      “Is he alive?” Delia asked.

      “Yes, but not for much longer. He’s hemorrhaging badly.”

      “Give me your handkerchiefs! Coats! Anything!” Martin cried.

      They handed him whatever they had and laid it over the wounds.

      “Dear God,” Evering said in a cracked voice, his eyes shining with tears. “Not again.”

      Jeremy pressed the handkerchiefs down on his neck and shoulder. “Come on, Caradoc. Don’t you leave us now. Hold on.”

      “There’s got to be something more we can do!” Harriet cried, on the edge of hysteria. “My God, Simon! He can’t die!”

      “He needs a surgeon! But even then . . . !”

      “He’s going gray,” Chester said. He reached forward and helped Jeremy press down on the wounds. Tears filled his eyes. “No. No, come on. Not now, mate. Not now!”

      Harriet dropped to the ground and clasped Caradoc’s hand between hers. “Simon . . .”

      Simon reached for the artery again. He cursed under his breath and shook his head as he looked at her again, grief-stricken. “There’s nothing we can do.”

      “Stand aside.”

      The commanding voice took them all by surprise, even stirring Ink out of his horrified daze. All eyes turned to Seherene. She stared down at Caradoc with such a look of dismay they hardly knew what to make of it. She had dropped her knives in the snow. The belt around her waist soon followed.

      “What, so you can finish the job?” Delia cried. “He’ll be dead in two minutes. Can’t you give us that?”

      “Do as she says.”

      They looked at Simon with even greater surprise.

      Trembling, he got to his feet and stepped back. “Do as she says! All of you! Now!”

      They had never seen him so fierce. Stunned, they rose to their feet and paced back a few steps. Seherene knelt beside the fallen Keyholder and pulled the makeshift bandages away.

      “What are you doing?” Martin cried.

      She seemed not to hear him. She laid one hand over Caradoc’s shattered chest, then touched the side of his face with the other. His blood stained her own clothing but she took no notice of it. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, trying to gain control over her emotions. Ink saw she was shaking.

      “What does she think she’s doing?” Evering said. “She can’t heal that kind of damage all on her own!”

      “He’s right!” Harriet cried. “She needs us! All of us!”

      She started forward again. Simon stepped in front of her and held her by the shoulders, fixing her with an impassioned look of earnestness.

      “If these were normal circumstances, I would let you go. But they are not. There is a history of the extraordinary here, and we must let it work.”

      She was too confounded to answer. Simon stood aside and gazed down at his old friend, keeping a hand on her shoulder for comfort. Delia wiped away a tear and beckoned to Ink.

      “Ink . . . come here. Don’t stand apart.”

      Ink was so astonished, it was all he could do to make himself move forward and stand next to her. Delia put an arm around his shoulders.

      Seherene’s face had grown calm, her hands now steady. Caradoc remained motionless. Ink looked at them, horror-struck. Was this the moment the Mistress had predicted? And had he somehow brought it on by naming Caradoc as his enemy? Had the Mistress urged him into doing so to bring about the last Keyholder’s death? It would be just like her. And it would be just like him to fall for such a trick in a moment of spiteful anger. Inkwell Featherfield did as he pleased, and damn the consequences, no matter what Caradoc had done for him. For them all.

      He wiped at the corner of his eye.

      At last, something began to happen. Muscle and tendon grew back into place. Blood vessels fused together again. A cracking sound was heard as the bones realigned themselves and became whole. Flesh appeared, covering the damage from his neck to his shoulder, and finally down over his heart. The enchantment was so thorough that even the cloth from his torn shirt knit itself back together again, though it remained soaked in blood. Ink heard Evering whisper beside him.

      “Oh, please say it’s not too late.”

      The Entress opened her eyes again and gazed at Caradoc’s face. When she saw he did not stir, her brow wrinkled in anguished distress. Tears began to stream down her face as she leaned even closer, cradling his head in her hands. Ink was utterly astonished to see the Lady Seherene weeping for the most hated Colonist on earth. It was the last thing he ever expected.

      Until she began to speak.

      “Isaac? Isaac, can you hear me? It’s time to wake now. Time to open your eyes.” Her words were as soft as a breath, filled with tenderness and heartbreak. “Isaac? Darling, you must come back. You must give me a chance to say how sorry I am. How deeply wrong I was about everything. God, you cannot leave me now.” She suppressed a sob, then rested her brow against his and shut her eyes. “Your heart beats still. I can feel it. It has always been the strongest I’ve ever known. Please, dearest, wake. Wake. I need you. Please. Oh, God forgive me. Don’t take him. Don’t take him now. I beg you.”

      The Colonists were stunned. In that moment, they could hardly remember their grief or their panic, the dozens of dead hunters lying a few feet away, or that Pallaton had just tried to kill them. Nothing compared to the shock of Seherene’s tender words and heartfelt tears.

      And then, Caradoc began to stir, moving his head ever-so-slightly, his chest rising and falling with deeper breaths. Encouraged, Seherene moved her hand down over his heart.

      “Isaac?”

      She breathed his name as if speaking a holy word in secret. Slowly, he opened his eyes and gazed up at her. He blinked, then frowned—as much in pain as in confusion.

      “Is this a dream?” His voice was weak and hoarse.

      She took his hand in hers and clasped it to her breast. “No, darling. It’s not a dream. I’m here. I’m here.” A fresh round of tears welled in her eyes. “I was so blind. And so bitter. Please, forgive me. Please.”

      The look in his eye softened. He entwined his fingers in hers.

      “Always.”

      A sob escaped as she bowed her head. He reached out his hand, hesitant, then touched her face and gently brushed her tears away with his thumb.

      “I was right,” he said.

      She choked back another sob and nodded. “About so many things. I know. I’m so sorry.”

      The faintest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “No. I was right . . . about being nervous to meet your mother.”

      Laughter broke from her instead of a sob.

      “Leave it to you to make jokes at a time like this.”

      She kissed his hand. His smile faded. He blinked heavily once, then closed his eyes again. His body went limp. She frowned and put her hand to his face.

      “Isaac?”

      Simon broke from the others and knelt beside him. He checked for a pulse, felt for breath, then checked them both again. Seherene looked at him in tearful alarm.

      “Unconscious,” he said. “He’s lost too much blood. We need to get him to the infirmary. On Riverfall.”

      “On what?”

      “Our village. It’s there in the bay, about five miles out. We landed on Fenmire in a small airship but it’s out of commission now.”

      Seherene glanced back at Caradoc worriedly, then rose to her feet and nodded at Ink.

      “Show me.”

      Ink turned and hurried towards the end of the promontory. Seherene followed, her hands and clothing spattered with blood. Chester looked at the others with his mouth agape and his eyes still wide.

      “What the hell just happened?”

      When they reached the far end, Ink stopped and gestured towards the dark shape half-hidden in the storm. Seherene raised a hand. A wave of air swept through the fog and swirling snow, clearing a path six feet across until it reached the hulking village in the distance.

      “Is that it?”

      “Yeah. But I don’t see how we’re gonna get him there in time. Not even if we stole your airship.”

      “It looks like a ruin. Has it always been that way?”

      “No. It used to be up in the sky. Riva raised it. But we hit some kind of trap.”

      “In the sky? That’s impossible. No Entrian could do such a thing alone.”

      “Well . . . she weren’t exactly alone. The others . . . they sort of . . . lent her a hand.”

      She looked down at him, bewildered.

