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      Ink says to tell you “hi”. He misses you too.
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      Somewhere, far off in the all-encompassing darkness, there was a sound. It was faint at first, as though someone was speaking from the other side of a wall. Little by little, it grew louder, but still the words were too muffled to make out.

      Suddenly, a new sensation emerged. Pain. A hard throbbing that started on the outside of the skull and worked its way inward. Flashes of light pulsed through the blackness with each ache, like spurts of red fire. Then the sound came again.

      “Isaac . . .”

      Someone shook his shoulder, then slapped his cheek. He winced and grunted. The voice returned, hushed but urgent.

      “Isaac! Isaac Caradoc! Wake up!”

      Caradoc attempted to open his eyes but shut them quickly as another flash of fire coursed through his head. He drew in a shuddering breath and felt a sharp pain in his chest. The shaking of his shoulder became more vigorous.

      “Hey. Hey, it’s me. Come on! Wake up!”

      He tried again, opening one eye at a time. The first thing he noticed was a blurry haze of pale light through a small slit a few feet ahead of him. He forced both eyes open and grimaced as the throbbing in his head grew stronger. After another painful deep breath, his surroundings sharpened.

      He was in a tent; fairly large but unlit, save for the moonlight visible through the door flap ahead. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, the face of a boy came into view.

      “You,” Caradoc said, his voice a dry croak. “Thank God.”

      “I saw Bill and a whole gang of Colonist-hunters headed this way,” the boy said, “so I snuck in after them. Watched the whole thing happen. I had no idea you could all fight like that! Bill had to club you so hard I thought he’d killed you!”

      Caradoc raised his head and looked down. He was strapped to a table by heavy chains which wound around his chest and legs. There was a spatter of blood on his shoulder and a feeling of something wet and sticky on his brow. He lowered his head back against the table and shut his eyes as a wave of nausea swept over him.

      “What’s happened to the others?” he asked.

      “They’ve all been bound and placed under guard, most in separate tents. There’s four hunters posted outside this one. But no one’s been killed as far as I can tell. Not yet, anyway.”

      Caradoc squinted and blinked. The boy’s face became clearer. His eyes held an expression of singular calm, without so much as a hint of fear or distress. Caradoc thought it odd, considering the circumstances, but didn’t trust his own judgement while his head felt like it had been broken in two.

      “I would’ve rushed ahead to warn you if I’d known exactly where to find you,” the boy continued, “but you never wanted me following you back to camp, remember?”

      “I remember,” Caradoc answered. “And I’m surprised Bill didn’t notice anyone tailing him. They say he’s got the keenest senses of any hunter who ever lived. You shouldn’t have risked it. What if they catch you here?”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “You should be. The law won’t be lenient with anyone who’s been running supplies to the Colonists, not even if he’s only fifteen.”

      Caradoc set his jaw and strained against the chains, hoping to loosen their grip. The metal bit into his flesh and seemed only to tighten its hold. He lay still again as a guard paced outside, their shadow creeping along the tent wall.

      “All right,” he said. “This isn’t doing any good and we’ve got to move. Once you get me loose we’ll sneak into the other tents and free everyone else, then worry about overtaking the hunters outside. How many are there?”

      “I counted three dozen at least. They’re waiting for transport to arrive.”

      “And Bill?”

      The boy scoffed. “Sitting in his tent, drinking as much gin as he can find. You dislocated his knee when he caught you back there. He can hardly walk.”

      “That’s some luck at least. Do you know who’s got the key for these chains?”

      “No.”

      “Well . . . there’s a box of old tools in the corner there. See if you can find anything to pick the lock or break it.”

      The boy didn’t move. A night bird called in the distance, briefly stirring the cold silence. Caradoc frowned and felt another stab of pain tear through his skull as he did so.

      “Well, come on!” he said in a strained whisper. “Don’t just stand there. You’ve got to get me out of this.”

      The boy cocked his head. “Get you out of this?”

      A breeze widened the gap in the tent flap for a moment, illuminating the boy’s emotionless face.

      “Whatever for?”

      Caradoc felt a chill run through him. He clenched his fists, fighting off another wave of nausea. “This is no time for a joke.”

      “Isn’t it?” the boy said. “That’s a shame. The punchline is really too good to miss. You sure you don’t want to hear it? You see . . .” He leaned in closer, resting his arm on the corner of the table. “I didn’t really follow Bill and those hunters here at all. They followed me.”

      Caradoc’s breath caught in his throat. The pain in his chest sharpened as panic quickened his heartbeat. The boy’s eyes flashed in the pale light.

      “After our last meeting in the stables,” he continued, “when I gave you all that stuff from the apothecary shop, I followed you back. Stopped just outside the edge of your camp, behind some trees. You were all having supper—venison stew, I think it was. And you all seemed . . . happy, somehow. More like leisurely campers than a group of hunted fugitives. Someone was even playing a fiddle. It was such a jolly picture, I decided I had to be a part of it, maybe even bring a few friends along. So I went back and found some. It took a full day to get everyone together, but after hearing all about it, they were just as excited as I was.”

      Caradoc glanced away. The chains around his body suddenly felt twice as heavy.

      A pleased expression flickered across the boy’s face as he slowly straightened again. “Hm. You don’t ask why I did it. Very sensible. But then, you always were.”

      “I’m sorry. I am so sorry.”

      The boy’s eyes changed the next instant, becoming cold as steel.

      “I’ve said it to you before,” Caradoc continued. “I’ll say it a thousand times over again. I’m sorry about your father. You’ll never know how much. I’d take his place in a heartbeat if I could.”

      “Sorry,” the boy echoed. “Yes. Sorry is the word, isn’t it? And it’s so easy to say once you’ve already said it. Like spitting into the air. No cost to anyone. I’m sorry, you’re sorry—sorry all around. What are we to do with all this sorriness?”

      Caradoc frowned. “I can only—”

      “‘To help Cousin Isaac,’” the boy interrupted. “That’s what Father said when I asked where he was going. ‘To help Cousin Isaac with a job.’ How perfectly harmless.”

      “I never meant for him to get involved. But when he found out what we were planning he insisted on coming along. He knew what he was doing—”

      “He was innocent!” the boy hissed, looking as though he could spit venom. “Just like Commissioner Marlas! Or that sea captain who came forward a few months ago! My father was a good man who had no idea of your real intentions!”

      “I told you the truth about what happened.”

      “I know, I know,” the boy said, waving the words away with his hand. “You went to try and save the Entrians. A noble claim indeed. But where’s your proof? Where’s the evidence? Do you know Mother and I spent three nights in a prison cell? Did you know that? After you killed that poor prophet and started the whole bloodbath, they rounded everyone up like cattle. Family, friends, neighbors. Didn’t matter who they were, only that they had a connection with you . . . the dreaded Colonists. It was a nightmare. And things were never the same for us afterward. We were disgraced, Mother and I. As far as everyone was concerned, we might as well have been on that island with all the rest of you.”

      Caradoc shut his eyes. When he opened them again and met the boy’s gaze, they were filled with a grave anguish that spoke to far greater pain than any his body now suffered. “No one feels the weight of what happened—or what came after—more deeply than I do. I would give anything to spare all the pain and suffering it caused. I never meant for things to turn out the way they did.”

      The boy remained silent, his haunted stare fixed far into the past.

      “Look at me,” Caradoc said. “You know who I am. You’ve known me all your life. I’m not a murderer. I’m not a monster or some dark sorcerer. I’m the same person I’ve always been.”

      The boy reflected on this for a moment, then moved down the side of the table and pulled the fingerless glove from Caradoc’s left hand. The gold metallic webbing set into the flesh of his palm gleamed in the moonlight.

      “This,” the boy replied, “says otherwise. We’ve talked about a lot of things since our chance reunion a few weeks ago. But never this. This was always off limits. You won’t say where it comes from or why you have it. Not even what it does. That’s not my Cousin Isaac. Cousin Isaac never kept secrets from me.”

      “If I ever kept anything from you, it was only to protect you.”

      The boy stepped back to the head of the table and bent low, looking hard at the scars on Caradoc’s face. “I could almost believe you. I want to. So badly. But what does wanting get us? Especially if what we want is a lie.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a strip of cloth knotted together at both ends. “From this day on we will be family no more. Accept this as my last and final act of love for you. Something to bite down on.”

      He slipped it over Caradoc’s head, then brought the cloth over his mouth and pulled the knot until it stretched tight between his teeth. With this done he turned away and strode to the far side of the tent. The sound of metal objects clinking and clanging followed as the boy’s hands wandered over an assortment of tools. Caradoc broke into a cold sweat.

      “Do you know how you make people trust you? How you persuade them?” the boy said as he continued to rummage through the items. “It’s not with words—you’re not quite eloquent enough for that. It’s not influence. Not power or money or all the usual things. It’s those dark, soul-reaching eyes of yours. They’re so honest. So sincere. Even when you’re lying. You could make anyone believe almost anything. Like those poor sods out there trapped along with you. Do you call them friends? The ones running from one hole to the next like frightened rats?”

      He hefted a wooden mallet in his hands, testing the weight, then tossed it back.

      “The eyes are usually the first thing to give people away. But you’ve gotten so practiced with them I don’t think even the shrewdest Entress could catch you in a lie. And that’s a problem, especially as I intend to watch you kneel before an Entrian chopping block. So we’re going to have to do something about that. We’re going to have to fix those eyes.”

      The boy returned, carrying a hammer and chisel. Caradoc tried again to break free of his bonds, shaking the table beneath him in the effort, but all to no avail. As the boy looked down at him, the hard expression on his face softened into something akin to fear. He frowned and blinked several times, as though trying to force it away.

      “I’m sorry it has to be like this. But after tonight, they’ll give me everything I want. I can take care of Mother. Remove Father’s name from the wrong side of the history books. Bring all this madness to an end.” The boy stepped closer. “I know why you did it. I know how much you loved your mother. I saw what it did to your father when she was killed. You had every right to be angry. But not to go and punished half the world for it. So I have to do this. Do you understand? I have to.”

      He placed the sharpened tip of the chisel just below Caradoc’s left eyebrow at the edge of the socket. It shook in his hand. He took a deep breath, steeling his nerves, then raised the hammer. It hung in the air for a moment as Caradoc’s eyes fixed themselves on his face. The boy frowned in return.

      “Don’t look.”

      He brought the hammer down.

      At the same time another shadow swept across the tent wall, and a loud clang rang out as a shovel struck the boy in the head, knocking him unconscious to the ground. The hammer and chisel skittered to the far side of the tent as a third figure stepped into the moonlight. It was a young woman, her dark eyes glittering bright. A curious scar in the shape of a “C” was etched deep into her left cheek. Her shovel clattered to the ground as she reached forward and held Caradoc's head between her hands, looking down in horror.

      “Oh, no. Stay awake, Sailor. Do you hear me? You’ve got to stay awake. Please! Henry, help me get these chains off him . . .”

      Everything went dark.
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      Caradoc re-gained consciousness a few minutes later, roused by a chorus of shouts and gunshots. He was in the midst of being half-carried, half-dragged away from the tent. One of his arms was around the neck of Henry Ingleby, the other around Jeremy Stockton. He raised his head and glanced around. He could only see with his right eye. The left was swollen shut.

      “Hold on, Mr. Caradoc,” Henry said, his voice sounding thin and muted. “We’re getting you out of this.”

      The Colonists, now freed from their restraints, had leapt into a flurry of action against their captors. Gunfire flashed. Knives cut through the air. Bottles smashed against cheekbones. On one side of the battleground, Abner Hart held down a hunter while his son, Evering, tied him up with the same ropes which had bound them only minutes before. A few feet away, Kerry Yarborough cursed at a hunter as she wielded a pickaxe. Another came from behind and twisted the elderly woman’s arm, wrenching her to the ground. Caradoc tried to shout a warning, but no sound left his throat. Farther off, another hunter raised a hatchet on Martin Whistler. Almost at the same moment, his wife, Harriet, leveled a pistol at the man and fired off a shot with a shaking hand. The bullet ricocheted off the hatchet, knocking it to the ground and affording Martin the chance to land a punch to his jaw. A moment later, Chester Fortescue ran up with a mallet and made sure the hunter stayed down.

      “Henry!” a voice cried out.

      Caradoc swung his blurry gaze toward the edge of the clearing. There stood Delia Ingleby, beckoning from the trees bordering the campsite.

      “This way!” she said. “Hurry!”

      As they shifted in her direction, a monstrous roar rose up from the heart of the camp. It took everything Caradoc had to turn his head and look back.

      It was Bill Stone, shouting at the top of his lungs, his face twisted in rage and pain as he hobbled forward on his dislocated knee. He lunged toward a table and grabbed a rifle, then raised it and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. He tried again, then a third time before flinging the rifle away with a furious cry.

      Soon, Bill’s stream of curses became nothing more than a loud ringing in Caradoc’s ears. A streak of searing pain surged through his skull. As the world grew dim again, he stumbled to his knees and slumped to the ground. Someone grabbed him by the shoulders, calling with a voice that seemed a mile away.

      “Caradoc! Hey! Stay with us! Come on now! Only a few more steps! Stay with us . . . !”
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      “Stay with us.”

      Ink opened his eyes. The voice echoed in his mind a final time, then faded away. He blinked as he gazed at the ceiling. In its center was a curious golden mark which moved with the slightest motion of his eyes. A few moments later, it disappeared. A wave of uneasiness washed over him. He knew that shape all too well. He saw it every time he closed his eyes, glowing dim in the blackness behind his lids. Lifting his hands to rub at them, he realized he was holding something in his fist.

      It was the Wickwire Watch. He’d taken it from its hiding place before going to bed the night before, puzzling over its mysteries until he’d finally fallen asleep. He tilted it this way and that, watching the case change from silver to gold, then to emerald, amethyst, sapphire—and back to silver again. He glanced over his shoulder at the bed on the far side of the washstand. Empty. Good. Evering had already risen to start on his chores. Ink rolled onto his side and brought the watch close to his lips.

      “Open, Wickwire,” he whispered.

      The red-gold light appeared at once, pouring like molten lava through the ornate etchings across the surface. The seam widened and the case split apart with effortless motion. Ink held his breath as he looked inside.

      On the left, as usual, was the living picture of the Dark Harbor. The mere husk of a seaside town, its solemn houses and winding streets betrayed not a single sign of life, and all that moved was the water lapping at the hulls of the deserted ships docked at the wharf, their masts and sails silhouetted black against the pale red sky.

      On one hand, the still silence filled Ink with relief. He wasn’t eager for another encounter with the mysterious rider who’d set the strange mark behind his eyelids, though he himself had willingly initiated the rite—albeit without any idea of the consequences. On the other hand, he was becoming increasingly angry that she would not re-appear to answer any of his questions. “Name your enemy,” she had demanded, and so he had done, but only because he’d wanted whatever help she might provide in finding his lost parents. He would need every advantage in the undertaking, especially now that he was stuck on a floating village with the Colonists. But the rider had yet to give him anything useful in return.

      He shifted his gaze to the right face of the watch. Four rows of four gold runes changed shape at random intervals, with no discernible pattern or hint to their meaning. Ink snapped the watch shut with a frustrated sigh. There had to be someone who knew its secrets. Somewhere.
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      The dew lay thick in the grass that morning, soaking through the cuffs of his pant legs and darkening his leather boots. Ink did his chores quickly but distractedly, his mind lost in his worries. As he poured fresh water into the trough in the cow stall, something on his left hand glinted in the sunlight. Glancing down, he caught sight of the silver ring on his finger. A small thrill raced through him as he recalled the face of the beautiful Entress who’d given it to him, pledging to take up his mission as one of her own. It was she who would be his true hope, if there was any left to be had.
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      “Where have you been?” a voice barked as soon as he stepped into the kitchen. “It’s nearly eight o’clock! You think these plates are going to carry themselves to the table?”

      The one-armed man who had spoken heaved a stack of dishes into Ink’s arms. The boy nearly dropped them before he knew what was happening.

      “Easy, Martin,” his wife replied, drawing a pan of bread rolls from the oven. “He’s had a rough few days.”

      “We’ve all had a rough few days. Doesn’t give anyone the right to waste time slacking off.”

      Ink stood anchored to the floor, looking between the pair in astonishment. Up until that moment, he’d forgotten all about his dream. Now it rushed back to him as vivid and clear as though he’d just lived it. He could hear the shouts and calls, smell the gunpowder and rising dust. He saw Martin—dodging blows and throwing some of his own—with Harriet behind him, leveling a pistol with her finger on the trigger. Ink blinked, as if to wake again.