      “I know,” he said. “Cassrians can’t do enchantments. But it turns out we can help.”

      “How? Did she ever explain it to you?”

      “She said it was like . . . harnessing energy. Drawing in all the strength she could feel around her. But we have to be linked up somehow. Holding hands usually. And the more people, the better.”

      She seemed to hesitate, but a single glance back at Caradoc turned it to resolve.

      “Then we must try it. And quickly.”

      Ink turned and beckoned. “Up here! All of you! Join hands!”

      There was no time to hesitate. Simon stayed at Caradoc’s side, monitoring his pulse, but nodded his encouragement to the others. They hurried forward and formed a line across the promontory, taking hands.

      Seherene reached for Ink’s, then closed her eyes and held out her other hand towards Riverfall. As had happened during their attempt to make the Auric Key work, Ink felt a surge of energy traveled up one arm and down the other. It made him feel more alive, as if he could run for days and not get tired, or jump across the bay in a single leap.

      But nothing happened. The fog began to close again over the path she had cleared. Ink glanced up at her face. Another tear slipped down her cheek. Her hand began to tremble in his. She was losing her focus.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      She looked down at him.

      He shook his head. “Don’t think of him back there. Think of him well again.”

      She took a deep breath, drew herself to her full height, and tried a second time.

      And then he saw it. Riverfall was drifting closer, breaking through the fog, sailing straight towards them. A loud mooing sound echoed across the water as Nyssa panicked over the sudden movement. Ink felt almost giddy, so much that he laughed aloud in triumph. It was working! Even picking up speed! And what a sight they were—the last free Colonists, standing shoulder to shoulder with the Angel of Reckoning, with a runaway pickpocket between them.

      The far end of the precipitous cape was still a good distance from where they stood, but the water was deep enough for the village to be brought right up against it. This Seherene did, being careful to slow its momentum just before it made contact. There was a rumbling sound and a noise of scraping rock. The trees on Riverfall’s border shuddered, scattering snow from their limbs as the floating land mass finally came to a stop.

      “Upon my soul,” Delia said beside Ink, staring wide-eyed at what they had done.

      Seherene opened her eyes and stared down at her hands. “Merciful heavens. What can this mean?”

      “I’m losing his pulse!”

      Simon’s desolate voice drew their attention. His face was wracked with dismay.

      “His wounds are healed, but the blood can’t make up the depletion fast enough. If he doesn’t get back to the infirmary in a few minutes, he will still be lost.”

      Ink’s heart sank. They had made a way to return, but it was at least a good fifteen-minute walk to make it to the infirmary. Before anyone could say another word, Harriet turned and strode a half dozen paces towards the village.

      “Annabelle!” she cried. “Bessie!”

      She clenched her fists, wildly scanning the tree-lined perimeter.

      “Annabelle! Bessie! To me, now! To me!”

      Everyone held their breath. A long silence followed.

      Shadows moved among the trees, then broke into sight. There were the horses, summoned by the voice of their beloved keeper. They were quick to find sure footing onto the promontory, then sped towards the astounded group.

      “I’ll go,” Jeremy said. “I can ride bareback.”

      As soon as the horses reached them, Harriet put a hand to Bessie and steadied her as Jeremy got astride. Chester, Evering, and Martin raced back to help Simon lift Caradoc onto the horse. The Keyholder slumped forward but Jeremy held him tight with an arm across his chest. Simon hurried to Annabelle and mounted.

      “How do we guide them?” he asked, looking down at Harriet.

      “Lean in whatever direction you want them to go. And talk to them. They’ll know by the sound of your voice if they’re doing right. Hurry!”

      “Come on, Annabelle!” Jeremy said. “Come on, Bessie! Good girls! Turn about!”

      The horses swung around. Simon glanced down at Seherene.

      “He’s got a fighting chance now. I’ll do everything I can.”

      She nodded. He tapped Annabelle’s flanks with his heels. The mare needed no further urging and broke into a gallop across the snow. Bessie followed close behind. Everyone watched until the horses had reached the village and disappeared through the trees.

      Delia put a hand to her brow, then turned and fixed Seherene with a cold glare.

      “Can you place a shroud around it once we’re all aboard?”

      “Yes. And a shield if you wish.”

      “Good.” Delia glanced at the others. “There’ll be plenty of time for questions later. Right now we need to get home.” She looked at Seherene again, then turned aside as if to make way for her. “After you.”

      The words were respectful, but the tone was every bit an unspoken warning against trickery. Seherene hesitated. Ink could tell she was wondering what kind of fate might befall her in the village she had brought to them. Even so, she answered with a nod.

      “Wait!” Ink said.

      He ran to where her blue cloak lay, retrieved it, and brought it back to her.

      “Here. You must be freezing.”

      Her worried expression softened. She reached out and touched his cheek for a moment, moved by the gesture. In times past, such an act would have been enough to make him blush for days. Now he didn’t know what to feel. She took the cloak, then turned and started off towards Riverfall.

      Ink followed close behind. The others kept a cautious distance.
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      Not one of them glanced back again. This suited the cloaked figure who stared after them, standing in the midst of the fallen hunters. She clicked her tongue with a shake of her head.

      “Not until I say so, Broken One.”

      With a flick of her hand, the burning trees were quenched.
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      An hour later, Lady Madara woke in her cabin aboard the Adrasteia. She frowned at the two men staring down at her. One was the captain. The other she did not recognize.

      “Oh, thank heaven, she’s all right,” the captain said.

      Madara narrowed her eyes. She had been placed in her bed and propped up against several pillows. “What happened?”

      “We found you unconscious, my lady, almost a mile inland. We found the missing Colonist-hunters as well, slain on a beach two miles south of camp. Horrible sight, it was. We are working now to recover them all.”

      “Where is my daughter?”

      “There’s no sign of her yet, but we are still searching.”

      “And the Colonists?” Madara continued, her voice rising. “Is there no trace of them? Did you not find even one?”

      The captain looked almost sheepish. “I am afraid not.”

      Madara’s eyes burned with rage. She grasped the bedcovers between her hands as if to tear them apart. “Lord Pallaton has been murdered.”

      “No!” the captain said, horrified. “But . . . are you sure? We did not find his body amongst the others.”

      “I saw the deed with my own eyes!”

      The noise of clinking glass caught her attention away. Irritated, she swung her gaze to the second man who stood pouring a small glass of brandy.

      “Who is this?” she demanded.

      “Uh, this is the ship’s physician, madam,” the captain answered. “Doctor Alec Percival.”

      “A Cassrian? A Cassrian physician aboard an Entrian ship?”

      The second man smirked, twitching his pencil-thin mustache, then turned and handed her the brandy. “Yes, my lady, but please . . . don’t hold it against me.”

      “He came to us on the highest recommendation—”

      “Fine,” Madara said, cutting the captain short. She squinted at Percival and raised her chin with an imperious air. “I need an arrest warrant drawn up, immediately. Since there is no longer anyone onboard who is qualified to do so, you will have to undertake the task. Do you think you can manage it?”

      “Of course. I spent the first half of my career as a professor of law. I have a particular knack for legal language. If I may be so bold as to inquire . . . who is the subject?”

      “The Lady Seherene. Guilty of high treason. Now fetch your pen and paper.”
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      Riverfall was in ruins. Every window in every remaining house was cracked or broken. Fallen trees and debris had smashed the cobblestone path in many places. Rubble from the tower had been blasted across the village. The air was thick with the smell of cinders and ash. Almost a quarter of the path had tumbled into the sea, along with Riva and Jeremy’s houses.