      “What is it, Ink?” Harriet asked, wiping a touch of flour from her cheek. “You look as though you’ve never seen us before.”
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      As everyone gathered in the Dining House for breakfast, other parts of the dream began to return, piecing themselves together as he looked at the faces around the table. The slick-haired man who had clobbered a hunter with a mallet? Yes, that had been Chester. And there was Delia next to him, now pouring herself a cup of tea, but crying out in desperation when last he’d seen her, trying to guide the way out of the battlefield.

      Suddenly, the small radiator in the corner of the room began to rattle and whine, breaking Ink’s concentration. Abner wiped his mouth and rose from the table. Ink stared at the older mutton-chopped man as he crossed the room. In a flash, the dream returned, and he saw him with a nasty bruise on his forehead, overpowering a hunter while shouting instructions to his son.

      Abner knelt next to the radiator, inspected it, then struck it with his hand.

      “Bloody useless thing,” he said, shaking his head as he returned to the table. “Probably a bad pipeline. Evering, get downstairs and see if you can do anything about it.”

      The young man answered with his mouth full of bread. “Me? Now?”

      “Well, it’s blazing November! You don’t want to us freezing to death, do you?”

      Evering sighed as he stood from the table and chucked his napkin down.

      “I’ll keep your plate warm, Evering,” Harriet said, rising from her seat and retreating into the kitchen with the dish.

      As soon as the red-haired lad departed the house, Wendolen leaned towards Abner with a knowing look in her eye.

      “Can he really fix it?”

      Ink squinted at her. She had not been in the dream. Nor her sister, Josephina, who was fixing a smudge of lipstick in the reflection of her butter knife.

      Abner shrugged. “Fifty-fifty chance.”

      Chester snorted in amusement.

      “Oh, don’t be uncharitable,” a younger woman beside him scolded.

      “I’m allowed to be uncharitable this early in the morning,” he replied.

      Ink stared at the woman. Riva. No. She hadn’t been in the dream, either. In fact the longer he considered it, the more he realized there were several people around the table he hadn’t seen. There were also those he could recall from the dream he didn’t know at all, though he could bring their faces to mind as clearly as if he were looking at them through a window.

      But there was something else as well. A shadow—huge and angry—looming over all the rest of it. Someone he’d forgotten. A man with a haggard face and piercing eyes. Ink bent all his thought to it. As the shadow came nearer, he sat back in his chair.

      “Bill.”

      Delia paused in the middle of cutting an apple and looked at him. “What did you say?”

      “Oh,” Ink said, not realizing he had spoken aloud. “Nothing.”

      She returned to her apple. Ink looked down at his plate. Of course it had only been a dream. These people wouldn’t be sitting here now if they’d really gone up against Bill Stone and a gang of Colonist-hunters. Not in a million years. So there was no need to get all worked up about it. He tried to relax, picking up his fork for the first time during the meal. He was plenty hungry but found he could hardly eat. Had it really troubled him that much? He’d had far worse nightmares. The sound of murmuring voices rose up around him.

      “Ink?” a voice said.

      He frowned, his fork pausing in mid-air. He didn’t recall hearing his name in the dream.

      “Inkwell?” It came louder.

      He glanced up. Everyone at the table was looking at him.

      “Oh,” he said, feeling his face flush. “Did someone say something to me?”

      “Good gracious, boy,” Delia said. “Where’s your head today?”

      “We were asking what it was like,” Riva said.

      Ink stared at her, slowly raising his eyebrows. “What it was like?”

      “The airship,” she answered.

      “Oh! The airship! Yes. Huh. Well. It was . . .” He fiddled with his fork, trying to regain his wits. “Big.”

      Josephina let out a short burst of a laugh. “Well, no joking!”

      “I caught sight of the deck on that thing,” Chester said. “Trussed up to high heaven, it was! Never saw such shiny boots on common airmen. Had to be a politician in there.”

      “Who else could afford something like that?” Delia asked.

      “Factory owners,” Jeremy said, his quiet voice barely reaching the other end of the table.

      “Aye,” Abner said, “but they don’t have quite the style for what we saw. I’d bet my life it was an Entrian ship, carrying an Entrian politician or two. Maybe even one of them Elders.”

      The table went quiet. Ink hid his ringed hand under the table.

      “Goodness,” Harriet said. “What an awful thought.”

      “We can’t know that for sure,” Delia replied, ever-sensible. “And if it was an Entrian ship—even an Entrian politician—they must be pretty thick to have let us slip right past their noses.”

      “Or they were too busy chasing after Mr. Featherfield,” Wendolen said, smirking as she glanced back at Ink.

      Josephina looked at him with wide eyes. “I still can’t believe you did that. Our own Ink! Jumping across a mountain ravine like a regular old swashbuckler! What was it like? Were there a lot of people onboard? Did you see anyone famous?”

      “Did you catch any names?” Abner asked. “Any company emblems or seals or anything like that?”

      Ink shrugged. “All I saw was the name of the ship. ‘The Adrasteia’, or something like that.”

      “Adrasteia,” Abner repeated, frowning. “Odd name.”

      “Is it Entrian?” Wendolen asked, looking at Riva.

      “I’ve never heard it before,” she answered.

      Martin shook his head. “Whatever it was, it certainly left us with a good workload. The western border took a lot of damage running against the side of that mountain. Ought to supply us with enough firewood for the next six months.”

      “Fantastic,” Chester replied, every syllable dripping with sarcasm. “I was hoping for a bit of grueling manual labor today.”

      “There’s a slightly more pressing matter at hand,” Harriet said, thoughtfully stirring her cup of tea. “What of our new guest?”

      “Good Lord,” her husband replied. “I’d almost forgotten.”

      Chester arched an eyebrow. “Forgotten? A nice number like that?”

      “Really, Chester,” Delia said, sighing into her cup.

      “I wonder how ‘nice’ she’ll be once she finds out where she is,” Abner said.

      “If she finds out,” Wendolen replied.

      “She will,” Martin said darkly.

      “Not necessarily,” Wendolen said, raising a hand. “With a little bit of showmanship, a bit of trickery, we’ll have her thinking she’s stumbled on some small, quaint holiday village.”

      “But how long is this ‘holiday’ going to last?” Delia said. “Every moment she stays here is a danger to us. And how long before someone in Burgess Valley starts wondering where she’s gone?”

      “Oh, we took care of that problem,” Abner said. “She’s dead.”

      “Dead?” Harriet replied.

      “That’s right. Burnt to a crisp in her house, as far as anyone down there is concerned.”

      Martin rubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t understand why you all went to such lengths for her. Forget Simon and his reasons. What about the rest of you?”

      Abner sighed. “He threatened to stay behind with her.”

      Josephina smiled. “Well, it is rather sweet when you think about it.”

      “Oh, yes,” Martin replied. “Right up until the part where we all get arrested.”

      Chester raised his hand. “I would just like the record to show that I have absolutely no objections to our new guest.”

      “You are an objection,” Riva answered.

      Martin rapped his knuckles on the table. “We have to fix this, as soon as possible. I say we put the chloroform to her after she’s gone to sleep tonight, then get her on a Drifter and drop her off in the nearest town.”

      “We’re still in the Lockhorns,” Harriet said, glancing out the window.

      “There’s bound to be some place nearby. People live in the mountains.”

      “Yeah,” Chester replied. “Mountain people. Have you ever met a mountain person?”

      “Oh, come off it, Chester,” Martin replied. “I can’t believe we even have to discuss this. Things have gone too far already. You all know how much of a danger she could be to us.”

      “He’s right,” Delia sighed. “As much as I hate to admit it.”

      “There,” Martin said with a nod. “Delia agrees with me, and she never agrees with me. I say this ‘holiday village’ idea lasts exactly one day. Then we do what must be done.”

      “That may not be quite so easy as it sounds,” Wendolen said, staring out the open front door. “Here comes the welcoming manager of our little village right now. Along with our guest.”

      “What?” Martin hissed, turning in his chair to look.

      “Good morning!” Simon said, stepping into the house with a broad smile on his face.

      It was as though he’d thrown a bucket of ice water onto a fire. Postures stiffened. Expressions became unreadable. Forks and knives stopped moving. A moment later the young widow herself entered the room, glancing nervously around.

      “Everyone . . .” Simon said, oblivious to the cold glares being thrown at him. “This is Margaret Wallis.”

      “Good morning!” Chester cried, going straight to the woman and taking her hand in his. “An absolute pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “Margaret, this is—”

      “Oh, no!” Chester said, putting his other hand in front of Simon’s face. “Allow me.” He flashed his most charming smile at her. “The always-generous, sometimes-honorable, ever-humble Chester P. Fortescue . . . at your service.”

      He bowed and kissed her hand. Someone at the table scoffed.

      “Yes, thank you, Chester,” Simon said. He turned and gestured towards Abner. “May I also introduce Abner Ha—”

      Abner made the whole table jump when he loudly cleared his throat. “Ahem! I—I also go by Walter . . . from time to time. Don’t I, Wentworth?”

      He shot an ugly glare at Simon, who blushed.

      “Oh, yes! That’s right. I’d . . . forgotten. Thank you, Walter.”

      Ink shook his head. It was a wonder they’d managed to stay alive for so long.

      “Yes, that’s Walter Fleck,” Simon began again, then turned to Delia. “And next to him, Fanny Douglas . . . and, uh . . . down at the end there is . . . uh . . . is . . .”

      “Edward,” Ink deadpanned, cupping his chin in one hand.

      Simon snapped his fingers. “Yes! That’s it. Little Eddie.”

      “Eddie?” Ink said, wrinkling his nose. Simon gestured towards Jeremy.

      “Then there’s Christopher Rusby . . . and Wendolen and Josephina beside him.”

      Everyone bit a lip at this, wondering if their new guest would recognize the opera stars. If she did, she made no sign of it. Simon looked next at Riva, who didn’t even bother to glance up from her plate.

      “And . . . Ch-Charlotte Watkins, and here . . . uh . . .”

      “Robert Stanley,” Martin answered with a sigh.

      “Yes, thank you,” Simon replied. “And . . . Anne Welch.”

      He ended with Harriet, who was the only one gracious enough—apart from Chester—to make the effort of a courteous smile.

      “Thank you for the dress,” Margaret said to her. “I’m afraid my own may be beyond redemption.”

      “Not at all,” Harriet replied. “Are you feeling any better?”

      “Yes, much better. Thank you.” She glanced at Simon. “Does everyone . . . know what happened?”

      He looked at her apologetically. “News travels fast here.”

      “But not to worry!” Chester said. “You might say this is a sort of safe haven for those down on their luck. Why, just look at Mr. Stanley there. He’s only got half an arm!”

      “Go stuff yourself, Mr. Fortescue,” Martin replied.

      Riva and the Plumsleys stifled giggles while Harriet smirked. Abner nudged Delia’s arm as he stared at something on the far side of the room with a look of horror on his face. In another moment, she caught on, and promptly turned towards the newcomers.

      “You mustn’t mind the boys,” she said, glancing from Margaret to Simon. “When you’ve been together as long as we have, sometimes manners go out the window. Don’t they, Wentworth?”

      She glared at him, then flicked her gaze briefly towards the wall across the room. Simon frowned at her in confusion.

      “Yes,” Abner put in, attempting to help. “But really we’d move mountains for one another. Wouldn’t we, Chester? Wouldn’t we move mountains?” He stared at the slick-haired man, then tipped his head ever-so-slightly to the left.

      It was a rare time that Chester was sharper than Simon. He looked bewildered at first, but finally swung his eyes in the direction to which Abner hinted.

      “Oh!” he cried, nearly giving the whole game away right then.

      The mountains were indeed moving. Right outside the window.

      “Of course! Of course we would!” he declared. “Miss Margaret, would you do me the honor of sitting beside me? There’s a lovely empty seat right here . . .”

      With a hand on her arm, he guided her to the far side of the table and pulled the chair out for her. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief as she sat with her back to the window. Now was probably not the best time for her to learn that the village of Riverfall was both airborne and mobile.

      “I’ll fetch another plate,” Harriet said, rising from the table.

      Simon took the chair next to Delia. A nervous moment of silence followed, during which most couldn’t help but steal glances at the stranger. To her credit, she pretended not to notice.

      “Good Lord,” she said, looking harder at Abner who sat across from her. “I recognize you.”

      It was an awful moment. Everyone exchanged anxious glances.

      “You were there, outside my house,” she continued. “Only . . . you had a big, black beard. And a pair of spectacles. Your nose was different too, somehow.”

      “Yes, well,” Abner acknowledged, “disguises have come to be . . . quite necessary in our particular line of work.”

      “Mr. Douglas told me as much,” she replied, nodding at Simon. “Mind you, it startled me a great deal to meet him dark-haired one day, then wake the next morning to find him blond.”

      “Do you prefer your men dark-haired?” Chester asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “I prefer my men constant, Mr. Fortescue.”

      “Well,” Abner said, “we apologize for the deception, Miss Wallis.”

      “Please. It’s Margaret. And don’t even think of apologizing. As far as I’m concerned you helped saved my life that night. I’m forever grateful. And to you, Mr. Douglas. Changelings though you may be.”

      Harriet returned with a plate filled with food and set it before her. Margaret thanked her, then folded her napkin over her lap.

      “I must say, I’m not used to such hospitality,” she said as she started on the meal. “Thank you all for having me here.”

      “It’s our pleasure,” Simon answered with a smile.

      Delia wiped it from his face with a stern glare.

      “This is a lovely place,” Margaret went on. “I’ve never seen houses like these before. Is it a sort of settlement?”

      Wendolen cleared her throat, pre-empting anyone else who might speak. “More of a holiday getaway, really. Quite exclusive. Nearly impossible to find—unless you know the right people, of course.”

      “And you all know about the Spektors?” Margaret asked, incredulous. “Do you all . . . deal with them?”

      “You could say that,” Martin answered, unable to keep a hint of scorn out of his voice.

      “Oh, we all have our stories,” Wendolen replied. “Makes us something of an elite group. But we’re all safe here. So safe, in fact, we hardly ever leave the place.”

      “Hardly ever,” her sister echoed, sighing in dejection.

      “Does Mr. Rawlings not come to breakfast?” Margaret asked. “I was rather hoping to see him.”

      “He’ll be on the recovery for a while, I’m afraid,” Delia answered. “An expulsion takes a lot out of him.”

      Margaret nodded. “Well, if it had me down for near two days, I can only imagine the condition he’s in.”

      Just then, Evering re-entered the room and went to his seat without so much as glancing around.

      “Well, I did my best, Dad. The pipe’s got a few cracks in it. Most of them do, you know. Especially near the bends. And one of the propellers slowed down as well . . . oh, my plate. No, don’t get up, Harriet. I’ll fetch it.” He returned from the kitchen a second later and plopped down again, continuing to ramble as he dug into his meal. “It’s lucky that Riva’s handiwork is keeping us afloat instead of that mess of copper and iron down below or I don’t know where we’d be. Just a shame we can’t move any faster than a turtle can sneeze.”

      He finally looked up when no one replied. His eyes grew wide as they fell on Margaret across the table, who was looking at him quizzically.

      “Oh,” he said. “H-hello.”

      She tilted her head. “You were there as well.”

      “Was I?” he asked, glancing around the room for help.

      “At the house,” his father replied.

      “Oh . . . yeah . . . er . . . maybe.” Evering stumbled over his answer, unsure of what game everyone had been playing in his absence.

      Margaret laughed. “Don’t worry. I know all about your little deception.”

      “You do?” he said, looking at the others in bewilderment.

      “Yes. I thought your hair looked rather lopsided when I first saw you, but it makes better sense now. You shouldn’t hide it, you know. Red becomes you.”

      “Oh. Well . . . thanks.”

      Despite the tension in the air, the meal turned out to be an amusing one for Ink. Over the next half hour he watched as Margaret revealed herself to be a bold, brash woman—certainly not lacking in charm or grace—but opinionated and seemingly quick to make her mind up about people. She was clever, and even knew when to hide it to serve her best. To those whom she perceived felt uneasy around her, she endeavored to show goodwill, while at the same time keeping a measure of distance from those who clearly appreciated her company.

      Simon was the biggest fool of all, gazing at her so often his plate was hardly touched. Chester threw out line after line in an attempt to charm her, but she dodged and blocked him at every turn with such nimble wit it seemed she’d been doing so her entire life. And perhaps she had. Ink shook his head as he rose from the table and began collecting the dishes. There was no way they would see through to the end of the day before she discovered the truth of the situation.

      “Pardon me,” he mumbled as he reached for her empty plate.

      Her blue eyes lifted to his face. She frowned. “You were there, too. Outside the house.”

      “In some form,” he replied, then turned and hurried into the kitchen. As he set the dishes beside the sink, he heard the conversation carry on without him.

      “He knows about the Spektors as well?”

      A long pause followed.

      “But . . . ” Margaret continued, “he’s only a boy.”

      “We know,” Delia replied at last.

      Ink stood still, waiting for the subject to pass. Chester saved him a moment later.

      “Will you have some wine, Miss Margaret?”

      “Please.”

      He began to pour. “Just say when.”

      “To the brim, Mr. Fortescue.”

      Ink returned to the dining room in time to see Simon nearly choke on his tea. “Excuse me, but . . . isn’t it a bit early in the day for all that?”

      She raised a golden eyebrow. “It’s breakfast, Mr. Douglas.”

      Chester grinned as he topped off her glass. “Oh, I like her.”
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      The western border was a ruin. There were fallen trees everywhere, the ground covered in a thick layer of yellowing leaves and tangled branches. Some of the trunks had broken off across the middle. Others lay tilted at angles that had drawn their roots right out of the ground. The collision had even sliced five feet of earth off the side of the village, barely missing a main line in the pipeworks down below. Thankfully, the damage extended no further.

      Most of the Colonists abandoned their usual chores to help clear out the wood. Axes and saws were passed around, while Ink and Evering were charged with running wheelbarrows of fresh-cut logs to the stone tower in the center of the village. Chester had been right to gripe earlier. It was backbreaking work, and though the cool temperatures of late autumn had finally set in, coats and jackets came off after the first half hour.

      Ink wiped his face with his sleeve. The vision of the Colonists in the mining camp kept returning to him, with even the smallest details still so clear in his mind. He knew dreams usually faded after the first few hours of waking, but for some reason, this one refused to leave him alone.

      “Watch ‘er, Ink!” Evering called out.

      Ink looked up and jerked his wheelbarrow to one side, narrowly avoiding a collision with the back of Chester’s house.

      Evering glanced at him with a quizzical expression. “Where’d you wander off to?”

      Ink opened his mouth, ready to deny anything and everything. He wasn’t about to tell Evering about the dream, nor anyone else. It would only lead to a host of uncomfortable questions.

      But then . . . what if there was something more to it? He’d certainly never had any such vision-like experiences before. What if there was a way to dig deeper into the matter without arousing too much suspicion? He would need to do it carefully, of course, and with someone who perhaps wasn’t the sharpest axe in the woodshed.

      Someone, in fact, like his present companion.

      “I’ve just . . . been thinking,” Ink finally answered, “about something Chester told me. But coming from him, I don’t exactly know if it’s true.”

      “What’s that?”

      Ink grunted, urging the wheelbarrow over a tree root as they entered the garden grove. “He said you were attacked by Bill Stone—him and a bunch of Colonist-hunters, right in the middle of some mining camp. But it can’t be true. You couldn’t have survived something like that.”

      Evering stopped in his tracks, his face full of troubled disbelief. “He told you about that?”

      Ink set his wheelbarrow down, feeling dread and anxiety rise upon the reaction. “Shouldn’t he have?”

      A frown creased Evering’s brow. “It’s just . . . we don’t usually like to think back to the bad days. And that was one of the worst.”

      Ink swallowed. So it was true. He hardly needed to press the matter further. Then again, maybe it was only a coincidence. He had described the story in such broad strokes, it was impossible for any of the details to prove accurate. Whatever the case, he had to know for sure.

      “So . . . is it true they nearly caught you all? Had you all bound and gagged and waiting to be carted off?”

      “Almost all,” Evering answered. “We had a raiding party out at a nearby town. They came back just in time through a tunnel we’d dug in one of the tents. It was thanks to them we got out of there alive, though we had to find a different escape route once they’d freed us. The tent collapsed when the second round of fighting started.”

      With an agitated sigh, Evering took up his wheelbarrow and pushed forward, his step now a bit heavier. Ink hurried to gain ground beside him.

      “How’d Bill find you?”

      Evering shook his head. “Take your questions to Chester. We’ve got work to do.”

      Upon reaching the tower a few minutes later, Evering pushed the heavy oak door open and rolled his wheelbarrow inside. Ink followed, engrossed in his thoughts. This had to be a coincidence. It couldn’t have been anything other than a dream. He had been asleep, after all. They went to the end of the log pile against the wall and began to unload their cargo.

      Evering worked quickly but was distracted, more than once having to rearrange the timber he’d just stacked. Soon, a pained ache entered his expression, as though every log he lifted had grown twice as heavy as the last. Ink slowed in his own work when Evering came to a stop. His companion’s face had flushed red, his fists balled up, his knuckles white. He stood frozen for a moment, then sank onto the edge of the wood pile.

      “You had to bring it up,” he said.

      Ink didn’t answer. He’d never seen Evering like this before.

      The young man brought the back of his hand to his mouth as if he might be sick. “We lost five good people that day. Every last one brave to the end. Kurt and Kerry, Beth, Yardley.” He put a hand to his eyes. “Patrick was the last. Jeremy’s youngest brother. Bill took him down with a pickaxe through the leg. I still remember the sound.”

      Ink was too astonished to let any pity or sympathy move him to offer comfort. Evering sniffed and drew his sleeve under his nose.

      “So much pain and suffering. The only relief is in forgetting.” He wiped at his eyes again, then lifted his gaze to the door at the top of the curving staircase. “And him? It was only luck. Pure luck that made that chisel go up instead of down.”

      Ink felt his mouth drop open. He took a step closer. “And . . . was there a boy? A boy who led Bill and the others to the camp?”

      Evering nodded. “Caradoc’s cousin. The beastly little snipe.”

      It was Ink’s turn to sit down.
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      By eleven o’ clock, the sky had turned gray. Coats and jackets were donned again as the sweat cooled on the laborers and the wind began to blow in short, bitter gusts. The work was just under halfway done, with the new gap in the trees offering a fine view of the snow-dusted peaks and rocky ridges of the Lockhorn Mountains.

      Delia groaned and arched her back as she set her handsaw against a tree. “I don’t know if we can keep this up much longer, Abner. This might be a day’s work for woodsmen, but woodsmen we are not. I say we leave the rest for tomorrow.”

      Abner shook his head. “I hate to leave work waiting.”

      “I know you do,” she said. “But it won’t go any faster if we all die of heart attacks.”

      “I agree,” Riva said, wiping her hands on her apron. “I say we break now for a wash-up. It’ll be lunchtime soon enough, anyway.” She’d been using enchantments to split the larger trees into pieces, and though it had sped the work along, the effort had left her exhausted.

      “Excellent idea,” Chester said, throwing down his axe without looking where it landed. Jeremy hurried aside to avoid tripping on it.

      “Ink, Evering, come on!” Delia said, beckoning to them.

      As the group made for the Dining House, Ink snuck glances at Evering’s face. He hadn’t said two words since their conversation in the tower and now walked with slumped shoulders. Ink had tried making a few jokes to lift his spirits, but they’d only been met with silence. Granted, Ink hadn’t tried particularly hard. He was still too overcome by the impossible truth he’d discovered—that the Wickwire Watch had somehow shown him a vision of the past.

      “Bloody hell!” Chester sighed as they reached the stone path running between the houses. “I’ll tell you something, if I was a woodsman, I’d turn arsonist soon after. Quicker that way.”

      “Would’ve been quicker with a few more hands,” Abner grumbled, mopping his forehead.

      “Not everyone’s disposed at the moment,” Riva reminded him. “Or particularly suited for this kind of work.”

      “I know it. Didn’t mean everyone. Just Simon, really, but where’s he gone?”

      “Where do you think?” Delia replied, rolling her eyes.

      “It’s funny, ain’t it?” Chester said. “It isn’t like him to act this way. I mean, me, sure . . . but him? Mr. Sensible? Hey . . . is that Oswald up there? What’s he doing?”

      He pointed towards the Music House. Ink looked up along with the others. Perched on the railing of the second story balcony was the old gray cat. He stood stiffly with his back arched, glaring down with his one good eye as they passed.

      “Uh, oh. Don’t look, Evering,” Riva said, teasing his aversion to the animal.

      Evering fell back a few steps with a sneer on his face.

      “What’s got him all riled up?” Abner said.

      They looked around, expecting to find a stray chicken wandering past or a shadow on the ground that might have spooked him. But there was nothing to be seen to prompt such a reaction.

      “Maybe one of your jacket buttons caught the light, Chester,” Delia said.

      They passed on, leaving the mystery unsolved. Ink, however, had the distinct feeling that the cat had been staring straight at him.

      This small curiosity was soon overshadowed by a much greater one when a succession of high-pitched shrieks suddenly pierced the air—indistinguishable words carried on an unmistakable tone of hysteria. Riva was first to break into a run, heading for the eastern side of the village. The others followed close behind.
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      Simon met them in the space between Delia’s house and his own. His face was as pale as a sheet as he ran an anxious hand through his hair.

      “Simon, what’s happened?” Delia cried as they all came to a stop in front of him.

      He looked between them and the meadow beyond the two houses, gesturing towards the chicken coop. The shrieking had only just stopped.

      “I . . . she . . . sh-she—”

      “Is someone hurt?” Riva asked.

      “Is it Margaret?” Abner said.

      “Yes . . . no! No, not hurt. Not exactly. But . . .”

      “For God’s sake, man! Out with it!” Chester said.

      “I told her.”

      A collective pause of disbelief followed. Even the gust of wind died suddenly away.

      “You what?” Riva cried, her blue eyes growing wide.

      “I told her,” he said again, holding out his hands. “I had to.”

      “You had to?” Abner repeated, his face flushing red under his muttonchop whiskers.

      “I had no reason to keep her in the infirmary all day. We were headed for the Music House . . . at which point she saw the mountains going past.”

      Chester let out a chuckle behind the row of angry faces. “Oh, Martin’s gonna love this.”

      Delia moved closer, staring Simon down with eyes so fierce he seemed to shrink a few inches. “If we had been at sea, and you were not the son of a dear friend of mine, I would have laid stripes to your back for this. You have committed treason.”

      “Treason?” he cried.

      “In no uncertain terms!” she answered sharply. “How could you do this to us now? After how careful we’ve been? After everything we’ve been through?”

      “I thought the truth would serve us better this time, after all the lies we’ve been pushing.”

      “Truth is all very well and good but you must also pay heed to wisdom. If it’s truth you want, then have this—you should have left her behind. No matter how sweetly she smiled at you. No matter how she batted her eyelashes. For goodness sake, Simon! This is not the time to throw all caution to the wind!”

      “Where is she now?” Jeremy asked.

      “Behind the chicken coop,” Simon replied. “She’s got the axe from the chopping block.”

      “Oh, perfect,” Abner replied. “What do we do now?”

      Evering gestured back towards the Dining House. “We could get the chloroform. Strong-arm her into taking it. Or just wait until she falls asleep, like Martin suggested.”

      “Like Martin suggested?” Simon echoed.

      “You missed that conversation,” Riva replied, a note of accusation in her voice.

      “It’s too late for all that now,” Delia said, beginning to pace with a hand on her hip. “We’ve only got one choice. Someone’s got to talk to her. Get her to calm down.”

      “She’s not quite in the mood for talking,” Simon replied.

      “Not to you, maybe,” Abner said.

      “Should we fetch Harriet?” Riva offered. “She at least showed her some kindness.”

      Delia shook her head. “Kindness won’t be enough. Not now, anyway.” She paused and put a thoughtful hand to her chin. “But pity just might do.”

      Her eyes fell on Ink, who frowned.

      “Oh, no,” the boy replied with dread. “No! Not a chance! I ain’t keen on being chopped up into fish bait!”

      “She won’t hurt you,” Delia said.

      “You can’t promise that!”

      “She won’t,” Riva encouraged. “Who would hurt a child?”

      “Oh, you’ve been living up in the clouds too long!”

      “What can he do?” Abner said. “I mean . . . no offense, Ink, but you aren’t exactly a model of sensitivity. Is this really the best we can think up?”

      There was a moment of silence as everyone considered the matter.

      “Send Ink,” Simon said at last, nodding. “She’ll listen to him, if she’s got any compassion at all.”

      Everyone turned to look at the boy. He shook his head and opened his mouth to protest again, but a word from Evering put an end to the issue once and for all.

      “It’s either this,” he said, “or have a madwoman with an axe running around the place. If you plan on getting to sleep tonight, then go.”
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      Ink trudged across the meadow, his hands buried deep in his pockets. He saw no sign of the young widow as he neared the chicken coop and so made a wide berth to the right of it. He glanced over at the cow pen on the far side of the yard. The mournful animal stood against the back fence, clearly startled by the high-pitched commotion.

      Ink stopped just as he came even with the back wall of the coop, then craned his neck to scope out her position. He glimpsed only a corner of her dress and the end of the axe handle quivering in her terrified grip. He glanced back at the others with a pained expression. Delia waved him on. Ink sighed, then took a step forward.

      “Uh . . . hello?” he called out weakly.

      He heard a brief shuffle of movement.

      “Who’s there?” she cried, her voice shaking with fear and anger.

      “It’s, uh . . . it’s Edward. Or Eddie. Well, not really, but you get the idea.”

      A moment of tense silence followed. “The boy?”

      “Actually, it’s Inkwell. Inkwell Featherfield.”

      Feeling slightly bolder, he took another few steps forward and rounded the corner. She came into sight then, flattened against the coop wall and clutching the axe for dear life.

      “Inkwell?” she repeated. “That’s a funny name.”

      He tipped his hat back and hooked a thumb over his belt. “Well, so is ‘Margaret’ if you think about it.”

      She frowned hard suddenly, looking around in all directions. “Are you the bait?”

      He stiffened, warily eyeing the axe. “No! Not at all! I’d make terrible bait! Fish kind or any other kind!” He gestured back towards the others. “They’re a ways off, waiting. Won’t come close for fear of setting you off further.”

      “Setting me off?” she scoffed. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “Trust me, I know how you feel.”

      “Oh, you do?”

      “Yeah. I was dragged up to Riverfall ‘fore I knew what was happening. Just like you.”

      “Is that the story they rehearsed with you?”

      Ink held out his hands. “You really think I’m a Colonist? Look at me. I was hardly able to wipe the drool off my own chin when all that stuff happened nine years ago.”

      “You could be one of their children.”

      “Well, now you’re just being insulting.” He took his hat off and scratched his head with the same hand. “Mind if I sit, if we’re gonna be a while?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he plopped down on the grass and adjusted the folds of his coat. She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “That doesn’t fit you.”

      He cocked his head. “So you want to talk fashion?”

      “I want to get out of here.”

      Ink snorted. “You’re making great progress. If you’re still here by tomorrow morning you can just reach a hand into the coop and crack a few eggs for breakfast.”

      She frowned. “You’ve got quite a quick tongue for a twelve-year-old.”

      “I ain’t a twelve-year-old.”

      “Then what are you?” she snapped. “Certainly not an ordinary boy. An ordinary boy wouldn’t be sitting there like a viper in the grass, waiting for me to spring his trap.”

      “There ain’t no trap. I’ve just come to tell you there’s nothing to be worried about. Them back there—they’re decent folk. Mostly. I know what you’re thinking about ‘em, ‘cause I thought the same. But it ain’t true. At least I don’t think it is.”

      “There’s too many uncertainties in that statement,” she said.

      “Listen, all I know for sure is that they haven’t hurt me. They’ve given me a roof over my head and three meals a day.”

      “The same is done for prisoners.”

      “I know. Believe me, I know. But if I am a prisoner, it’s by no fault of theirs.”

      “No? Then whose?”

      Ink stared at her for a moment, then slowly got to his feet with a solemn expression.

      “Let’s just say . . . I got my own Spektor story.”

      She lowered the axe, her frown deepening. He fixed her with a knowing look, then turned and began to walk away, wondering if his ploy had worked.

      “Wait!” she called out.

      He paused. She dared a few steps away from the coop wall. A tendril of blonde hair came loose and fell in front of her face. She didn’t notice.

      “If you’re really as innocent as you say . . . you’ll answer me a few questions.”

      Ink thought for a moment, then settled on a noncommittal reply. “Go on.”

      She glanced up nervously at the mountain peaks passing overhead, only a few hundred yards away. “This . . . Riverfall thing we’re on . . . up in the air . . . there must be some way to steer it, yes? Some device?”

      He nodded. No harm in admitting that.

      “Where is it?”

      Ink shrugged and gestured towards the garden grove. “I think it’s at the top of that tower. But I ain’t ever been up that far—”

      “Good enough,” she said, then suddenly sprang forward and grabbed him by the wrist.

      “Hey!” he shouted as she began to pull him towards the garden. “What are you doing?”

      “We’re getting off this thing. Right now. You and me together.”

      They crossed to the front of Delia’s house. The others hurried onto the stone path on the far side almost at the same moment, having heard Ink’s cries.

      “Don’t move!” she said, her eyes growing wide as she gripped Ink’s wrist tighter in one hand, the axe in the other. “Not one step closer!”

      “Margaret, there’s no need for all this,” Simon called out.