      They had to make their way through the garden grove in order to reach the infirmary, carefully sidestepping the wreckage as they went. Chickens wandered about, largely unruffled. At the edge of the cornfield they came across Nyssa grazing on the dead stalks. She was unharmed but fairly skittish when Delia went to lay a hand on her. A few soothing words soon calmed her, and she was quickly led back to her pen.

      Annabelle and Bessie stood outside Simon’s house. Harriet rushed to them at once and looked them over. They had suffered no injury during Riverfall’s descent and seemed to be in steady temperaments. The rest of the Colonists gathered close to the front steps. They could hear Simon’s voice inside as he gave Jeremy instructions on what medical supplies he needed from which cabinet.

      Seherene had placed shroud and shield enchantments around Riverfall as soon as they’d left the promontory. The storm overhead was like a dark fury, casting torrents of snow and ice down around the invisible bubble. It was an odd sight but a very welcome one, for the shield had the added effect of keeping out the worst of the freezing winter temperatures.

      Ink snuck frequent glances at the Entress. She paced slowly a short distance away from them, lost in her thoughts. He was still struggling to make sense of things himself. Nothing could have prepared him for the way Seherene and Caradoc had looked at each other a few minutes ago. How they’d spoken as if they had been the only two people in the world. It occurred to him that until that moment, he’d never actually heard either of them say the other’s name. Seherene had always referred to him as Ink’s ‘Protector’ or ‘the Keyholder’—but never ‘Caradoc’, and certainly never ‘Isaac’. And Caradoc had always found ways to avoid saying her name in turn. What kind of pain had made them keep even each other’s names at arm’s length for nine whole years? It was staggering.

      Delia rejoined the group, having returned from the cow pen. By then, the pacing Entress had caught everyone else’s attention as well. Margaret folded her arms and nudged Chester with her elbow.

      “So? What do you think now you see her?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “I think ‘Goddess of Reckoning’ is more the proper phrase, in all respects. The fight she put up against that Entrian brute was nothing short of impressive. The sheer power of it! I never saw anything like it!”

      “You talk as if that’s a good thing,” Evering said. “She could probably crush this village with a snap of her fingers if she wanted.”

      “Maybe nothing quite so drastic,” Delia replied. “But you’re probably not far off. We’ll have to watch her like a hawk every moment. Who’s to say what she’ll do next?”

      The storm winds howled around the shield, gusting to the south. Harriet stroked Annabelle’s silken neck with a thoughtful expression. She glanced at the others.

      “Did you know? Did any of you know?”

      No one had to ask what she meant. Each shook their head in answer. A moment later, Simon appeared in the doorway at the top of the steps. He raised his hands as they rushed towards him.

      “He’s all right—for now. His pulse is steady again and he’s breathing fine, but he still hasn’t regained consciousness. His body needs time to do its work. It will take hours, perhaps even days. But Jeremy and I will stay with him every moment until he wakes again.”

      Martin stepped back and turned his glare on Seherene. “What kind of bullet does that kind of damage? He may as well have taken a cannon blast to the chest! He should’ve been dead before he hit the ground!”

      Seherene stopped pacing but kept her gaze on the broken pathway. “My mother used black spells to ensure it would reach him, and to cause as much suffering as possible.”

      Martin threw up his hand. “Black spells? Fantastic. So do you all deal in them? Are occult enchantments all the fashion now in Entrian society?”

      “Far from it.”

      “What about those trees?” Jeremy asked. “Was it you who set them on fire?”

      “No. But it wasn’t until they were lit that I was able to find you. I thought for a moment you yourselves had done it.”

      Delia narrowed her eyes. “And the spyglass? Why didn’t you signal us?”

      “I did. About twenty minutes before I found you on the ridge.”

      The Colonists exchanged knowing glances. That was just about the time they’d decided to try escaping to an Otherworld. No one had paid much heed to signals after that.

      “Did you know that Entrian lord was going to kill all those hunters?” Margaret asked. “Was that always part of your plan?”

      “No, it wasn’t. I gave orders for everyone to remain in our camp until I released them. But once I learned the truth of the situation, Pallaton decided to take charge of things.”

      “She’s lying,” Evering said.

      Ink was so surprised to hear the rancorous tone in his voice he nearly scolded him for it. Instead, he settled for a word of defense.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Of course I do!” The young man’s cheeks flushed with anger. “Because this is all just a big trick, isn’t it? Getting us to bring her here! Luring us into believing we can trust her! She’s only waiting for her own moment of glory! When she can take us all to Ciras as one big happy group and then parade us in front of an executioner!”

      Seherene looked at him with sorrow. “You’re Evering Hart, aren’t you? Abner’s son.”

      “Don’t you dare speak my father’s name!” he cried, throwing a damning finger at her. “You’re not fit to even think it! Nor Wendolen’s or Josephina’s! Or Riva’s! She’s been entombed in that prison because of you! For the rest of her life!”

      “She escaped.”

      Evering’s rage turned to astonishment, mirroring the reaction of every other Colonist.

      “What?” Harriet said.

      “It’s being kept secret. Only a few people know,” Seherene continued. “It was believed you had devised the rescue, using occult enchantments to cause distractions after her sentencing. But I assume—by the looks on your faces—she is not here.”

      “No,” Delia said, then glanced at the others. “But who else might’ve helped her?”

      Chester let out a sigh of relief. “Who knows? But she got away! Thank God, she got away!”

      “Unless this is another trick,” Martin said, his eyes as hard as steel.

      “All right. Stop.” Simon came down the front steps and looked between Seherene and the Colonists. “We could stand here all day calling her a liar, but it would be a waste of breath and time. In case you didn’t hear back there, the Blue Flames have been running things behind her back. Using her as a pawn to hide their true faces. It was they who set her to the task of tracking us down, but not before blindfolding her and spinning schemes in the shadows around her. She was only doing what she thought was her duty. What she thought was right. Is that not the very same claim we all make for going to Damiras in the first place?”

      “That’s a nice speech, Simon,” Martin said. “But it still doesn’t excuse the fact that she’s a murderer. Because of her, more than half of us are not standing here now as we should be.”

      “She was deceived! It was the Blue Flames who really signed their death warrants. Don’t you see that? But from the moment she learned the truth, she’s been trying to make things right! You remember the four names Bash discovered? The ones listed alongside the soul markings? You’ve all been wondering why hers was on that list along with three of ours.” He turned and gestured towards her. “She was Caradoc’s first Defender. When he decided to take the Auric Key and start expelling Spektors, she was the only reason he survived that first year. She was even considered as much of a threat as he was, even without a Key. Do you know how rare that is? They mocked her for it out of fear. Called her an imposter. Someone playing the part but having no true power. But she proved how wrong they were, time and time again.”

      Seherene kept her eyes lowered to the ground. She seemed to have no intention of defending herself, nor of taking any credit for the noble actions Simon recounted.

      Delia frowned at him. “So you knew. You knew about her all along. About them.”

      Simon looked guilty for the smallest fraction of a second. “Not until after Damiras, and then he made me promise to keep it a secret. He didn’t want you thinking we’d gone to save the Entrians solely for her sake, because we hadn’t. She and I have never even met before today.” He turned back to her. “Which is a shame. Because I’ve been meaning to thank you. Today wasn’t the first time you’ve saved his life.”