      “I’ll decide that! Thank you very much, Wentworth!”

      She turned and stalked into the garden, dragging Ink along with her. He twisted around, looking back at the others with a silent cry for help. Abner began to rush forward but Delia stopped him.

      “Don’t. She won’t hurt him.”

      “But she’s headed for the tower!”

      Everyone turned to stare at the stone fortress rising tall above the garden canopy. It was midday, and the heavy curtains were still drawn across the windows.

      “It’s all right,” Riva said with a nod. “He’ll handle it.”
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      Ink would never have admitted it to anyone, but he was short for his age, and as such he struggled to keep up with Margaret’s frantic pace. Though she was intent on reaching the tower, he saw that she couldn’t help glancing around her as they passed through the garden. He remembered his own awe upon seeing it for the first time; the fragrant orchards, the lush vineyard, the bubbling fountains—all unexpected finds on a floating village. Then again, perhaps finding the unexpected on the unbelievable wasn’t so strange after all.

      She stopped when they came to the stream.

      “Where do we cross?” she asked, keeping a tight hold on Ink’s arm.

      “Down to the right a little ways. There’s a bridge behind that oak tree.”

      She pulled him after her.

      “You know,” Ink said, trying to twist himself out of her grip, “this really ain’t necessary!”

      “I don’t think you understand how serious this is. Somehow you’ve let them blind you to what they really are. Do you know what they’ve done?”

      “Yes, I know what they’ve done. Or at least what everyone says they’ve done.”

      They came to the small wooden bridge and crossed. Ink relaxed his struggle, not keen on taking another tumble into the frigid water.

      “We can’t stay a moment longer,” she continued. “I’ve heard rumors about them wielding unholy powers over the mind. Hypnotism and brainwashing and God knows what else. I won’t allow them to do such things to you any longer, or to me.”

      They arrived at the tower door. She made Ink open it with his free hand, then led the way inside, holding the axe higher as she glanced around the room. It was empty, save for the stacks of firewood set around the curving wall. She marched him to the staircase and made him climb it ahead of her.

      “But what are you gonna do?” Ink asked. “Crash us into a mountain?”

      “I’ll steer us just close enough to make a jump.”

      “A jump?” Ink cried, jerking back on his arm. Her grip did not loosen.

      “Yes. Onto a ledge or a low ridge. It’s our only chance.”

      “Oh, brilliant! Nothing could possibly go wrong with that plan!”

      “Open this door,” she ordered.

      They had come to the top of the stairs. Ink sighed, then turned the knob and pushed into the room.

      The second level had always been something of a contained mess—books and papers and other random objects shoved against the walls and into bookcases and cupboards. But no longer. The room was now completely wrecked, objects scattered far and wide across every inch of the floor and into every corner. Books had seen the worst damage. Some were missing whole chunks of pages, even covers.

      “What on earth happened here?” Margaret said, stepping over a tattered dictionary.

      The pale light filtering through the curtains cast an eerie glow over the wreckage. It looked as though a wild beast had rampaged through the room. Ink felt a knot of anxiety begin to form in the pit of his stomach as they neared the next door. He paused in front of it and found himself suddenly wishing for an axe of his own.

      “Well, go on,” she urged.

      “Are you sure about this? Forcing a poor innocent kid to jump off a flying village? Could you live with yourself?” He gave her his best doe-eyed expression of pleading. Never mind the fact that he’d made such a jump onto an airship only the day before.

      “You’ll be fine. I’ll give you a push start,” she answered, then prodded him forward.
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      Ink cringed as the door swung open. Would Caradoc be there? Had he transformed into some hideous monster, waiting to pounce as soon as they entered? He recalled the shadow that had passed behind the scarred man’s eyes during their argument yesterday. For a moment, he’d almost seemed inhuman. Ink had been terrified, even fearing for his life. It was also the reason he’d named Caradoc as his enemy to the cloaked figure in the Wickwire Watch, thereby invoking the mysterious ritual. But had he made the situation even worse by doing so? He hoped not. At any rate, the state of the second story seemed sufficient proof that Ink had not imagined the strangely disturbed look in the Keyholder’s eyes. Something was definitely wrong.

      He leaned his head through the doorway and looked around the room. There was no one at the desk, no one in the small bed pushed against the far side, no one near the huge gears of the tower clock. Relief rushed through him. Perhaps Caradoc had left the tower.

      “Hurry,” Margaret said, pushing Ink towards the last set of stairs.

      He rushed forward, eager for the whole ordeal to be over. But here at the final door, they met their first obstacle.

      “Locked,” he said.

      “Try again.”

      He did. Then a third time. And a fourth.

      “No good.”

      “All right,” she said. “We’ll look for a key. If we can’t find one, we use the axe.”

      She turned and led him back down the stairs.

      “Can I be released now?”

      “Fine. But don’t run off. I need your help.”

      “Fine.”

      She let go of his arm. He clutched at it pathetically in mock pain.

      “I’ll start here,” she said, crossing to the side table near the bed. “You check that table there. And that coat on the chair.”

      There was nothing on the table but a pair of spectacles and a detailed map of the Lockhorns. The coat pockets were empty, save for a small gray feather. Ink frowned as he looked at it. Of all the odd things to carry around. Atop the side table, Margaret found only a half-melted candle and a vase of wilted wildflowers. Finding nothing useful inside the drawers, she turned her attention to the cupboard overhead, pushing aside glass bottles and rolls of bandages. Nothing. She slammed the cupboard doors shut in frustration.

      “Right then,” she said, picking up the axe from the bed. “We break it down. Come on.”

      Before Ink could respond, she grabbed him by the wrist again and dragged him across the room. Almost at the same moment, a phantom-like figure suddenly melted out of the shadows beneath the stairs in front of them.

      Margaret gasped, stopping dead in her tracks in wide-eyed alarm. Ink felt the urge to run but stayed still, knowing the uselessness of the instinct.

      There was no running from Caradoc.

      “Hello,” he said, leaning against the staircase with a cup of tea in his hand.

      It was obvious he’d been unwell. Dark rings hung heavy beneath his eyelids. His skin was pale, making the horrible scars on his face all the more prominent. He did not stand with any of his usual pluck and vigor, but looked wearied and somewhat wilted, like a tree that had spent all night tossing in the winds of a storm. Ink felt a terrible wave of dread pass over him. He’d looked better only the day before. Something had happened overnight. He was sure of it.

      Margaret dropped Ink’s arm and clutched the axe with both hands. “Who are you?”

      In answer, he pulled his left hand from his pocket and held it up for her to see. It was heavily wrapped in a bandage. A few lines of fresh blood had seeped through to the palm.

      Her expression fell to one of complete bewilderment. “Mr. Rawlings? But . . . you were blond. And your face was—”

      “Normal?” he finished, taking a sip from the cup. His gaze moved to the boy beside her. “How goes it, Inkblot?”

      “Not terribly well,” Ink answered. “There’s been some . . . bean spilling.”

      “I see. Well, you may be at your ease, Miss Margaret. I’m not armed. Uh . . .” He glanced down into his tea cup. “Unless you’re allergic to mint.”

      Ink bit his lip to keep from smirking. Only Caradoc would make jokes while facing an angry, axe-wielding woman.

      “I apologize for slinking out of the shadows,” he continued. “The radiator in this room always overheats. Lets me get away with warming a cup of tea without having to go down to the kitchen.”

      “Open the door,” Margaret said, raising the axe. “Right now. Or I swear . . .”

      Caradoc fished a key from his pocket and started up the stairs.

      “Right this way.”

      Margaret shot Ink a puzzled glance, unsure of what trick was being played. Ink could only shrug unhelpfully. After another moment’s hesitation, she turned and followed Caradoc cautiously up the steps, keeping a tight grip on the axe.

      Ink shook his head as he took up the rear. “I’m getting too old for this.”
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      Caradoc stepped aside as soon as he pushed through the fourth-floor door, making way for Margaret, who quickly widened the gap between them by rushing to the far side of the room. Ink followed, blinking in the light that streamed through the domed glass roof.

      A huge map of Eriaris covered the floor, made of colored tile set into white stone and dotted with wooden markers placed over different locations. A star chart covered a large circular table scattered with various nautical instruments. A smaller bookshelf held a set of heavy tomes on astronomy and navigation. Atop lay a pile of almanacs. There were also several free-standing devices which Ink did not recognize; brass and copper-plated instruments with glass fronts like clock faces. The most curious thing in the room was a blue globe of crystal-like glass, set atop a metal pedestal with two thin wires running down to the base. Peering closer, Ink noticed faint points of light scattered across the globe’s surface.

      Margaret’s attentions had long since turned toward the middle of the room. There, a metal helm stood four feet from the ground, attached to a collection of copper tubes which led directly down into the floor.

      “I’m afraid there’s no leaving now,” Caradoc said.

      She looked up at him, her eyes filling with terror. “Look . . . if you’re worried we’ll tell someone about your precious hiding place, we won’t. Just let us down.”

      “It’s not the hiding place that’s precious to me,” he answered.

      She replied with a bitter scoff, then brought a hand to her brow and shook her head. “I knew something wasn’t right. I knew there had to be some horrible catch to all of this. And your man, Simon . . . did he really think I wouldn’t notice that muck up with the names this morning? And which one are you really, Mr. Rawlings?”

      Before he could answer, her eyes fell again to the bloody bandage wrapped around his left hand, and her face paled in renewed horror.

      “Oh, good God!” she said in a fear-struck whisper. “You’re him! That . . . that mark on your hand! The scars on your face! How did I not see it before?”

      The dread in her tone sent a chill through the air. Caradoc didn’t answer, nor did he give any indication of anger or offense, but remained leaning casually against the wall.

      “They say you serve the Devil,” she continued. “That you lost your mind to the Darkness. Twisted into something more cruel and bloodthirsty than any beast who ever lived. You murdered that Entrian prophet. And so many innocent people . . . crippled, dead. All because of you.”

      Her hands tightened around the axe. Their gazes were locked, like two serpents eyeing one another in a deadly dance. Her breath quickened in panic.

      “I should kill you right now.”

      He raised his head, hardly batting an eyelash. “Go ahead.”

      The axe shook. Her mouth trembled. She took a step back.

      “No. You’ll change form as soon as I come near. Or turn into smoke or burst into flame. No. Not with anything less than a silver bullet.”

      “You have nothing to fear, Margaret,” he said. “If we’d wanted to hurt you, don’t you think we would have done it by now?”

      “So what’s your plan, then? Black spells? Brainwashing? Like you’ve done to this poor boy? Why is he here? What are you doing with him?”

      Caradoc rubbed his beard and looked at Ink. “Would you like to answer that, Master Featherfield?”

      Ink glanced at the door to the outer balcony. A broom leaned against the frame. He went to it and took it up by the handle.

      “This,” he said, showing Margaret. “All day and all night.”

      She turned to Caradoc, outraged. “You beat him with broomsticks?”

      Ink smirked back at the scarred man. “I could take advantage of this, you know.”

      “Ink . . .”

      “All right, all right. No, they don’t beat me. It’s nothing like that. Much worse, in fact.” He sighed. “The Spektors are after me.”

      The anger in her eyes was quickly replaced by unbridled shock. “What?”

      “They’re after me. For almost a month now. Don’t know why, or how I even called ‘em on, but it’s the truth. They nearly had me, too.” He nodded toward Caradoc. “If it weren’t for him, I’d likely be lying at the bottom of a lake right now. But he got me out of there and took me in. They all did. I gotta do a bit of manual labor in return, whether I like it or not . . . but it’s a good deal better than being gutted by something I can’t see.”

      She lowered the axe a few inches, her brow deeply furrowed, then shook her head and lifted her eyes to Caradoc. “Then you lied to me. Back there in the house. Once we passed through the Veil, you said there were only two kinds of people Spektors are allowed to kill.”

      He nodded. “Keyholders and victims of possession. Yes. But I didn’t lie. I said those were the conditions as far as I knew. Ink is an unusual case. At first, we thought he must be the victim of some new edict allowing a third condition. But then we heard about an old friend of ours who suffered the same fate Ink had managed to escape, and only two days before. Since he and the boy were so unlike one another in every respect, the cause of both attacks remains a complete mystery.”

      Margaret held the axe closer. “So then . . . those Spektors might have killed me after all? Given the chance?”

      Caradoc looked reluctant to answer. He tucked a hand into his pocket and finally shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “And might kill others?” she continued, her voice rising in panic. “What if their restrictions are gone entirely? What if all the world is in danger of falling to them?”

      Ink felt a cold knot form in the pit of his stomach. He’d never considered that possibility.

      “We can’t jump straight to the worst possible conclusion,” Caradoc replied. “And I don’t believe that’s what’s happened. But now you see why Mr. Featherfield is here. And by his own will. He wasn’t forced. He made the choice, just as you did. You asked to be brought here. You trusted us. And, but for a few wigs and false noses, we’re still very much the same people you knew us to be.”

      “That can’t be true. It can’t! You’re the Colonists!”

      “A title wrongfully forced on us.”

      “So you deny it all? The murder of that prophet? The slaughter that came afterward?”

      Caradoc rubbed a hand across his face and paced away in the opposite direction. He stood with his back to her, gazing down at the swaying treetops of the garden grove while fiddling with the teacup in his hand. “Simon and I got word that something terrible was going to happen during the peace talks on that island. We decided we couldn’t let it come to pass. So we gathered up a group and went to try to save some lives. Not take them. It was never meant to be that way.”

      He bowed his head and brought his free hand to the bridge of his nose. Ink could see him taking deep, methodical breaths, as if trying to keep calm. Margaret’s expression remained locked in a firm frown. But she had stopped shaking, and the axe began to lower again. After a long moment, Caradoc turned back to her.

      “I have neither the power nor the energy to make you see everything clearly. It’s not up to me. So regard us how you will—demons, tyrants, madmen, saints. It makes little difference to us now. But we don’t answer to you. You are not our judge . . . and neither are we yours.”

      Margaret’s gaze fell to the floor. Though the words were said with softness, Ink knew Caradoc spoke of their finding seven Spektors in her home, all of whom were likely drawn there by some dark deed. So far, no one had demanded an explanation from her. Caradoc set his teacup down on a nearby table and ventured a step closer. Margaret stiffened, eyeing him warily, but this time made no move to retreat.

      “You’ve walked with me in a place few others could imagine,” he said. “You’ve seen what can’t be easily explained. Glimpsed a struggle that overshadows everything we think so terribly important. I offered my hand to you that night in good faith, just as you gave it to me. And by that faith, by your fierce heart and strength of spirit—as well as your willingness to become a Defender with little explanation or time to prepare—we survived. After everything, can it really be possible the goodness in your heart only now perceives any evil in mine?”

      Ink could tell she was faltering, fighting her better judgement while also making silent arguments against every word he’d spoken. Soon, the axe was lowered completely, and Ink knew she had finally begun to consider that he might be telling the truth.

      “You realize,” she said, “you damn us to your own fate by having us here. If they catch us with you and think we’ve joined your side—”

      “That’s why we do our very best not to get caught.”

      She regarded this with a mixture of disbelief and reproach. “I know a thing or two about high stakes. But rescuing strangers from these Spektors while trying to stay out of the world’s way verges on the impossible. You’re risking one terrible danger for another.”

      “That’s what any decent gambler does.”

      “And how long before you lose everything?”

      He cocked his head, caught off-guard by the question. “What makes you think I will?”

      “Because those who play that way always do. Sooner or later.”

      Caradoc didn’t answer. After a long moment, Margaret took a few steps closer. There was no trace of fear about her now.

      “I’ve asked you this once before. I want to ask again. Knowing what I know now. Seeing you as I see you now.” She lifted her chin, looking him squarely in the eye. “Why did you save me?”

      Ink couldn’t believe it. He’d never seen anyone go toe-to-toe with Caradoc like this before, though he’d tried many times himself and always unsuccessfully. But she was breaking through to something. Caradoc was clearly taken aback, even a little disconcerted, though his gaze never left hers.

      “Because you wanted to be saved,” he answered at last.

      She raised her eyebrow with an air of curiosity. “That’s a different answer from the one you first gave me. And still not the truth. You keep that hidden for some reason. But then . . . a gambler doesn’t show his hand ‘til the last moment, does he?”

      She lifted the axe again and ran her thumb along the sharpened edge. There was playfulness in the act, as well as a threat.

      “Well,” she continued, “perhaps one day you’ll tell it to me. Seems I’ll have plenty of time to wait. Against my better judgment, and despite the fact that you are clearly the maddest of them all, I must admit there is a small part of me that insists on trusting you, for whatever that’s worth. I can’t ignore what you’ve done for me. I shall always be grateful for it. But that doesn’t mean I have to be happy about my present circumstances or the company I must keep. You are forcing me to walk a razor’s edge. Push me the wrong way—send even the smallest shiver up my spine—and things will go very wrong very quickly. I promise you.”

      “Point taken,” Caradoc replied. “Just remember who’s holding that razor.”

      She scoffed, then began to step back towards the door. “I’ll wager not many forget about you, Mr. Rawlings. Try as you might to change form or disappear into shadows. How very much like a spirit you are yourself.”

      With that, she turned and disappeared down the stairs. As they listened to her fading footsteps, Ink watched a smile break across Caradoc’s face. She was good. Very good. A match of steel against steel. But if Ink had learned anything about his curious benefactor, it was that steel was not necessarily the best way to get past his armor. With a quiet sigh, Caradoc crossed to the far table and pulled a chart from beneath the papers on top of it.

      As Ink looked at him, he was suddenly struck by another memory from his vivid dream. He saw him chained to a table, blood oozing from the side of his head, and the strange boy standing over him, chisel in hand. Ink stared harder at the deep scar above Caradoc’s eye. It was different from the rest. Not as clean-cut but running jagged through his eyebrow like a thin streak of twisting white flame. Caradoc had told him of that very mark only the day before—how it had been made by someone he’d trusted, that it had left him blind for almost a week. Ink felt goosebumps rise on his arms. Was it possible the story had somehow summoned the dream?

      “Listen, Ink,” Caradoc said after glancing towards the door, “I’d like you to go down and keep an eye on her. Only for a while, ‘til she gets used to things.”

      “So it’s guard duty now, is it?” Ink replied.

      “Escort duty. Just make sure she doesn’t do anything foolish. You remember how it was when you first came up?”

      “I remember,” Ink said as he walked past, heading for the door. “Such happy days.”

      “Wait.”

      Ink paused and turned back. Caradoc stood from the table, his brow furrowed in regret.

      “I need to . . . apologize to you.”

      Ink raised his eyebrows. “Apologize? To me?”

      “For yesterday. I lost my temper with you after that encounter with the airship. I shouldn’t have gone so far. I can get a little . . . cross . . . when a threat gets too close. I also hadn’t slept well the night before. It was the first time in a while the tonic hadn’t worked for me. Had a bad effect. So, I’m sorry.”

      Ink lifted his chin. “I think that’s the first apology I’ve ever heard out of you.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get used to it.” Caradoc returned his attention to the table. “Been keeping up with your chores?”

      “There ain’t nothing else to keep up with. I just hope you don’t want me tidying up that mess on the second floor. Looks like a band of monkeys went down there and had a wild night out. What happened?”

      “Oh, yes. That. I was looking for a book.”

      Ink raised his eyebrows again, this time even higher. “You were looking for a book? Well, blimey, remind me never to take you into a bookstore! You’d destroy the place!” He wandered to the table as he spoke and glanced down. Atop it lay a chart showing the western half of Eriaris. “Where are we headed next?”

      “Mastmarner,” Caradoc replied. “To see an old acquaintance who will hopefully have some answers to our questions. Your Spektor problem, in particular. Eager for another adventure, are we?”

      “Wouldn’t go all the way to ‘eager’. A chap just likes to be prepared. Never know what’s going to happen around you people.”

      “Ah, but that’s just the fun of it, Master Featherface. Never a dull day with a group of fugitive gardeners.”

      “Fun,” Ink said, rolling his eyes as he turned back to the door. “Yes, that’s the word. I’d nearly forgotten it. I best be off to tell Margaret just what kind of ‘fun’ to expect up here.”

      He was almost out of the room when Caradoc suddenly called out again.

      “Wait!”

      “What? Again?” Ink said.

      This time, Caradoc strode across the room and reached for Ink’s left hand.

      “What’s this?”

      Ink felt his mouth go dry. Caradoc peered hard at the silver ring on his finger, turning the band as he gazed at the twisting emerald vine in the center.

      “Where did you get this?” he demanded, a sudden light flaring up in his eyes.

      Ink tried to remain calm so that his hand wouldn’t tremble. “It’s Margaret’s. She said I could have it.”

      This did not seem to satisfy Caradoc, who continued to inspect it as though it were a long-lost treasure. Ink resisted the urge to jerk his hand away. There was no chance he could possibly know the truth of it. He couldn’t.

      “Something wrong?” Ink asked, unable to bear waiting any longer.

      Caradoc shook his head, still staring at the ring. “I thought . . .”

      He paused, then let go of Ink’s hand.

      “It’s nothing. I was mistaken.” He stepped back, then nodded towards the door. “Go on.”

      Ink practically flew down all three flights of stairs.
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      Lord Pallaton raised his spyglass and looked northward. A cliffside port was just in view, high above the Western Sea. The city of Ciras loomed in the distance beyond, its ancient towers and spires shrouded in early morning mist. A mass of vague shapes clustered a few feet from the edge of the cliff. Pallaton focused on the sight as the airship drifted closer.

      It was a huge crowd of hundreds of people, all looking eagerly to the south. A company of the High Council’s guards stood along a walkway which cut through the middle of the throng from the main dock. Colored ribbons and flowers abounded, along with dozens of banners bearing the crests of several Entrian households. Children pushed their way to the front and hung on the gold-tasseled ropes meant to rein in the spectators.

      It was a heartening show of support, particularly for the travel-weary chief prosecutor. He loathed having to venture into Cassrian territory, despising it more at every occurrence. It did, however, make coming home all the sweeter. He turned and passed the spyglass to the captain of the Adrasteia, who rattled off an order as soon as he caught sight of the port.

      “Half sail, helmsman.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The captain lowered the lens with a look of apprehension, tapped the brass barrel against his palm, then shook his head. “Seems like half the blasted city has come to greet us.”

      “As well they should,” Pallaton replied. “They’ve as much right to share in our victory.”

      “In your victory, perhaps.” The captain swept his uneasy gaze across the span of the airship’s deck. “While I can only hope the state of things will not reflect too poorly upon me.”

      Lord Drystan, who stood nearby with a cup of tea, answered him with a reassuring smile. “Come now, Captain. Your ship is a casualty of war, and one that’s survived to see another day. Count it as a point of honor.”

      “It is an honor I am not anxious to receive again. I cannot begin to fathom the cost of this damage. The crew will need a good spell of leave, too. That hit we took unraveled a lot of nerves. If you ask me, it’s a miracle we suffered no casualties.”

      “May such divine favor continue to shield us,” Pallaton replied. “How long before we make port?”

      The captain glanced back at the city, gleaming now like ice on a mountaintop as sunlight broke through the mist. “Within the half hour.”

      “Good. I will inform the Lady.”

      As the captain retreated, Drystan stepped up beside Pallaton and nodded towards the city. “I’d say that crowd is almost double the size of the last one. Not even the Elders are given such a welcome when they make an appearance. This is a most gratifying sight.”

      Pallaton nodded. “It might have been three times as great if she did not shy away from attention so quickly. She’s already had half a dozen interview requests, four invitations to various society balls, and an impassioned proposal from the lord mayor to not only hold a great banquet in her honor but to commission an official portrait of her as well.”

      “Turned them all down?”

      “Without a second thought.”

      Drystan smiled. “Well, if her stubbornness runs as deep as her natural modesty, I suppose all we can do is continue to encourage her. It is a bit strange, though. You would think the daughter of an Elder would have been trained and prepared for a life in the public eye.”

      “I once made the same comment to her.”

      “What was her reply?”

      Pallaton sighed. “That she learned only to dread it. We may never fully persuade her to see the pleasure in such things, only to accept them. But that will be quite sufficient for our purposes.” He clapped Drystan on the arm. “Make yourself ready to disembark. I will go to prepare her.”
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      It was silent in the grand cabin. The Lady Seherene sat at her writing desk, gazing down at the flintlock pistol in her hands, deep under the spell of a memory which excluded all other distractions and concerns.

      A single figure haunted her thoughts, speaking softly, standing close. His winsome smile filled her with a warm glow of joy and delight. His tender words thrummed the strings of her heart until it ached almost unbearably with longing. She yearned to answer. Desperate to fall into the daydream and never return. But she could do nothing more than brush her thumb across the letters stamped into the pistol’s grip. As she did, painful anguish flared hot inside her, nearly bringing a tear to her eye.

      A knock came at the door. With a deep breath she regained her composure, wrapped the pistol in its cloth, and stowed it among the folds of her cloak.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Pallaton stepped into the room with a nod. “Captain says we arrive within the half hour.”

      She answered with a silent nod of her own. Pallaton closed the door behind him and went to a chair near the wide window. A knowing smirk crossed his face as he sat.

      “There is a crowd gathered to meet us, hundreds strong. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Elders have declared a special holiday.”

      A quiet sigh left her lips. “Why must they insist on making such a fuss?”

      “I would hardly call it a ‘fuss’. They’re eager to share in the celebration. It isn’t often we have the satisfaction of a dead Colonist.”

      “He was a human soul,” she answered. “And no matter the wretched state of that soul, I cannot bring myself to condone a celebration of death. The loss of life always demands grave respect. If for no other reason than to remind us how easily our own can be stolen away.”

      Pallaton crossed his arms. “I can’t argue with that. But you are leaving something very important out of all this.”

      “And what is that?”

      He leaned forward, putting a hand on his thigh. “You think they’ve all come just to dance on the grave of an eighty-year-old criminal? We’re not bringing back a coffin for them to spit on. There’s no prisoner to jeer at and curse. But there is something worth seeing today. Their national heroine. Their chief warrior for the cause.”

      “Really, Pallaton . . .”

      “I wouldn’t say so if it wasn’t the truth. The people’s faith has wavered in many things—the Elders, the Assembly, the Colonist-hunters—but never once have I heard anyone affix so much as a cross word to your name. ‘Don’t worry,’ they say. ‘It’s only a matter of time before she brings an end to it, once and for all. She’s our very own Angel of Reckoning.’”

      She looked at him, stunned. “Is that what they call me?”

      He smiled as he sat back in his chair. “That is what you are.”

      She was silent for another moment, then raised her eyes in concern. “Do they not accord the same honor to their Chief Prosecutor?”

      Pallaton tilted his head as he considered this, his expression turning pensive. “In time, they may. But on to other matters. Do you go on to Mastmarner after we make our report?”

      “If all goes to plan. The sooner I can leave this city again, the better. I’ll keep you and Drystan apprised of my whereabouts as best I can. In the meantime, I’d like you to keep on the hunt for Mr. Featherfield’s parents. A man with all your connections ought to make short work of it.”

      Pallaton narrowed his eyes for a moment, but he quickly swallowed any emotion. “Of course. I will make it my top priority. Do you have transport arranged at the dock site?”

      “Yes. Dr. Tyrus will be waiting to escort me to my family’s house.”
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      At that moment, Dr. Tyrus was stepping out of his carriage and onto the dock. The November air was even colder at the edge of the sea. It was a wonder so many had ventured out of the warmth and comfort of the indoors to see the Adrasteia’s return. It was also an unfortunate thing for the Lady Seherene, who hated crowds. He determined at once to wait near the spot where the gangplank would be lowered. That way, he could escort her immediately to the privacy of his waiting carriage.

      As he strode towards the end of the walkway, a stocky man wearing an expensive suit came to meet him with a grin and an outstretched hand.

      “Lord Tyrus! Nice to see you, sir!”

      “Mr. Giles,” he answered, shaking his hand.

      “Exciting day, isn’t it? Not only another Colonist bagged but the conclusion of the Adrasteia’s maiden voyage!”

      “She’s one of yours, then?”

      “She is, indeed,” Giles replied, stopping on purpose in front of a group of journalists. “The pride of our fleet, in fact. The most modern and luxurious vessel ever to sail the skies, outmatching the best transport to be found anywhere on land or sea. A wonder of pure beauty!”

      Tyrus cast him a weary smile. Mervyn Giles was a Cassrian tycoon who had his hands in a dozen industries across Eriaris. His money gave him access to the best societies on both sides of the Lockhorns, but Tyrus found it increasingly difficult to feign interest in his exploits. The man was filled with more hot air than one of his many airships.

      “I see it!” someone cried.

      Tyrus and Giles turned to look as cheers broke out from the crowd. The ship glided towards them from the south, slicing through the chill winds. The spectators waved their banners and ribbons. Children climbed onto their parents’ shoulders for a better view. The company of guards rechecked their lines, facing one another across the pathway leading to the waiting carriages.

      But as the airship came nearer, they noticed something was wrong. It was listing to the port side, the section of enormous balloon above it sagging and fluttering. The polished timbers of the impressive five-deck hull were marred by jagged gashes that had shattered many of the cabin windows. The gunwale was in many places twisted and splintered, with some sections missing entirely. As the cheers and shouts of the crowd weakened, a loud noise of grinding, squeaking metal pierced the air, culminating in a rasping whine as the propellers shuddered to a halt. The Adrasteia was an utter wreck.

      Tyrus snuck a glance at Giles—who now wore a look of pure horror.

      The ship’s crew threw anchoring ropes to the dock as a gangplank was extended from the main deck to the cliffside. The people in the crowd strained to see around one another. Tyrus saw the Lords Pallaton and Drystan appear at the head of the walkway, but both lingered there and glanced back towards the deck as if awaiting someone else.

      Finally, after a minute that seemed an eternity, Seherene appeared. Her solemn eyes swept over the crowd, which gazed back at her in reverent awe. Some even removed their hats. Others held hands to their breasts in silent thanks. Pallaton stepped up beside her and whispered something. The Entress seemed to hesitate for a moment, then raised a hand in greeting. The crowd erupted into a frenzy of cheers and applause, whistling and shouting praise.

      She made her way down the gangplank with Pallaton and Drystan following behind. Giles bowed low as she reached the cliffside. Tyrus approached her with a smile and took her hands in his.

      “You return from the Wild Country at last,” he said, kissing her cheek.

      “From one to another, it seems,” she answered with an anxious laugh.

      “The carriage awaits. Whenever you’re ready.”

      “At this very moment, dear friend. Lead on.” She turned and nodded at Drystan and Pallaton. “Gentlemen, I will meet you at the Council House tomorrow morning.”

      Pallaton smiled. “Until then, my Lady.”

      “Safe travels, ma’am,” Drystan replied.

      The people reached out as she passed, eager to take her hand or touch her cloak, showering her with blessings and thanks. Tyrus held her close as they moved through the crowd, keeping her just out of reach. Smiles met her everywhere she looked. Flowers littered the path before her.

      “There’s the Angel, Daddy!” a child called out.

      Tyrus smiled at the little girl. Seherene’s expression turned troubled.

      As they approached the carriage, one of the guards stepped forward and opened the door. She took Tyrus’s outstretched hand and entered. Once Tyrus had seated himself across from her, the guard proffered a rigid bow and wished her safe travels. She nodded in return. He then stepped back and made a sign to the driver, who spurred the horses on with a single word. As the carriage broke free of the tumultuous scene, Seherene breathed an audible sigh of relief.

      “So,” Tyrus said with a smirk, “what did you do to the ship?”

      She smiled. “Attracted too much attention. I think that’s the last time I travel on one of Mr. Giles’s vessels. Everywhere you look, you can hear the chink of the coins he spent on it.”

      “Probably the last time he lets you near one, anyway. So what was it? A flock of flying raccoons who couldn’t resist all the shiny adornments?”

      “It was a ram, actually. One of the great stone heads in Watcher’s Pass. A blast tore it loose from the mountainside and sent it down upon us.”

      “Good heavens, what on earth could have done that? A lightning bolt?”

      “Something just as unexpected.” She settled back against the seat. “The Colonists.”

      Tyrus stared at her in stunned silence.

      “We scoured the mountains as soon as we could,” she continued. “The scouts found nothing upon their initial search but I ordered a team to stay behind and keep on the hunt.”

      “You’re certain it was them?”

      She nodded.

      Tyrus raised a hand to his gray-bearded chin in astonishment. “Good Lord. It’s a miracle that ship came to no worse! Was anyone hurt?”

      “A few bumps and bruises. Nothing serious.”

      “It must have shaken you up terribly, coming that close. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      A corner of his mouth turned up. “You know I don’t possess an Entress’s ability to tell truth from lies. But after all these years, I think I know you too well to believe that.”

      She dropped her gaze for a moment. “I’m sorry. I’ve grown so accustomed to wearing a mask, I’m starting to forget whom I can trust with my true feelings.”

      “There’s no need for apology. I don’t mean to scold you. I know things have been difficult. But you’ve done very well—and certainly much more than anyone could expect under the circumstances. I pray you find some rest and comfort while you’re home.”

      She glanced out the window and watched the city rush past. A light blanket of early-morning frost covered the rooftops and archways. What ice glistened in the window panes was already melting. In only a few weeks, however, Ciras would doubtless see the first serious snows and storms of winter.