      Seherene finally raised her eyes to his. She drew in a deep breath, glanced quickly at the house, and tried to smile as her eyes grew wet again.

      “Nor was it the first time he’s saved mine.”

      Ink had remained quiet until then, trying his best to sort out all the pieces of the story in his head. One thing, however, stuck out like a tree on fire.

      “But . . . but what about Darian?” he said, shaking his head. “You loved Darian.”

      Seherene nodded. “I did. He was my brother.”

      For the countless time that day, Ink’s mouth dropped open.

      “He was eight years younger,” she continued, “but we were still very close despite the age difference. That changed when his ambitions got the better of him. He wanted me to join the Blue Flames. Tried again and again to bring me into his council of advisors. But I always turned him down. Until today, I never knew what he was planning. And I certainly never dreamed he’d gone so far as to ally himself with the Mistress.”

      “Isaac tried to find you before we left for Damiras,” Simon said. “He wanted to tell you everything. Wanted you with us from the start. We never intended for things to go so badly.”

      A pained expression filled her eyes. “Nor did I.”

      She hugged her arms around herself and paced a few steps closer to the Colonists. Evering stiffened. Delia put a hand on Ink’s shoulder, preparing to pull him back. Seherene was not affronted by the suspicion, but fixed each of them with a gaze of sorrowful earnestness.

      “What you say about me is true. I am a murderer. Thirteen Colonists have been sent to the Diamond Court under my watch, and their sentences carried out in the field beyond. I remember each of their names, the sounds of their voices, the looks in their eyes. They will haunt me forever.” Her gaze fell to the ash-covered snow for a moment. “When I met with Isaac this morning to discuss terms, he spoke of the great love he bears for you, and you for him. The honor and integrity with which you have survived the past nine years has also been made quite clear to me. As such, I can do no better than to place my fate in your hands. After my actions today, I have undoubtedly earned a death sentence of my own. If this is the punishment you deem fit for me, I will turn myself in to the High Council and accept it. If you would rather carry it out here and now, I will submit. I have no right to make excuses for my actions, or to justify them in any way—though,” she looked at Simon, “you are very kind to do so in my defense.”

      She returned her gaze to the others.

      “I would only have you know that I am truly sorry for your losses. And for all the long years of pain and fear that we have put you through. That I have put you through. It will be a millstone around my heart every moment of the time I have left.”

      A long moment of silence followed. Ink was ready to forgive her without a second thought. But the others had much more complicated feelings to consider. They’d been mortal enemies for so long it would be almost impossible to start trusting her now, no matter that she’d helped them. On the other hand, they couldn’t afford to lose her, either. Pallaton had been right in saying they couldn’t survive long without Entrian enchantments, and with an Entress as powerful as Seherene on their side—and a former Defender, no less—they would have better help and protection than ever before.

      “I say house arrest,” Martin said, breaking the silence at last.

      Evering nodded. “And with an armed guard to keep watch.”

      “Of what use are such things now?” Delia replied. “She has a wealth of power to get herself out of any situation we put her in.”

      Margaret folded her arms. “Then that will be the test. We forbid her from using enchantments of any kind, unless given our permission. And if she breaks that trust, we send her to the High Council.”

      “You can put her to such a test without imprisoning her,” Simon said.

      “But unless we can keep a close eye on her, we won’t know whether or not she’s keeping her word,” Martin answered.

      “That’s right,” Evering replied. “And maybe we ought to give her a few drugs of our own to dull her focus.”

      “Evering!” Simon cried, aghast.

      “That’s not a terrible idea, Simon,” Delia said. “We can’t afford to be too trusting, nor too lenient. Not now.”

      “No, no, no,” Chester said, stepping back towards the Entress as if to physically protect her. “Simon’s right. This isn’t who we are. And besides that, if Caradoc forgave her, shouldn’t that be good enough for the rest of us?”

      “Oh, come off it, Chester,” Evering said with a sigh of disgust.

      “What?”

      “You? Preaching sermons now?”

      “I don’t have a right to state my opinions?”

      “Not when . . .” Delia paused and lowered her voice. “Not when there’s a goddess in the vicinity. You’ll say anything to impress her, like a daft schoolboy.”

      “Oh, come on! You’re only saying that because you know I’m right and you don’t like it! Look . . . Harriet will support me. What do you say about all this? You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      She was still standing close to the horses. At Chester’s entreaty, she searched the ground in thought, then finally turned her gaze towards Simon’s house.

      “The Mistress said he was running out of time. That his heart wouldn’t last much longer. And now he will live. Because of her.”

      Ink smiled. He could have hugged her. The others exchanged looks of resignation. Evering actually seemed ashamed.

      “Let her stay in the Plumsleys’ house,” she continued. “No drugs. No guard.” She looked at the Entress. “And no enchantments without our consent.”

      Seherene nodded. “Agreed.”
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      There was no one scenario that would please everyone. In the end, they conceded to Harriet’s plan, though Evering insisted he would keep a close eye on the house as much as he could. Simon retreated into the infirmary after that, while almost everyone else conducted Seherene to the Plumsleys’ house like a squad of grim soldiers.

      Ink didn’t go to the house until later that night. Despite the ruinous state of the kitchen, they had scrounged together a half-decent dinner and he took it upon himself to bring her a plate of it. As he left the Dining House, he glanced up at the sky. He could see nothing of the storm now that night had fallen, but the whistling wind and pattering of frozen snow against the shield could still be clearly heard. He wondered how much longer it would last.

      When he came to the Plumsleys’ house, he entered the main hall and knocked on the only closed door. A weak voice gave him permission to enter.

      He found her sitting in a chair with a hand over her face. A single candle burned on the nightstand, and she had slung her blue cloak over the bed. It was astonishing to see the Lady Seherene held captive in Wendolen Plumsley’s bedchamber. He was quite sure the irony hadn’t escaped her notice, either. As he set the glass and dinner plate down, she raised her head and tried to summon a smile.

      “Thank you.”

      “I know you probably don’t got much of an appetite, but I did manage to sneak a glass of wine for you. It’s good stuff. From our last bottle, too.”

      She folded her hands on her lap and stared out the dark window. “I was just thinking about that extraordinary moment when we all linked hands. I’d never have believed that Cassrians could contribute their strength to enchantments. It’s staggering.”

      Ink nodded. “That’s one word for it. Riva thought the Entrians would be downright offended by it.”

      “I’m sure many would be. But what a lovely way to prove we should be working together, not apart. And what was that I heard about soul markings?”

      “We found this chart a little while ago. A sort of warrant list done up by the Mistress. People she wants her Spektors to keep an eye on. You’re on it. So is Caradoc. Martin and Mavie as well.”

      “Mavie? The head librarian of Mastmarner?”

      “That’s right.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Listen, as we’re on to questions, I’ve got one of my own I ain’t worked out yet. How were you tracking me down? Was it . . . some kind of enchantment?”

      She pursed her lips for a moment, hesitant, then held out a hand towards him. Curious, he approached. She took his left hand in hers, lifted it, and removed the silver ring she’d given him as a sign of their alliance.

      Ink nearly started back in horror. How could he have been so blind? So ignorant? He ought to have seen it from the start, but after several months of wearing the thing, he’d quite forgotten about it. That was clever of her. It also meant that had the Colonists actually been arrested on Fenmire, it would have been because of him. Because he’d been so eager to trust her. What was more, the ring explained why she had never threatened him into confessing all he knew. She’d only needed him to return home.