      “What do the people say about Bash?” she asked. “The manner of his death?”

      Tyrus considered the question for a moment. “That there was some kind of scuffle once you found him, requiring a swift execution on the spot rather than bringing him back alive. I daresay some were disappointed, but most were simply happy to have it over and done with.”

      He watched as her expression grew anxious, disquiet settling behind her eyes.

      “Then we will leave it at that for now,” she said, almost to herself. She looked up at him again. “Have you been to see my mother?”

      “Just this morning,” he replied, trying to bring a note of cheer into his voice. “And upon my soul, the gardeners are working wonders in that estate of yours! I’ve never seen blossoms so vibrant and healthy this late in the year. Your mother will have nothing but the best.”

      “Is there any change?”

      His smile faded but did not disappear altogether. “No.”

      She nodded, barely concealing her disappointment. “I believe she hangs tightly on the promise I made to her. Once the Colonists have been brought to justice, she will improve. I’m sure of it.”

      “Seherene,” Tyrus replied, “my love and respect for your family are too great to prevent my being honest with you, even if that honesty might bring a degree of pain. It is by this same love that I must tell you now . . . that your mother has worked herself into a perpetual state of grief. So much that I fear it will soon be all she knows. The day may come when she will not want to give it up, even though your promise to her be fulfilled. Justice or revenge may lessen the sting of a wound, but it will not heal it.”

      The furrows on her brow deepened. “You sound unsure as to which we pursue.”

      Tyrus glanced out the window as he considered how to answer. His mustache twitched as he pursed his lips. “I made my peace long ago with what happened. I had to. Or risk being overcome by it.”

      “But would you not have the offenders pay for their crimes?” she asked. “For the wrong done against your own family? Against your son?”

      “Spilling every last drop of Colonist blood will not restore my son to his right mind. It is enough for me that the Great Judge of all people will one day reward them as He sees fit.” He raised a hand. “And please . . . do not think I speak against the work you do. Nor am I opposed to serving in the role the High Council has given me. I only wish to tell you the truth, as I have always done.”

      A whistle sounded from the driver outside, and the carriage came to a halt. Tyrus stepped down first, then held his hand out to Seherene. As soon as she touched the ground, she turned to embrace him.

      “Thank you, Tyrus. Your courage and compassion are always the best comfort to me.” She pulled back and tried to smile. “Send my regards to Kieran and Helena.”

      “I will,” he replied. “And don’t give up hope for your mother. If she’s anything like her daughter, she’ll find the strength to pull through. I’ll return in a fortnight to check on her progress.”

      “We will await you eagerly,” she said, clasping his hands in gratitude.

      He stepped back into the carriage and tapped on the roof.
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      She watched as the horses pulled away and carried him back through the gates. Once he was out of sight, and the clattering of hooves had faded away, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and finally turned towards her family home.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Mother
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      If the city of Ciras was the crown of Entrian civilization, the Atturias Estate was one of its brightest jewels. It had been built as the primary residence of an Elder of the High Council—Seherene’s father—and though the master of the estate was no longer living, it continued to gain admirers on account of its sheer splendor. Prior to the Battle of Damiras, public and private tours had even been allowed through the legendary gardens, along with a number of artists eager to capture its beauty on canvas.

      The Lady Madara ruled her late husband’s property with a sharp eye and an iron will, demanding excellence in all aspects of its operation. She spared no expense filling her home with only the finest things, gilding every nook and cranny with something for visitors to covet. Her carriage was such a thing to behold—with its gold-rimmed wheels and ivory adornments—the coachmen joked that even the horses wouldn’t dare do anything to sully its image while pulling it along. Her small regiment of servants and laborers carried out their duties in a perfectly-executed dance of care and precision, and only those who showed true loyalty to the family and a fierce pride in their work were allowed to remain in their ranks.

      As Seherene entered the house, she was surprised to see the entire staff assembled, all of whom were eager to praise her for the work she had done. She greeted them by name, shaking hands and exchanging smiles and nods as they cheered her success and offered words of encouragement. She thanked them in return and even felt reluctant to leave their company. But duty beckoned, and she soon began the long ascent to the upstairs corridor.

      As the servants below returned to their duties, a pervading silence settled over the place like a shadow of gloom. Seherene felt her steps grow heavy as it pressed in around her. It wasn’t until she reached the second floor that she recalled the painful truth about the illustrious estate—that for all its grand ornamentations and embellishments, for all the many admirers who marveled at it and envied it, it was still one of the emptiest places she had ever known.

      Lady Madara had every pleasure and comfort within her reach, but she did not take them. She demanded the most beautiful flowers and the straightest trees yet never walked her garden. The piano was kept in tune but never played. The paintings were dusted and the frames always polished, and yet she never looked at them. Since the massacre on Damiras, it seemed that joy itself had become an enemy to the household. She did not even allow her servants to laugh in her presence, so grossly offensive was the sound of it to her ears.

      Seherene came at last to her mother’s chamber door and paused. In the past few months, she had found herself facing a great many dark and dangerous things, all of which suddenly seemed mere tests and rehearsals for the moment now come upon her. When she knocked, the voice permitting entry came sharp and curt. She squared her jaw, steeled herself with every drop of resolve she could summon, then pushed through the door.
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      “Hello, Mother.”

      “Shut the door, Seherene.”

      The Entress dutifully closed the door behind her, then crossed the room and stood with her hands clasped, waiting for the elderly woman to turn from the window.

      Her mother was a fearsome figure to behold. She carried herself like a queen and had a gaze so sharp she could wound or threaten into submission with a single glance—often at the same time. She seemed now to be doing battle with the stone-gray clouds above the city, contending over who was the more solemn and grave.

      “I hope you’ve been well,” Seherene said.

      “That is a foolish thing to say,” came the abrupt reply.

      “I only meant—”

      “Is he dead?”

      Seherene paused, deflated by her mother’s demand for business first. “Yes.”

      Madara took in a long, slow breath, tapping her fingernails on the arm of her chair. “Well . . . then I suppose you had better sit down.”

      As Seherene took the opposite chair, Madara’s eyes turned to her at last. She studied her daughter with an unblinking stare, reading everything betrayed by her posture and expression. When she finished, her assessment came in only three words.

      “You look older.”

      Seherene met her mother’s gaze. “I am tired.”

      “And do you also have an excuse as to why you disregarded the laws of our Council? Why was the offender not brought to have his blood spilled before the people?”

      “He was already dead by the time we arrived.”

      “You should have been quicker about it. Have you struggled so long and so hard only to tarry upon such news?”

      “Pallaton received word of Bash’s identity only a few days beforehand. We couldn’t have reached him in time.”

      Madara turned her eyes to the window again. “I don’t suppose your investigation managed to reveal anything of proper interest.”

      The outcome of any action was always assumed to be failure, and success always met with suspicion. A single conversation of this kind was enough to weary the spirit for a week, but Seherene endured it without complaint—and like the punishment she knew it was meant to be.

      “We found a crest jewel in the house,” she finally answered. “Belonging to the Artavious family, all of whom were killed on Damiras.”

      “The vile wretch,” the old woman hissed between her teeth. “So he had walked the fields of the dead for a souvenir. Would that I had been present to see the end made of him. And how was it done? A heart attack? A fever? I pray nothing so merciful.”

      “Far from it,” Seherene replied. She hesitated for a moment, feeling a shadow of dread creep over her. “There was not a single mark on his body, but all his innards had been ripped to shreds, as though he’d been ravaged by a wild animal. They said that when his body was finally moved, the blood poured out of him like water from a spring.”

      The elder Entress lifted her chin, but kept her gaze on the clouds above. “Spektor.”

      The word hung in the air, somehow darkening what little sunlight filtered through the window. The tone in which it had been spoken, however, Seherene found even more unsettling.

      “You don’t sound at all surprised,” she said.

      “Nor should I be. Nor indeed anyone who does not fear the truth of them. I only wonder how every Colonist is not taken in the same way, filled as they are with such hate for us. But perhaps it is only a matter of time.”

      Seherene did not answer, but let her gaze fall to her hand fidgeting over the ivory-tipped arm of her chair.

      “And what of the gold-fringed ape from the Assembly?” Madara asked. “Does he know?”

      “I did inform Commissioner Marlas of the situation, but he seemed unwilling to delve any deeper into it. The Spektors are not an easy thing for the Cassrians to accept. In the end, he ordered a second investigation into Bash’s death, though I believe it was more out of politeness than any sense of duty or interest.”

      “To be undertaken by himself?”

      “He charged his deputy with the task. A young man by the name of Frederick Coram.”

      The old woman clucked her tongue in a sentiment bordering on revulsion. “The fools will find nothing. They seek to meddle in a world they cannot possibly begin to comprehend.”

      “Even so,” Seherene replied, “a Spektor has murdered a Colonist. We need as much support as we can get if we’re to shed any more light on the matter, or risk having it happen again. Perhaps to any one of us.”

      Her mother’s gaze turned to her once more. “That is a dangerous presumption.”

      “Spektors do not have the freedom to murder whomever they wish. And regardless that a Colonist happened to be the victim this time, the fact remains that someone is giving them orders to kill. This can’t be overlooked.”

      “That is a matter for the priests. Not you.”

      It was Seherene’s turn to glance out the window. Since the start of her commission, her mother had demanded to hear her reports before they could reach the High Council, thereby securing a degree of control over the investigation and “giving purpose” to her life again. Seherene never begrudged the command, for it stood firm in her mind that a daughter never owed a greater debt to her mother, nor to her people. Still, it was times like these she wished she could hold something back.

      “It was told to me long ago,” Seherene continued, “a legend existed claiming that a Keyholder could obtain control over the Spektors they expelled upon the finding of their Crypt.”

      Madara closed her eyes, then covered them with a trembling, wrinkled hand. Seherene felt ten years old again, plotting out the best place to hide to avoid yet another wrathful outburst. It was all she could do to keep from cowering in her chair and remain sitting upright.

      “God in Heaven,” Madara said. “Will evil never be sated? Has Hell but trifled with us these long years only to unleash its hottest flames now? It is not to be borne.”

      “As soon as I have made my report to the High Council, I make my way to Mastmarner,” Seherene replied. “It is my intention to seek out the location of this Crypt, the pursuit of which I believe may bring us straight to the Colonists themselves.”

      Madara rose from her chair and paced to the center of the room, making her hands into fists as her eyes blazed with anger. “If this is all you intend to do in the face of such obscene treachery, you are a poor strategist. The secret of the Crypt’s location has been lost for hundreds of years.”

      “Marlas’s deputy is hunting down the same information, on top of beginning a new round of interrogations. We even arranged for Mourning Processions to pass through the streets of several major Cassrian cities, calling for justice and solidarity, the success of which was so great we altered course on our way here to witness it ourselves.”

      The fire in Madara’s eyes blazed hotter. “How you can even think to look to the Cassrians for help, I will never understand! Do you forget it was they who turned this country down the path to ruin? Crawling across it like a plague? Driving us out of our God-given lands? Out of whose leprous bowels came the Colonists themselves! Fiends and firebrands of Hell!” She shut her eyes again for a moment, putting a hand to her brow. “Of course, I have no say in the matter. You act according to your own conscience. But let me be clear, Seherene . . .” She turned and fixed her daughter with a fierce stare. “You will do what needs to be done, the Cassrians be damned. This is not a social gathering. This is not a dance where you must mind stepping on the other’s foot. You have a duty to perform. A sacred commission. Lest you forget, what remains of our once-great civilization is looking to you to set things right. Go on the hunt for this Crypt if you wish, but you will never forget to which people your allegiance and loyalty truly lies, do you understand me?”

      Seherene locked eyes with her mother, feeling her own temper begin to rise. But like the best of daughters, she held her tongue and answered only with a slight nod. Satisfied, but no less annoyed, Madara crossed the room to her writing desk and seated herself behind it with an air of indifferent regality.

      “I was in the middle of writing a letter to Lord Therin,” she said as she took up her pen. “He had the audacity to hold a garden party at his estate last night. I’m certain half the city could hear the raucous clamor made by those musicians of his.”

      The empty silence returned once more as her mother set to writing. The dying fire in the hearth gave out a final hiss as the last log fell and smothered the flames. Seherene sat quietly by, struggling again over whether or not to speak another word.

      “Say it,” Madara commanded, her eyes still bent on the page in front of her.

      Seherene took a moment to clench her jaw, then rose from her chair and went to stand in front of the desk. Her mother did not even glance up.

      “While I was at the Assembly,” she began, “I made the acquaintance of a man who told me something extraordinary. He’d met a boy who had witnessed a stranger chase after a dark shadow in a nearby lake. Soon after, this same boy was approached by a small company who offered to protect him from other dark shadows they said he was certain to encounter in the future. It took some convincing, but he went with them in the end.”

      “And?”

      “And when I had the good fortune to meet the boy myself a few days ago, he was with them still.”

      Madara paused in her writing and at last raised her eyes. “And why, dearest daughter, did the chase not come to an end then and there?”

      “He wouldn’t allow it. He is holding the Colonists for ransom.”

      Madara let the pen slip from her hands as she sat back in her chair. “You let him go? You did not bind him in chains? Set a whip to his hide? You did not force him to reveal all that would have brought this cursed pursuit to an end?”

      “I thought to avoid the use of threats by employing a bit of enchantment,” Seherene answered before the fire in her mother’s eyes could rise again. “Though it has yet to work, I am confident it will soon bring us the results we seek.”

      “If he manages to live that long. If they do not slit his throat and dump his body like the dozens they’ve claimed before him. If your enchantment has failed to work, your boy is probably dead already.”

      “I believe he’s passed through some kind of shroud used to conceal their hiding place.”

      “Shroud?” her mother cried in an incredulous tone. “The Colonists using a shroud?”

      Seherene’s expression became even graver. “Rivalia is still with them.”

      This time, the Lady Madara could not help but show herself to be stunned. “The Entress traitor? So they’ve kept her alive after all.”

      “I’m certain she must be using her gifts to help them.”

      The elder woman laced her bony fingers together. “But they can’t be very powerful, not with her youth and inexperience. Still, this may help us in the long run, if we can be clever enough. Have you informed her family?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Good. We will keep them in the dark for now. They might be inclined to do something foolish otherwise.”

      “They have a right to be told,” Seherene replied. “They’ve suffered greatly over her loss.”

      “Let them suffer a little longer. They may see her again soon enough. And what of the boy? What is this ransom he demands?”

      “He was separated from his parents when they were quarantined for an illness. But for several years now he’s had no word of them. I’ve promised to find them.”

      Madara scoffed. “Is that all? Tell him they are dead and be done with it.”

      “He’s also asked me to find another way to keep him safe from the Spektors. It seems they’re on the hunt for him.”

      “On the hunt? For a child?”

      “So he says. I’ve not yet been able to confirm this for myself but he was certain enough to remain in the company of the Colonists, even though he does not fully trust them.”

      Madara tapped her fingernails on the desk. “Then it seems this boy has half a brain. But it is a dangerous game for him to play. Can you be sure he’ll hold out long enough for you to make use of the enchantment?”

      “No,” Seherene answered. “But I do know he has staked both his life and the lives of his parents on holding out. Those are powerful motives. And it is because of this I believe him to be our greatest hope.”

      Madara let her gaze fall to the desk as she considered this, her mind working furiously behind her eyes. “Well . . . it appears your time away from home has not been a complete misadventure. I cannot entirely approve of the mercy you have shown this child by letting him slip out of your grasp, but all is not lost, so long as you have the wits to see things through.”

      She picked up her pen and returned to her writing. It was high praise indeed, though it came bound in criticism. Her report made, Seherene turned away from the desk and prepared to make for the door, the relief to be gone already rising. But something stopped her.

      “Mother,” she said, “I’m worried about you. Sitting up here on your own all day, barely venturing beyond the door. A half hour of fresh air would do you a world of good. I saw Dr. Tyrus this morning and he had nothing but heaps of praise for your flower gardens. Why don’t you take a walk with me?”

      “I’m busy, Seherene.”

      “Then why don’t we hold a small dinner party? Invite a few of our friends? There doesn’t have to be any raucous clamor. We can just have a game of cards, like in the old days.”

      Madara remained stone-faced.

      Seherene felt her heart sink. “Mother . . . you must wrench free of this shadow you’re taking refuge in. It’s only hurting you. Stealing years of your life away. You must fight it. You must make the choice to live.”

      “Choice?” Madara echoed, once more breaking her gaze with the letter on her desk. “There is no choice. You talk of feasting and parties and games. How are we ever to enjoy such things again after what was done to us? There are days I can still smell the scent of burning human flesh. When I can see the scavenger birds gathering above the island like a mass of dark cloud. When the screams of terror resound incessantly in my head. And you want me to feast? To take joy in paltry pleasures? Bring me the Colonists, and when I have seen the last of them bow beneath the axe, then will I feast. Then will I take joy. Until then, there are no choices. Your dead father had none. Nor your dead brother. And neither do we.”