      “You let me go,” he said. “You let me escape from Ciras so you could follow me.”

      “I’m sorry I tricked you. But considering the circumstances, could you really blame me?”

      Ink didn’t answer right away. He was too busy thinking of his granddad’s favorite phrase. Trust no one.

      “Was it even enchanted from the start? Holding a special power and all that? Like you told me?”

      “I’m afraid it was quite ordinary. I was merely lucky in assuming you would have something in your pockets. Anything would have done. I only needed a few moments of contact to infuse it with a trace enchantment. I’m sorry.” She set the ring on the bed beside her, then reached into her trouser pocket. “Here is something of yours.”

      She pulled out the spyglass Caradoc had given her. Ink took it with a pensive frown.

      “Thank you,” she said, “for having the courage to arrange that meeting between us this morning. It changed everything.”

      Her gratitude was genuine, but he also knew the change she spoke of had cost her dearly. As great pain and remorse flooded back into her eyes, Ink forgot all about his own hurt feelings.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “That part about Darian working with the Mistress . . . maybe we got it wrong. Maybe he really was bewitched after all.”

      She shut her eyes and shook her head. “These past few hours, I was almost desperate to believe the same. But you weren’t wrong. A mind that suffers bewitchment is only conquered for a few moments. It doesn’t carry on over the course of days or weeks. Certainly not long enough to make such plans as he did. But I . . . appreciate you trying to think the better of him.”

      Ink tightened the corner of his mouth, then gestured towards the window in the vague direction of the infirmary. “Well, don’t you worry ‘bout Caradoc, anyway. Simon’s a smart chap. He’ll have him fixed up in no time. You’ll see.”

      She nodded. “Will you . . . come and tell me as soon as he wakes again?”

      “Course I will. Though I can’t promise they’ll let you see him straight off.”

      “I understand.”

      Ink tucked the spyglass into his pocket. When he looked at her again, he felt a strange pang in his heart. Something he’d never felt before. He stepped back to the door, almost eager to be gone, but paused again as he opened it.

      “I know it ain’t none of my business, but . . . how did it ever happen in the first place? Between you and him, I mean.”

      She looked out the window again and rubbed a hand over her arm. “We met at Mastmarner, almost a year before Damiras. We were even engaged to be married but had to keep it secret because of the law forbidding Entrian and Cassrian unions. That entire year I tried to persuade my father to make a proposal to change it. I very nearly succeeded. He promised to present the issue to the High Council after the peace talks on the island.”

      She bowed her head and closed her eyes again. Ink could tell she was making a serious effort to prevent another round of tears.

      “I never loved anyone so deeply as I loved Isaac. I never even believed it possible to have such powerful feelings for another person. I saw nothing of the kind in my parents’ marriage, nor the others around me. It came as a complete surprise. And when I thought all hope was lost of ever reuniting again, it laid on me a pain and affliction almost too great to bear. These nine years apart have felt like banishment to a frozen wasteland.” She paused as a tear slipped down her cheek. “He was the brightest light in my dark world. And I nearly lost him all over again.”

      She lifted a hand to her eyes. Ink could see the time for conversation was over. Without another word, he left the room and shut the door softly behind him.
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      Outside the house, Evering was sitting in a chair in the middle of the cracked stone path. He held a pistol in one hand. With the other, he was petting Oswald—the ever-elusive thief.

      “There you are, you old scoundrel,” Ink said as he came down the steps.

      “I solved the mystery of where he’s been hiding,” Evering replied. “Saw him coming out of Dad’s room a little while ago. I think he’s been sleeping in there, having that big bed all to himself. Good place to be during a mid-air collision, apparently. There isn’t a scratch on him.”

      “That’s a cat’s luck, that is.” Ink gestured at Evering’s chair. “Are you really going to sit in front of this house all night?”

      “I am. And there’s no point trying to talk me out of it, so don’t waste your breath. Besides, have you been to our room yet? It’s an unholy mess in there.”

      Just then, Martin rounded the bend carrying a chair of his own. As soon as he reached them, he set it down next to Evering.

      “Evening, boys.”

      “Come to join the guard?” Evering asked.

      He shook his head as he took his seat. “Not really. I just didn’t want you to be alone out here. Though I see Oswald’s found you.”

      “He’s never sat with me like this before. Think he needs some comforting after all that’s happened, same as the rest of us.”

      Martin leaned forward and scratched the cat behind the ears. “I saw him trotting towards your house a little while ago with something shiny in his mouth. Seemed like he was going to stash it somewhere. I didn’t know cats hoarded things. Is that normal?”

      Evering shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “He went to our house?” Ink asked. “You sure?”

      “I thought he was heading that way,” Martin replied.

      Ink narrowed his eyes at the cat. “Huh. Now ain’t that interesting?”
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      When Ink had first returned to Riverfall with Jeremy and Chester, he’d looked all over for the Wickwire Watch. But there had been one place he’d avoided—Abner’s room. Even now it unsettled him to think about setting foot inside, but he knew he had no choice.

      Evering had been right to say the house was a mess. Furniture had been overturned, cracks ran through the floor and walls. The stairs to the upper level were covered in bits of glass, indicating that some of the window panels in the chamber above had shattered. As he came to Abner’s door, his heart raced a little faster, filling with dread and hope in equal measure. He reached for the knob and pushed the door open.

      There it was. The Wickwire Watch. Heaped in the corner of the room along with a few other treasures the cat had collected. From where he stood, the case appeared silver, but as he moved closer it changed to emerald, then gold. He crouched down and began to reach for it—but stopped. Touching a gift for the Mistress with one’s bare hand was an invitation for a host of Spektors to come for it. Gwenyth Kingsley had learned that the hard way. Of course, he himself had unwittingly handled the watch in such a careless manner, but always on Riverfall, and always with the Keyholder nearby to make any Spektor think twice about acting on his mistake. Now that he knew better, Ink would take full precautions, no matter the circumstances. He reached into his pocket for Fetch’s handkerchief, threw it over the watch, and picked it up with the greatest care.

      After retreating to his room, he placed the watch on his bed and went to his own secret stash. The washstand had fallen and suffered a few cracks around its base. The loose tile beneath, however, remained in place. Ink pried it up and set it aside. Then he reached into his coat and withdrew two items: the Keyholder Book and the shockingly heavy scroll. He had grabbed them out of the Drifter before leaving the beach. In his eagerness to find a route of escape through the Veil, Caradoc had quite forgotten them. With the objects now securely stowed, Ink replaced the tile and set the washstand over it again.

      Then it was time to do what he’d been fretting about since their visit to Harroway. He returned to his bedside and picked up the watch—still wrapped in the handkerchief. He hated the very sight of it. The unnatural weight. The knowledge of its rightful owner. And especially that he’d used it to name Caradoc as his enemy.

      “Open, Wickwire,” he said to it.

      The red-gold light instantly appeared, coursing through the ornate etchings on both sides of the case. The name “Wickwire”, carved into the back, lit up last of all. Then the seam split apart on silent hinges, and Ink found himself staring once more at the familiar inner workings. There were the four rows of four gold runes on the right-hand side, changing shape with irregular rhythm. On the left was the Otherworld of the Dark Harbor—now much farther away. The great masts and sails of the anchored ships were barely visible. The buildings of the abandoned town were little bigger. The dead sun half-sunk in the sea was still in view, like the wide-open eye of some dead creature, making Ink shudder to look at it. The rest of his surroundings appeared to be nothing but withered grass and gray sand.