      Seherene held her gaze, determined to fight the despair threatening to overtake her own heart. “Have we not suffered enough from unhappiness?”

      “No, Seherene,” her mother answered as she returned to her letter-writing. “I would say we’ve suffered enough from secrets.”

      With that single sentence, Lady Madara succeeded in striking a blow to her daughter’s deepest and most painful wound with devastating precision. The younger Entress nearly reeled from it, closing her eyes in grief. It didn’t matter that Seherene was one of the most powerful and respected people in all of Eriaris. In the end, there was no one who could bring her crashing down with more speed or skill than her own mother.

      After a long moment, Seherene turned once more to the door. As she put her hand to the knob, her mother’s voice came again.

      “Seherene . . .”

      With a flicker of hope, she glanced back. Her mother’s eyes were still fixed on her letter.

      “Send Vera in with my tea.”

      Seherene left the room without answering.
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      A week passed. Time, it seemed, was not content to wait for the Colonists to properly recover from recent events. There were duties to be carried out. Promises to keep. Problems to fix. It was for these reasons Caradoc had steered Riverfall toward the northernmost coast of Entrian Country. The Miravar Mountains now clustered around them on three sides, cradling the rocky glen below. Tomorrow would bring them to Mastmarner, where their skills in concealment would be tested like never before—not to mention their nerves, which had already been put to considerable strain.

      After Simon’s shocking revelation of their true identity, Margaret spent the next several days barricaded in her room in the Music House with the axe always within arm’s reach. She allowed only Ink to deliver her meals, and with each visit would question him on every detail concerning their dreaded hosts. While her fear remained, the conversation with Caradoc in the tower had at least removed the sense of sheer terror. Only when she saw how they did not hound or persecute her did she feel her courage begin to return, and by the middle of the next week she had grown brave enough to set foot beyond the door and accompany Ink as he carried out his daily chores.

      The Colonists themselves reacted to the young woman with a host of different sentiments. Some were kind, eager to make her feel at home. Some acted indifferently, wary of setting off another outburst. A few harbored resentment over her very presence in the village and avoided her altogether. But what made the greatest impression—far more than their treatment of her—was their treatment of each other. She confessed to Ink her surprise at seeing more smiles than frowns, hearing more kind words than harsh ones and laughter instead of threats. Despite their dire circumstances and horrific past, they had somehow managed to keep their humanity intact, and it was the last thing she had ever expected to find. Ink knew the feeling. It was the main reason he’d stopped carrying a kitchen knife in his coat pocket after his first two weeks there.

      After another few days, Ink began to notice that Margaret no longer tensed whenever someone approached her. No longer slept with furniture shoved against her bedroom door. There was something new coming to light in her eyes. When she spoke, her tone no longer carried any hint of suspicion or hostility. And while she couldn’t yet bring herself to let her guard down completely, Ink managed a guess at the reason for the change.

      After so many months of struggling under the weight of a brutal, crushing darkness, and then finally breaking free of the Spektors’ cruel manipulations, she’d begun to consider she might at last have some real rest. Even peace. Ink could tell she was starting to sleep better. He noticed her looking at clouds and stars as though she’d never truly seen them before. And as he approached her house a few nights later, he was even surprised to find her staring out the window with a hint of melancholy in her expression—which might almost have been mistaken for longing.

      Upon receiving permission to enter, Ink stepped into her room with a plate of currant cake in one hand and a glass of wine in the other.

      “What’s this?” she asked.

      “This,” he said as he set the items on a table, “is a glorious and woefully rare occurrence in this village. It’s called ‘dessert.’”

      “What’s the occasion?”

      “The Plumsleys’ birthday.”

      “The sisters?”

      “That’s right. They’ve gone and made a whole holiday out of it. You should see everyone in the Dining House acting like fools and laughing over nothing. They haven’t even been drinking that long.”

      She regarded the plate he’d set on the table, then smirked and rested a hand on her hip. “So . . . if I’m understanding this right . . . a band of notorious criminals is sharing a piece of birthday cake with me. That’s a new experience.”

      Ink rolled his eyes as he made for the door. “You think that’s ridiculous, you should come and see what they’ve been planning for later tonight.”

      “I did hear some sort of commotion upstairs this morning.”

      “That would’ve been rehearsal,” Ink said. “This is the Music House, after all.”

      “Rehearsal for what?”

      “The opera.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. “Are you serious?”

      “Afraid so,” he sighed. “And actually, you’d be doing me a favor if you didn’t show up. The fewer witnesses, the better.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      But she did show up. The promise of an operatic performance by a group of fugitives was simply too good to resist. Once the sound of voices and footsteps had quieted outside her door, she ventured up the narrow staircase and into the glass chamber above. A makeshift curtain had been set across a makeshift stage on the far end of the room, lit by a number of lanterns. Harriet sat at the piano and looked over several pages of sheet music with Delia, who held a violin. The others seated themselves in a row of chairs that curved in front of the stage. As soon as he noticed her, Simon stood fast from his chair.

      “Miss Wallis!” he said with an air of surprise.

      Every face turned her way. She nodded a pensive greeting.

      “Please,” Simon said, gesturing to the empty seat beside his own. “Won’t you join us?”

      “Thank you,” she said, then crossed the room and took the empty seat next to Jeremy at the opposite end of the row. Simon did his best to cover his disappointment with a weak smile as he took his seat again.

      The next moment, the curtain fluttered open and a man stepped forward with a great dramatic stride. He surveyed the small company before him with a heavy brooding gaze, emphasized all the more by the dark makeup around his eyes.

      “Tonight,” Chester began in a tone of grandeur, “you are witnesses to a wonder never before seen or heard in the modern world. Two divine voices, gifted straight from the Heavens, have deigned to raise in song the entirely new, singularly marvelous, and deliciously tragic story about to unfold before you.” He raised his hands with a slow flourish. “We enter, with quiet reverence, into the tale of Reneste and Zaviche.”

      The curtain opened again. Josephina stepped through first, followed by Wendolen. Both were dressed in splendid costumes glittering with jewels and flowing with silk and lace. Their hair—styled high atop their heads—was ornamented with a golden crown for each. They carried themselves with regal grace to the opposite ends of the stage, holding their powdered faces and rouged cheeks in expressions of great solemnity. Chester raised his hands towards the sisters.

      “Two queens of rival kingdoms! Each a fortress of pride and strength, each a living portrait of grace and beauty!” He raised a hand to Wendolen, who struck a dramatic pose. “Zaviche, believing she has uncovered a nefarious plot to overthrow her rule, has come to confront her nemesis, inflamed with vengeful fury!” He raised a hand to Josephina, who lifted her chin in an imperious pout. “Reneste, unaware of the storm brewing on her doorstep, will soon receive a visit that will change her life forever!”

      He raised both hands to his audience.

      “Hear now the harrowing tale. Harken to its perilous conflict. And heed you its eternal warning of the great and terrible powers of love and hate.”

      He bowed low with another flourish, then backed through the curtain and disappeared, leaving the great queens to glare at one another. Harriet struck up the piano, while Delia brought the bow across her violin.

      The next moment, a dwarf stumbled on stage as though he’d been pushed. He wore a long-tasseled cap and a huge black beard hooked over both ears. Someone in the row of chairs snickered aloud. With a sigh, the dwarf unrolled a scroll and raised it to his eyes as he approached Queen Reneste.

      “Great Majesty, I come in peace,” he began, his tone as flat and dry as though he was reciting multiplication tables. “The illustrious Queen Zaviche requests from you this day a meeting, the terms of which include safe conduct and fair discourse.”

      “How about a more lively dwarf as well?” Evering called out.

      “Who said that?” Ink demanded, taking a threatening step towards the audience.

      “Inkwell!” Chester hissed from behind the curtain.

      Ink stepped back with a sour frown, glaring at the row of smiling faces.

      “Very well,” Josephina answered. “Let her come forward.”

      The music swelled into a strong and strident rhythm, echoing the fiery indignation of the dread Queen Zaviche, who strutted across the stage towards her opponent while Ink disappeared behind the curtain. The first notes of song began to resound throughout the glass room.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Hark! On wings of rage I come! On winds of wrath I rise!

        By words of fire I’ll raze you to the dust for what you’ve done

        Craving what is mine! Craving what you lack!

        The western lights did ever sparkle in your eyes

      

      

      Josephina put a dramatic hand to her heart.

      
        
        RENESTE

        Nay, Zaviche you wrong me!

        Nay, Zaviche, you perjure!

        How swiftly lies have led you deep into delusion

      

      

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Smile while your eye’s still dry, laugh while your tongue’s unbound

        My hands they hold the hammer and the sabre

        Strike the kettle and the tabor

        You will play the actor ever

        So! Pull back the veil! Our scene begins!

      

      

      Wendolen snatched back the curtain to reveal Chester on his knees with his hands bound in chains. Josephina let out a great gasp, putting her hands to her face as the dwarf prodded him forward with a knife to his back. Wendolen stood triumphant with a self-satisfied sneer.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Lo! The son of Bran! Lo! Your lover true!

        You sent him deep into my realm and like a curséd fiend of Hell

        He put a flame to every tree, brought every city to its knees

        So that they cried to ashen skies and watched the rivers all run dry

        Now he must pay for what he’s done!

        For blackened lands and blackened sun!

      

      

      The music drew back from its fiery bravado to a sad, lilting strain. Josephina put both hands to her heart.

      
        
        RENESTE

        You must believe me, you must absolve me

        I never sent this man to you, my soul, I swear

        We have been rivals, we have been foes

        But never once did I conspire to strike your throne

      

      

      From here the queens proceeded to accuse one another of lying while insisting on their own innocence. During this somewhat tedious volley, Margaret studied the faces of her fellow spectators, curious to gauge their reactions. Abner and Martin were by far the most indifferent. The engineer openly yawned while the one-armed banker played with a loose string on his jacket. Beside them sat Evering and Riva, who were the most engaged, watching with bright eyes and eager expressions. Simon, Caradoc, and Jeremy all appeared appropriately interested, giving the spectacle their full if not placid attentions. At last, Zaviche brought the argument onstage to a halt with a prolonged and resonant note.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        You witless fool! You waste your words!

        You cannot think I’ve come to treat

        I hold a choice before your eyes

        Which you must make to dash your heart or cast your crown

      

      

      
        
        RENESTE

        What can this mean?

      

      

      Wendolen began a slow circle around her adversary, her eyes aflame by the lantern light.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Surrender your reign, surrender your rule

        And when I join what’s yours to mine

        And sit enthroned by right divine, forever

        Then you and Lover will be free to roam the wilds and the sea

        But never more a thorn to me, for now and ever

      

      

      
        
        RENESTE

        And so an exile?

        And so a beggar?

      

      

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Yet so together

      

      

      Reneste reached towards her lover, still on his knees.

      
        
        RENESTE

        I’ve wished it ever

      

      

      Chester, who until now had been silent in humble submission, reached out his own iron-bound hands to her. His face was the very picture of sorrow as he began his own song of lament.

      
        
        SON OF BRAN

        My love, forgive me

        I am a coward and a wretch, I am a wastrel and a knave

        I never meant to bring disaster to your door

        I meant to right what had been wronged

        To strike the poison from her tongue

        And still the breath she breathed against you ever more

      

      

      
        
        RENESTE

        Oh, faithful heart!

      

      

      
        
        SON OF BRAN

        What’s done is done, I take the blame

        I bear whatever fate is brought upon my soul

        But never bend your knee to vipers

        Never bow your head to swine

        Lest desolation fell the hearts who look to thine

      

      

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        Son of serpents! Son of worms!

        Be still that wicked tongue!

      

      

      With a bored sigh, Ink put his knife to Chester’s throat. Margaret glanced at her fellow audience members again. The drama had riveted their eyes to the stage. But in Caradoc’s expression, she noticed a strange look of disquiet. Wendolen continued.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        I spoke of choice, a second path

        There is a way to keep your crown and stay my wrath

      

      

      
        
        RENESTE

        Then make it known!

      

      

      Zaviche began to circle her target again, but this time it was the unfortunate son of Bran. The rhythm of the music rose with grave energy, mirroring the dreadful words which followed.

      
        
        ZAVICHE

        I set a fire to his flesh, I melt his entrails to the bone

        I bring his blood into a boil, a living torch upon the pyre

        Until his skull is filled with cinders and his heart a dying ember

        His soul a plume of ash and smoke to haunt the world forever

        He will burn! He will burn!

        And even Heaven shall feel the flames!

      

      

      Chester buried his face in his hands as the music went silent. The audience all but stopped breathing. The queens locked eyes, feeding on the suspense of the terrible moment. Margaret glanced at Caradoc again. His expression was now rife with such terribly grieved dismay it was as though a company of ghosts now stood before him. Simon was the only other person to notice, glancing at his friend with a look of deep concern. Josephina lifted her voice once more, halting and heartbroken in despair.

      
        
        RENESTE

        Oh God above, send down Your grace

        For never more did I desire it in this place

        My soul is wracked, in tears I drown

        To make the choice to dash my heart or cast my crown

        To dash my heart or cast my crown

        To dash my heart or cast my crown

      

      

      Whispering the final line, she lowered her head to her breast in misery.

      After a long moment, Chester stood and approached the front of the stage with the sisters, bowing deeply. As cheers and applause broke out, Simon put a hand on Caradoc’s arm and woke him from his troubled reverie. They stood and applauded with the others, managing smiles. Chester stood back and let the Plumsleys have the greatest share of honor. After waving and blowing kisses, the sisters turned and reached out to Harriet and Delia, who stood and curtseyed with gracious smiles. The applause revived for the musicians.

      “Well that can’t be it!” Martin called out. “What choice does she make?”

      “Aha,” Wendolen said, sharing a knowing smirk with her sister. “For that, you must wait until the next performance.”

      A chorus of protests instantly resounded.

      “Aw, come on!” Evering said. “You can’t leave us hanging right there!”

      “How long do we have to wait?” Riva asked.

      “All in good time,” Josephina said, wagging a finger at her. “One mustn’t rush these things if they’re to be done properly. Besides, I’m not sure how much longer I can stand in these heels. They’re killing me.”

      Chester helped her offstage to one of the empty chairs. “Ladies, you were magnificent.”

      “As were you, Chester,” Harriet added as she took a seat beside Martin.

      “Yes, I must confess myself amazed,” Martin said with a smirk. “And here I was thinking there was nothing in you but wine and hot air.”

      Chester tugged at the lapels of his coat with an air of pride as he seated himself on the edge of the stage. “Well, it has been a while since I attempted anything on this scale. But I must admit it did turn out all right in the end.”

      “And three cheers for the dwarf,” Caradoc said. “Never before have I witnessed such a masterful command of the language. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Elias?”

      “Indeed, I would, Mr. Caradoc. It was a triumph for the ages!”

      “Do you think he’ll give me his autograph?” Caradoc asked.

      “All right, you two, all right,” Ink replied, unhooking the beard from his ears. “Keep talking and one of you wakes up tomorrow with this permanently attached to your face.”

      “I think that’s a ‘no,’” Simon answered Caradoc, who nodded in agreement.

      “He was a great sport about it, our little Ink,” Chester grinned, pinching his cheek after the boy had taken a seat on the stage beside him. Ink whipped the tasseled cap from his head and smacked him in the arm with it.

      Riva smiled. “Well, congratulations to you all. It was wonderfully done.”

      “But you’ll do the rest of it soon, won’t you?” Evering asked.

      “Oh, it’s no great mystery,” Abner said. “This is a tragedy, and a tragedy will always play to heartbreak. It’s obvious the bloke is going to burn.”

      “I’m not sure it’s that simple,” Delia replied. “A drama in its purest form is unpredictable. Anything could happen.”

      “Well, no matter what does happen, of course she ought to save his life,” Riva said. “How could she live with herself otherwise?”

      “By knowing she’s done right by the people she’s been charged to serve,” Martin replied. “As a ruler she must answer first to her duty before her heart.”

      Simon folded his arms. “But who’s to say the new queen wouldn’t be better than the old one? She’s a bit more intimidating, I grant you, but perhaps she’s the more capable leader.”

      Chester let out a snort. “A politician is a politician. No such thing as ‘better’. What do you say, Master Inkwell?”

      “I couldn’t care less,” the boy said. “Just so long as I don’t have to be in the sequel.”

      “Oh come on, you loved it,” Chester said with another grin.

      “What about you, Jeremy?” Riva asked. “What do you think?”

      The man at the end of the row offered a meek smile as attention turned his way. He shrugged and replied in his quiet voice. “I think . . . anyone who can be saved, ought to be.”