      This was the same world which had been drained of life by the Mistress. And it was she who’d approached him on horseback, urging him to use the watch’s power. But since consenting to that sinister demand, she had not appeared again, and there was still no sign of her now. Ink suspected, however, that if she’d been able to sense his presence the first few times he’d opened it, she could sense him now. Possibly even hear him. It was a small chance, yes. But it was all he had, and he would take it.

      “I know what this is now,” Ink said to the watch. “I know who you are, and what you’ve done. I’ve seen your Middling House. The people you’ve got trapped in there. And I know you’ve got black spells and watcher birds and an army of Spektors . . . and likely a whole host of other things you use to hurt people. But I won’t be one of ‘em anymore. I take it back. Isaac Caradoc is not my enemy. He never was. I un-name him, officially. You hear me?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. The soul marking was still there, glowing behind his lids.

      “I un-name him! He’s not my enemy! I take it all back!”

      The dead world didn’t answer, nor anyone within. Ink snapped the case shut with a curse. There was nothing left to try. He needed the Mistress to cut his connection with the watch, but there was no longer any reason she should come at his call. She’d gotten all she wanted from him.

      He glanced at the tile beneath the washstand. Ah. But he had something else that would interest her. Perhaps even terrify her. What if he held the black cylinder up to the watch? Or maybe it would be enough simply to whisper that he now possessed it.

      But as soon as the thought came to him, he remembered the anxious face of Ambrose Caradoc, begging his son never to mention aloud that he had it. Perhaps doing so would be just as dangerous as touching a Wickwire gift with bare skin—if not worse. At this thought, he put the idea out of his mind and gazed down at the watch again.

      For the past few weeks, he’d been terrified his foolish naming would be the cause of Caradoc’s demise. But now he would live. He would recover. And the watch appeared little different than when he’d first activated it. So perhaps it had nothing to do with him at all. In fact, the only thing Ink was certain about was that he had Caradoc’s soul marking on his eyelids. But what was the use of that? Thus far, the only power it had given him was to see visions of the Keyholder’s past in dreams. Twice now he had witnessed such things, and always with the Keyholder appearing in the scene.

      Ink’s curiosity grew. Each time he’d had a vision, he had woken to find himself holding the watch. Perhaps that was the trick of it. He only needed to fall asleep with it close by. But could it show him anything he wanted to see? Could he ask it for something specific? The last two dreams had been preceded by stories about their events. Ink had been mulling them over on those very nights. If that was the case, maybe proximity wasn’t the rule. Maybe it was all to do with his mind, his thoughts. The soul marking was in his head, after all. If he focused hard enough on a certain occasion he knew was connected with Caradoc, or a person or place, it might be enough to summon another vision. It was worth trying, at least. If he couldn’t undo the Naming Rite just yet, at least he could make some use of the blasted thing. And a dream never really hurt anyone.

      His thoughts turned to Seherene again—the tears in her eyes, the anguish in her voice, her impassioned description of her feelings for Caradoc. The strange pain flared in his heart once more. This time, he tried to hold on to it. What was this feeling? It wasn’t quite like sorrow or grief. There was almost bitterness, which took him aback. Yes, she had used the ring to deceive him, but she’d only been doing what she thought was right. He couldn’t hold it against her.

      Then he thought of Caradoc, and anger surged into his heart. Ink screwed up his face in confusion. Anger? At him? For what? For doing all he could for them? For almost dying? For having his heart broken a hundred times over? It made no sense.

      Ink returned his focus to the first sensation, trying to look at it from every angle. He was sure it was the first time he’d ever felt such a thing. He hoped he would never feel it again. But he had to understand it before he could avoid it. It was a terrible gnawing ache. Almost like . . . like longing. But twisted into something else. Something dark.

      The next moment, the word finally struck him. Envy. For something he knew he could never have. Yes. That was it.

      And then he knew what he wanted the watch to show him.
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      From the first glance, it was plain to see the rolling ladder was on its last legs. The track had buckled, the metal wheels barely still attached. Ezra had been right. Another step upon the rungs and the whole thing would collapse, perhaps even bringing the bookcase down with it.

      Caradoc set his toolbox on the nearest table and rummaged through it for a wrench. It wasn’t the best set of tools with which to do repairs. Mastmarner was accustomed to having its maintenance done by skilled Entrians who could perform almost any task with the right combination of enchantments. But since Mavie had agreed to let him do a few odd jobs in exchange for her help, he couldn’t complain. The gesture was already too kind—especially for a former convict fresh out of Talas Prison.

      A trio of shadows walked by the tall stained-glass window to his left, laughing and chatting loudly. From where he stood, he could see lanterns glowing on the reading terraces, their flames dancing in a thin layer of cool mist. Most of the library’s patrons had gathered outside to enjoy the night air and gaze on the moonlit sea below. Only a few remained in the main hall.

      “Of course I don’t begrudge having to take over the family business. No, indeed. It is my duty as a good son and heir. My father paid for the very best education expressly for this purpose, so I can hardly be anything but grateful to him. And of course real estate is a highly competitive field. It requires a great deal of instinct and ingenuity. But they say I’ve made a very good start of it. A natural, as it were.”

      Caradoc suppressed a sigh and glanced towards a sofa on the opposite side of the hall. There sat a richly-garbed man with his hands clasped on the knee of his crossed leg. His wheedling voice was so loud it cut above the sound of the bubbling fountain a few feet away and carried a good distance in every direction. He had no book anywhere near him and seemed to have journeyed to Mastmarner for the sole purpose of talking about himself. It was all he’d been doing for the past twenty minutes.

      Worse still, he had cornered a victim. Beside him sat a dark-haired woman who was doing her utmost to maintain an air of civil courtesy. She held an open book in her hand, and with the other rested her elbow on the arm of the sofa, propping up her head with a few fingers at her temple. It was the very picture of polite agitation, and the heedless dolt was taking no notice.

      Caradoc returned his attention to the ladder. Moving carefully, he climbed the first few rungs, applied the wrench to the bent metal track, and straightened it with a few tugs. He then reached for the hammer on his belt and used it to re-adjust the crooked wheels.

      “I began my apprenticeship the moment I left school, as a matter of fact,” the loudmouth continued. “Well, I say ‘apprenticeship’ but it’s really more a ‘partnership’. My father has been relying on me to oversee almost every aspect of the business right from the start, and I daresay my fortunes are all the better for it. Why, I make twice if not three times more than the fellows I graduated with. Some of them have been forced to resign themselves to frightfully menial employment. They work as clerks and bookkeepers—even common tradesmen! Can you imagine?”

      Caradoc climbed down the ladder, grinding his teeth in his jaw. The woman had long ceased to nod or make any remarks of interest, but the man was determined to keep preening his feathers like a pageant show rooster. He had even driven away three other patrons who’d made the unfortunate mistake of sitting within hearing range.

      With the ladder repaired, Caradoc scanned the hall for his next project. Ezra had said something about his desk chair needing attention, as well as a radiator on the second floor. But those things could wait. He picked up the toolbox and made for the fountain near the sofa.

      The sound of the man’s voice growing louder as he came nearer made him almost regret his decision, but he ignored the urge to retreat and continued. As soon as he reached the fountain, he knelt and opened a small panel near the base. Inside was a series of copper pipes.

      “I have two houses of my own, actually. One in Ciras, of course, and another a good thirty miles south on the coast. It has its own private beach. Stretches on for miles! I throw the most lavish parties there. Scads of friends descend upon the place. I’m becoming quite famous for it, too. ‘Let’s nick down to good old Presty’s this weekend’, they say. ‘He’s a chap who knows how to have a good time!’”

      Caradoc’s patience reached its end. “Mercy’s sake, man, can you not hold your tongue for two seconds together?”

      The man’s self-satisfied grin turned to a sneer of disgust. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Let the lady get a word in. Or better yet, leave her alone. She came here to study, not listen to a lecture on your attributes.”

      “This is a private conversation. One to which you have not been invited.”

      “For which I’d normally be much obliged,” Caradoc shot back. “But I can’t keep looking the other way while you take advantage of her good manners and patience. She’s giving obvious signs that she wants to be left alone, but you’re too self-absorbed to notice, and her too nice to tell you to shove off.”

      “How dare you!” the man cried, rising from the bench. “I will not be talked down to by a common odd-job man as if he were my superior—especially not a Cassrian one! Now be off with you!” He waved his hand as though shooing away a dog.

      “Lord Preston,” the woman said as she stood, “that isn’t necessary.”

      Caradoc rose to his feet. “I’m sorry, madam. I didn’t mean to cause you any embarrassment.”

      She looked at him with curiosity rather than anger. Before she could answer, another voice called from behind.

      “Mr. Caradoc!”

      He found he had to make an effort to turn his head. The old assistant librarian beckoned to him from his desk.

      “Someone’s been having a laugh dousing all the lamps on the fifth floor. Children again, no doubt. Go up and light them again, will you?”

      Caradoc retrieved the toolbox, then dipped his head towards the woman.

      “Excuse me.”

      He meant it as an apology as much as a word of departure. She returned the nod but remained silent. The man beside her resumed his self-satisfied smirk.
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      The climb to the fifth floor felt even longer than usual. His thoughts were completely given over to the confrontation, wondering if he’d done or said the right thing. Charging in the way he did, he must have seemed just as big a fool as the loudmouth. Ah, well. It couldn’t be helped now.

      Beyond the second floor, there were no other patrons in sight. He kept his ears open for the sound of laughing children or running footsteps but heard nothing. They were probably long gone by now. When he reached the fifth floor, he found it almost completely dark, save for the hazy moonlight filtering in through the windows. He set his toolbox down and made for the nearest lamp.

      He had lit just over half when he ran into a problem. The wicks would not ignite, no matter how many times he set the flame to them. He touched one between his fingers. It wasn’t damp or too short or coated in heavy wax. Frowning, he moved to the next and tried again. Still no luck. He tried a third lamp and a fourth, then crossed the hall to a few on the other side. Nothing. It must have been another part of the joke. Someone had tampered with them somehow to keep them from burning.

      A noise caught his ear, coming from the center of the hall near one of the spiral staircases. A shadow moved across the wall towards the lamps he had managed to light. Aha. So the mischief-makers were only now making their escape. There was still time to head them off. He gripped the candle in his gloved hand and hurried around a bookcase.

      The next instant, he nearly collided with someone.

      “Oh!”

      It wasn’t a child. Caradoc pulled back, just managing to bite back a curse. “I’m sorry. I beg your pardon. I didn’t see you.”

      “That’s all right. It was my fault, careening around a dark corner like that.”

      With only the candlelight to see by, it wasn’t until then he recognized the woman from the sofa in the main hall. He smiled.

      “Ah, so you got away, did you?”

      “Only just,” she said with a chuckle. “But he did threaten to accompany me. I had to promise to return in a few minutes. I don’t suppose there’s a back way out of this place, is there?”

      “I’m afraid not. But I could lend you a cap and jacket if you think a disguise would help.”

      “I’ll try anything at this point.” Still smiling, she dropped her gaze for a moment as if self-conscious. “I, um . . . I’m looking for a book by Drester. The Trials of William Farringer. It’s supposed to be somewhere in this hall. Twelfth bookcase, section E.”

      Caradoc looked towards the far end of the hall and gestured with the candle. “Should be down that way. But the search may take a little longer with only this candle to see by. Some of the lamps won’t catch flame. I’m not sure why.”

      “I could summon a light enchantment.”

      “That would certainly help.”

      As he set the candle down on a nearby table, she held out a hand and closed her eyes. The next moment, a small translucent orb of light appeared above her palm. She opened her eyes again and turned towards the end of the hall.

      “After you.”

      The twelfth bookcase was almost at the utter end of the hall. As they went, he noticed she was keeping her eyes on him far more often than the bookcases they passed. Studying him, he thought, with that same look of curiosity she’d had before.

      “Here we are,” he said.

      He moved between the bookcases. She followed, keeping the light high enough to make the shelf markings visible. Their search led them down to a spot where the shelves made a sharp left turn along the wall. As soon as ‘Section E’ came into sight, Caradoc paused and stood with his back to her, running his finger along the spines of the books.

      “You know,” she said, “as grateful as I am for your interceding on my behalf, you did embarrass my new friend back there. He’s likely to go running to his father about it. You might soon find yourself with a price on your head.”

      “What, commissioned by the nefarious Guild of Realtors? I won’t be able to show my face in the West Country ever again.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You’re not going to knife me for that, are you?”

      She smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      He returned his attention to the shelves. There were dozens of books by Drester. The right one had to be here. But he was finding it difficult to concentrate on the task.

      “It feels a little colder down this way,” she said. “Like someone left a window open.”

      “Maybe they did. That could explain why the lamps won’t stay lit. The fog from the sea drifting in . . . ah. Here it is. The Trials of William Farringer. Sounds very grand.” He pulled the book from the shelf and showed her the cover. “If you will permit me, my lady, I will hold onto it for you until we’ve returned to the light.”

      “That is most kind of you, sir.”

      He almost laughed. “No need to call me ‘sir’, odd-job man that I am, as your friend so descriptively put it.”

      Her smile faded. “I’m sorry for that. He had no right to treat you with such disrespect.”

      “No, he was perfectly right. Now, come on. Let’s see if we can’t find you a more peaceful corner of the library.”

      She led the way back to the center aisle. Once there, she turned back towards him as if to speak again, but the words died away as her gaze was drawn to the middle of the hall.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “The lamps. They’ve all gone out. Down to the last one.”

      A sound of jangling metal filled the air. The light from the woman’s orb wasn’t strong enough to reach whatever was making it. Caradoc tucked the book under his arm and stood beside her, staring out into the darkness.

      “It might be the little goblins come back to finish the job.”

      She frowned and peered harder. “Are you sure?”

      The clanking sound came again, but this time from directly behind them. They turned just as the light enchantment blinked out.

      By the light of the nearest moonlit window, they could just make out the shape of a tall figure standing a few feet in front of them. The eyes shone with a strange light, and the gleam of metal was apparent on their body. Caradoc felt a pressure on his lungs, as if the air had grown heavier somehow. The cold hand of dread wrapped itself around his heart.

      “Keyholder.”

      The sound of the man’s hollow voice sent a sinister chill through the air. Caradoc stepped in front of the woman but couldn’t find his voice to answer.

      “Where is the Keyholder?”

      Suddenly, the light orb burst to life again. With gasps of horror, Caradoc and the woman stood instinctively closer together.

      The man was almost seven feet tall, pale as bone, and his blood vessels and veins black beneath his paper-thin skin. His eyes gleamed silver. His fine suit was torn and shredded. A strange black vapor hung about his shoulders, pulsing with impatient energy. The rattling metal was revealed to be a pair of huge silver chains wrapped around the man's body and embedded with countless rows of razor-sharp thorns. He bared his teeth with a horrible grimace. They were silver.

      “We know the Coward has passed the Key to another,” he said. “We must know their face. The Mistress commands it.”

      “There is no Keyholder here.”

      Caradoc was surprised to hear the woman answer as she stepped up beside him.

      The pale man turned his silver gaze towards her. “You lie.”

      “This is a place of peace,” she said. “You are not welcome here. Seek this Keyholder elsewhere.”

      She was remarkably self-possessed, and the silver-eyed man knew it too, for his expression changed to anger as he took a menacing step forward. With a gasp, she threw out her free hand as if to cast another enchantment. Instead, the coil of chains tightened around the man with a high-pitched grating noise. He cowered, letting out a cry of rage and spewing black flecks through his clenched teeth. Caradoc looked at the woman in astonishment.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I-I don’t know!”

      “Let him go! Just let him go!”

      As soon as she dropped her hand, the black vapor flew out from around the pale man’s shoulders and twisted apart into a dozen jagged blades, all pointed at her.

      “You stand revealed,” the man rasped. “Heed well the message of our Mistress. A fresh conscript you may be in the failing effort to slow our advance, but by every black vow, by every blood curse . . . you will also be the last.”

      Caradoc sprang forward and seized the man’s jaw in his left hand. The creature froze, his silver eyes shining wide as though the breath had been sucked from his lungs. The daggers dissolved back into vapor and returned to his shoulders. Caradoc pulled the man’s head close until it was nearly touching his own.

      “What is your name?”

      A wheezing noise issued from the man’s throat. The whites of his eyes turned black. The pale skin where Caradoc touched him began to turn red.

      “What is your name?” he demanded again.

      “Ulwyn!” the man gasped. Black veins bulged from his neck.

      “Listen to me, Ulwyn. You will forget our faces as soon as you leave this place. You are not to report back to your Mistress. You are not to seek us ever again. If you do, I will make your expulsion as slow and as painful as the Key will allow.”

      The creature writhed under his hand, but Caradoc held firm.

      “Swear you will do as I say.”

      “I swear! I swear!”

      Caradoc released the man from his grasp and stepped back. “Go.”

      The creature clutched at his reddened jaw as he retreated. Mist began to gather on the floor around him, thickening and swirling with increasing speed. He cast his terrible gaze on the woman once more, his lips drawn back in a snarl.

      “Trickster! Imposter! You will pay for your arrogance!”

      She stepped forward and raised her hand. “I believe he told you to go.”

      The chains tightened around him again. He shrieked—a blood-curdling sound which echoed down the hall—and finally vanished in a cloud of fog and a roar of rushing wind.

      A few moments later, all was silent again, and only the two of them remained. A flare of light brightened around them. One by one, the lamps along the hall were re-lighting themselves. Caradoc stared down at his shaking left hand. He had stripped away the glove some time ago, but only now did he dare look upon the glowing mark.

      “Dear God.”

      He glanced up. The woman was also staring at it.

      “It’s true,” she said. “The Auric Keys. The . . . Spektors.” She staggered back a step and put a hand to her throat. “And you . . .”

      He nodded. “One of many . . . odd jobs.”

      He pulled the glove back onto his left hand, covering the gold strands. When he looked at her again, it was with a bewildered frown of disbelief.

      “Not one in a million would’ve acted as you did. Anyone else would have run or screamed or fainted.”

      “I was doing all three in my head, believe me,” she replied. “Entrians hear about such things from childhood. In stories and myths. But you—a Cassrian—you seemed to have no fear of him at all.”

      “I was terrified, to be honest. I’m rather new to this line of work. Hadn’t the faintest idea what I was doing.”

      “No idea?” she said, incredulous.

      “That’s why I’m here, really. I came to Mastmarner hoping for an education on the subject. I only do repairs for free room and board. I’ll certainly have to study a great deal harder after tonight. I don’t think bluffing will work a second time.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry you had to be put through all that. I feel I owe you a debt I can never repay.”

      “No. No, there is no debt. And . . . oddly enough . . . I’m not sorry at all. Is that strange?”

      He laughed, partly in disbelief and partly in exasperation. “If it is, I think it must be in the best possible way. Well, look, let me at least walk you down to the main hall.”

      “The second floor will be far enough, I think. Our friend might still be waiting for me. Somehow that seems a worse prospect than anything we’ve faced up here.”
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      They made their way to the second level, then stood at the railing and looked down towards the first. Lord Preston was indeed still there, standing with his hands on his hips and looking in every direction—except upwards, fortunately.

      “Looks like you’ll be needing a shroud to get past good ol’ Presty,” Caradoc said.

      She nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “Ah, Mr. Caradoc!”

      The old assistant came into view, staring straight up at them. The woman hurried back from the railing as Lord Preston turned his gaze in the same direction.

      “Yes, sir?” Caradoc called down, smothering a smile.

      “I thought I heard an odd noise somewhere above. Everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine. Lamps on the fifth floor are lit again.”

      “Good. Thank you. Mr. Revore has just arrived. Would you please meet him at the door and give him a hand? He’s got quite a lot of cases to carry.”

      “Of course. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Ezra hurried off. Caradoc turned back to the woman, took the book from under his arm, and held it out to her.

      “Here it is. Safe and sound. The thing that got you into all that trouble in the first place.”

      She accepted the book. “I’ve read Drester. I found him very dull. I expect it will be like all the others. Whereas the trouble was . . . enthralling.”

      “I’m relieved to hear it. Well, I must be off. Work is never done. And if you insist on being so gracious as to forgive the debt I most certainly owe you—”

      “Oh, most certainly,” she said, teasing.

      “Then all I have to offer is my eternal gratitude for your courage, Lady . . . ?”

      He trailed off, waiting for her to finish the rest.

      “Seherene,” she answered. “And you are?”

      “Isaac.”

      She offered her hand. He took it, somewhat surprised. Entrian lords and ladies were not in the habit of shaking hands with Cassrian commoners. Polite nods were usually the standard, even between those who were on friendly terms.

      “Thank you, Isaac,” she said. “It’s not often one is rescued twice in one day.”

      He didn’t know how to answer. It wasn’t right to simply stand there and keep holding her hand—that much he did know. But leaving seemed unthinkable now. It would go against the direction in which he was being drawn. And of course, she hadn’t let go of his hand, either, but he was almost too distracted to notice.

      Finally, he dropped his gaze with a nod and withdrew to the nearest spiral staircase. He started down the steps but paused after the first few, hesitating, then glanced back.

      “If there are any other books you want, I’d be more than happy to help find them. You can ask for me at the assistant’s desk, if you like.”

      She raised an eyebrow and tilted her head. “Well, in that case, why don’t I ask for you tomorrow morning? Eight o’clock?”

      A thrill raced through him, but he kept his composure and answered with a nod.

      “Eight o’clock it is.”

      A small smile played on her lips. “Good. And we needn’t bother with books, you know. I wasn’t really looking for this one.”

      His own smile broadened. “That’s all right. I didn’t really need to fix the fountain.”

      She laughed. The sound of it lifted his heart with joy. Her eyes filled with warmth as she lifted the book and hugged it close.

      “Until tomorrow, then.”
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