      Harriet smiled. “I agree.”

      By this time, Simon had once more plucked up the courage to address the newest member of their company. “And you, Miss Wallis? What is your opinion?”

      Margaret managed to keep her collected composure as several glances swung her way. A tense moment of silence followed before she answered.

      “Burn him,” she said. “He will only betray her in the end.”

      The others were taken aback. They exchanged uneasy glances, wondering over the cause of such a bitter sentiment. Simon looked especially uncomfortable.

      “If I may pose a question in turn,” she continued, “of all the tales to recite, why this one with so much misfortune? Have your own lives not been painful enough?”

      Wendolen pulled the crown from her head and sat beside her sister with a weary smile. “You are thinking we have chosen such a story because we revel in woe and suffering. Well, perhaps in a way, we do. There is something . . . purifying . . . about sharing pain. Sometimes it’s the only way to begin to heal. To reconcile what’s been done. It makes us feel we are not alone in our afflictions. And music gives it a power unlike anything else. That’s why we cherish it so dearly—especially here—though you may think us quite ridiculous for it, and nor would I blame you.”

      “What most people never realize,” Josephina said, fanning herself with a piece of sheet music, “is that there is beauty in both joy and sorrow. Music helps us to remember this. And even the simplest song can do something for a downtrodden spirit. Our father went so far as to say that a lullaby could save your life.”

      Margaret swept her gaze across the row of faces. “And are you really in the business of saving lives? You talk of healing and reconciliation, but your influence continues to cause a great deal of pain and suffering. It is well known that corpses have been turning up for the last nine years bearing the message ‘Colonists, arise!’ How do you account for that?”

      “We’re being framed, Miss Wallis,” Evering replied.

      “Don’t answer her,” Martin said, looking darkly at the woman. “She’ll never see past the lies she’s been fed. Why bother trying to convince her of the truth?”

      “Because she’s one of us now,” Simon said. “She’s got a right to know.”

      “You forget yourself, Simon,” Delia warned.

      “We can at least put her mind at ease. Consider how much good it’s done for Ink.”

      He glanced at Caradoc, hoping for a word of encouragement in his defense, but the scarred man had since fallen back into his grim thoughts.

      “Well, there is one final point to be made,” Wendolen said, then gestured to both her sister and herself. “Look at us, Miss Wallis. Do you really think us capable of carrying out abductions and murders? Some days it’s a struggle to bend down and tie our own shoelaces.”

      “The others around you are more than capable,” she answered.

      “Then why bother putting ourselves into the center of danger if we could simply let the others handle it? Why leave our life of fame and comfort to risk chipping our nails and wrinkling our gowns in battle and butchery?”

      Margaret found she couldn’t answer. Admittedly, it didn’t make much sense.

      “The answer is simple,” Wendolen continued. “We wouldn’t. We’d never dare it in a hundred years.” She sat forward in her chair and folded her gloved hands together. “Let me regale you with another story. A little over nine years ago, my sister and I were lounging backstage after a very successful performance. We were surrounded by gifts and flowers and cards from well-wishers, when suddenly our manager, Mr. Nance, appeared—”

      “A villainous, grasping good-for-nothing little toad of a man!” Josephina interrupted.

      “Indeed,” Wendolen said, shooting her sister an annoyed glance. “And he had just heard a most amusing story from an Assemblymember who had attended the show that night. It seemed that two men had gone rushing into the Great Hall earlier that day insisting that half the Entrian population was about to be annihilated.”

      All attention turned to Simon and Caradoc, neither of whom seemed interested in acknowledging it. Simon crossed his arms again, looking uncomfortable, while Caradoc stroked his beard and stared at the floor.

      “They begged the Assembly to do something about it,” Wendolen went on, “but there was always great reluctance to interfere with anything concerning the Entrians. When they asked the men how they had come by this information, they said they’d been warned by a woman living in a temple ruin, one whom they were inclined to dismiss at first—until she admitted to knowing much more than she ought about a great many things.”

      “Temple ruin?” Margaret repeated with astonishment.

      “Yes. And when this much was declared, the men were laughed out of the room. The Assembly would not even consider their pleas to send aide even if nothing came of it. Or to investigate the woman for themselves. The whole thing was so fantastically ridiculous, nothing remained but for the men to be thrown out of the Hall in shame and derision.”

      “Bleeding politicians,” Chester grumbled.

      “Mr. Nance himself laughed as he told the story,” Wendolen said. “As did Josephina—”

      “Oh don’t tell them I laughed,” her sister chided in embarrassment.

      “But I did not,” Wendolen said, more in fact than in pride. “I had grown tired of devoting my life to frivolous entertainment for the masses. I longed to do something more meaningful. Something my dignity could pride itself on, not merely my vanity. I told my sister we should find these two men at once and offer our assistance in any way we could. At worst, the woman had lied and nothing would come of it. But if she had spoken the truth, there was need for every willing soul to do what they could to prevent such a calamity. So we applied to several of our contacts and asked them to keep an eye out, particularly for anyone who might be interested in hiring a ship to Damiras. A few days later, we received word of just such a circumstance, then made plans to arrive at the dock on the day the vessel was to set sail.”

      “I remember that day,” Abner said. “I was never so shocked as when I saw a couple of divas with four cart-loads of luggage coming up the gangplank.”

      “I had to help carry it!” Evering said.

      “I think we all did,” Delia replied.

      “And that’s the truth of it,” Wendolen said, looking once more at Margaret with a good-humored smile. “There was no bloodlust in our hearts. No intention of raising a finger to harm a soul. We only went to help, and so we continue to do. We hope.”

      She glanced at Simon and Caradoc, who both smiled at her. Riva placed a hand on Josephina’s arm in affection. The others found themselves no less moved by the unexpected testimony. Margaret sat in quiet thought, unable to raise her voice in any further accusation.

      “Well,” Delia said with a small sigh, “talking of help, tomorrow’s the big day at Mastmarner. Are those of us who volunteered still resolved to go?”

      “I am,” Riva replied. “I admit I’m nervous to show my face in Entrian Country again, but I can’t resist the chance to finally see the place for myself. I’ve heard so much about it.”

      “It’s a sight, to be sure,” Abner said. “I helped install some of the heating and plumbing systems there about twelve years ago. If it’s anything like the same as when I saw it, you’re all in for a treat. Just be certain to get out of there before dawn or there’ll be eyes everywhere.”

      “When is there not?” Delia replied. “Anyway it’s her I’m more worried about. She’s not exactly going to be pleased to see us.”

      “Aw, bring her a piece of currant cake or something,” Chester said. “Besides, I say it’s worth risking a bit of wrath for a change of scenery.”

      “What about you, Martin?” Caradoc said, breaking his silence at last and turning to the one-armed man. “It’s been far too long since you had a break. Why don’t you come along?”

      Martin shook his head. “I don’t have any business being there. Besides there’s enough work that needs doing in the village.”

      “There’s always work. Come on. Just for a few hours.”

      “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime. But thanks all the same.”

      “Then what about you, Harriet?” Delia said. “I think you’re more than deserving of a little time away from the grindstone.” She shot Martin a nasty look.

      Harriet answered with a small smile. “No. My place is here. But will you not reconsider your own decision to go, Caradoc? Perhaps you ought to let the others take care of things. A few more days of rest would do you no harm.”

      He shook his head. “I need to discuss a few things with our old friend.”

      After a long moment of silence, Chester reached over and picked up the guitar leaning against the piano. “Well, I guess that’s it, then. How about another song or two? Miss Margaret? Fancy leading us in a tune?”

      Margaret nearly laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Well? What else is there to do up here?”

      “How about the rest of the opera?” Evering moaned.

      “Now, now,” Josephina chided.

      “I think that’s a very good idea, Chester,” Delia said, taking up her fiddle again. “I’m game to play another tune. We’ve yet to have a dance, after all.”

      “Oh, yes, a dance!” Riva said.

      “It wouldn’t be a proper celebration without one,” Wendolen declared, rising from her seat. “Are you all right, Jo? You look a bit pale.”

      “It’s only the heat. I’ll be all right.”

      The others stood and began to clear the chairs from the center of the room. Delia and Harriet returned to the piano and shuffled through the sheet music. Ink stood back against the glass wall with his arms crossed, signaling his total reluctance for any further participation. Margaret went to stand beside him and watched as the others made their preparations.

      “I was surprised to see you onstage,” she said. “You didn’t strike me as the actorly type.”

      “I’m not,” Ink answered. “Chester took the blame for me ruining one of Martin’s shirts in the wash, so I owed him a favor.”

      “I see. So it’s dancing now, is it? And then what? Games? A puppet show? Is there anything they don’t do?”

      “Well, they don’t make sense. That’s the first time I ever heard anything about some woman in an old ruin.”

      “It’s extraordinary,” she said. “Can you imagine risking everything on such a strange tale? If that really was the argument they gave the others to gain their loyalty, they’re either all incredibly stupid or incredibly brave.”

      “Either way,” Ink replied, “good luck getting them to say anything more about it. They ain’t exactly fond of explaining themselves.”

      They both glanced across the room to where Simon, Martin, and Caradoc were speaking quietly together.

      “Are you going down to this Mastmarner place as well?” Margaret asked.

      “Yeah. Turns out I ain’t as safe up here as everyone thought I’d be.” He nodded toward Caradoc. “I’ve had a few scares when he’s been away. So now whenever he’s got somewhere to go, so have I.”

      She frowned. “What kind of scares?”

      Ink slumped against the wall. “Nothing I care to talk about. But if you really want to hear something worthwhile, whatever you do, and no matter what you think you know or don’t know . . . just be careful which side you choose.”

      Margaret considered this for a moment before answering. “I’ve never really been interested in choosing sides. I’d much rather bring them over to mine.”

      The room had been cleared, the music set. All that remained was to choose partners. Chester approached them with a broad grin, holding out his hand.

      “You will, of course, be honoring us with your participation, Miss Margaret,” he said.

      She looked past him and set her gaze on Simon. He glanced away, too embarrassed to be spurned a second time.

      “I’d be delighted,” she replied.

      She smiled, stepped forward . . . and took Jeremy by the hand. Ink and Chester looked on in bafflement as the shy man gaped at her in surprise.

      “Thank you for asking,” she said. “I’ve had rather enough of being a fly on the wall.”

      The others looked on in equal amazement as she led him to the center of the room.

      “I . . . sh-should warn you,” Jeremy said. “I-I d-don’t really dance that often.”

      “Good. Then we can help each other. It’s been a few years myself.”

      Before the dance could begin, the radiator beside the stage began to rattle.

      “Oh, not another one,” Abner groaned. He trudged across the room and leaned over it. “It’s the pipeline again. I’ll have to go down and have a look.”

      But Caradoc, who remained standing against the opposite wall with Martin, raised a hand. “That’s all right, Abner. I’ll get it.”

      The noise of chatter rose once more as he made his way across the room, stopping briefly to praise the Plumsleys again for their performance. Margaret’s eyes followed him until he reached the top of the stairs.

      “And what do you say, Mr. Caradoc?” she called out loudly.

      The room went silent, save for the rattling heater. He turned back with a quizzical frown.

      “What say I, Miss Margaret?”

      “I didn’t hear you give an opinion,” she said. “One I’m most interested to hear. Which path should the queen take? Give up the world for the man she loves? Or keep her kingdom at the cost of his life?”

      The look of disquiet returned to Caradoc’s expression, which he quickly tried to cover with a small, good-humored smile.

      “I say . . . she never should’ve fallen in love in the first place.”

      As he turned back to the stairs, the smile vanished from his face.
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      Later that night, Ink lay in bed with his back to his already-sleeping roommate. At a whispered word, the Wickwire Watch opened in his hand. His mind had been fixed on it ever since Margaret had asked him what kind of scares he’d faced. He had almost laughed at the question.

      The picture of the Dark Harbor was as still and silent as ever, with only the undulations of the dark sea stirring under his gaze. On the right face, the runes continued their ever-changing permutations. The strange mark in the sand glittered gold at the bottom of the picture. He drew his finger across it, curious to discover if he could actually disturb the symbol, perhaps even break the strange connection between it and himself. He felt the grains of sand move with the slightest motion under his touch, but the mark remained intact.

      He held his breath, willing the black rider to appear. He would confront her this time. He would demand the truth about the mark behind his eyelids, the changing runes, the dream about the mining camp. Perhaps she would even know how to get the Spektors off his tail. Above all else, he needed answers about his parents. Where they were. If they were still alive. He was willing to wait all night for her to show up, if that’s what it took. She wouldn’t dodge him again.
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      “Ink, wake up.”

      Someone shook his shoulder. He rolled over and glanced up through blurry vision. Riva stood over him. With a flick of his hand, Ink nudged the Wickwire Watch under his bedsheets.

      “Time to go,” she said.
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      They left while it was still dark. After a quick breakfast, they donned their disguises, secured their pistols and daggers, and cast off from the belly of the pipeworks in the larger of the two Drifters. Ink turned up his coat collar as he watched the village shrink behind them, until at last their small airship passed through the shroud enchantment and Riverfall disappeared altogether. Behind them to the south, the Miravar Mountains loomed black against the stars. The Ceridwen River was also in sight, gleaming like a ribbon of silver as it wound its way northward and into the sea.

      With Delia working the burner and Jeremy manning the tiller, it wasn’t long before they began to make their slow descent. Ink and Riva rushed to the bow, eager to catch sight of their destination. Neither was disappointed.

      Below was the great fortress of Mastmarner, standing on an outcropping almost half a mile out to sea. The waves sprayed up against the rocks, launching plumes of white mist into the air. From the doors of the main entrance a long stone bridge stretched away to the mainland, lit by two rows of torches that stood like sentries across the icy water. The many towers and parapets gleamed under a layer of frost. Ice crystals glittered on the walls like a coat of stars. There were balconies on every level and terraces atop even the highest towers. Spots of lantern light glowed everywhere, illuminating outer walkways and stone stairs. As the airship drifted closer, they saw streams of water cascading over the walls, each with a deep pool at its source. Long braids of moss and ivy hung from the walls and balconies, many with blossoms and colorful leaves. Some had frozen beneath the touch of the falling water.

      “It looked just like this the last time I saw it.”

      Ink and Riva turned to find Caradoc standing behind them, gazing ahead with an expression of both admiration and sorrow.

      “How long ago was that?” Wendolen asked, sliding down the bench to make room for him beside her. He sat and leaned forward with his hands clasped together.

      “Nearly ten years now. It was always one of my favorite places. Became very important to me. I was as good as living here at one point.”

      “So what is it?” Ink asked. “Some kind of ancient Entrian castle? Or a really big guard tower or something like that?”

      “Oh no, far better,” Caradoc replied. “It’s a library.”

      “A library?” the boy cried. “What, all that just for a bunch of books?”

      “I think it’s wonderful,” Riva said with a broad smile.

      Looking back, they could now see an assortment of benches scattered about the balconies and terraces. On the western side where the moonlight was brightest they noticed massive stained glass windows—each one depicting a colorful scene from different well-known stories.

      “Look! Look there! On that balcony!” Riva said excitedly, pointing to something ahead.

      Ink peered closer. A magnificent bird was perched atop one of the balcony railings, preening its plume of jewel-colored feathers.

      “The northern side is a bird sanctuary,” Caradoc said. “You’ll see it in a moment.”

      Sure enough, another few seconds brought them in sight of a massive slope of hanging moss and soft rock which had been pitted and carved by beaks and talons. It was obviously meant for the feathered inhabitants, for there were no windows or balconies, only a hodgepodge of nests, feathers, and droppings. The nocturnal residents could be seen picking at their meals and swooping over the sea on the air current, while the rest had their heads hidden under their wings or nestled on their breasts. There seemed to be an organized peace among the different species, though each generally kept to the company of their own kind.

      “What’s that down there?” Ink asked, pointing towards the base of the library. A dim blue light glowed just beneath the water, circling the rocky outcropping.

      “That’s a special kind of seaweed that glows at night,” Caradoc answered. “Made by the Entrians. A protective barrier meant to ward off sea snakes that kept making their way inside the library’s walls.”

      “Ugh,” Wendolen shuddered.

      “So who is it that’s so important here?” Ink asked. “This person we’re going to see?”

      “The head librarian is a friend of ours,” Caradoc replied. “She knows a great deal. Keeps her eye on many different corners of the world. By the way, why are you wearing that old hat and coat of yours? We’re supposed to be in disguise.”

      “Aw, ain’t nobody gonna recognize me. Besides I see you’ve dodged wearing a wig. You really think those thick spectacles are enough to hide that ugly mug?”

      “They’ll do for a near-abandoned place at four o’clock in the morning.”

      “Oh, good,” Ink said, adjusting his old hat and coat. “For a moment there I was worried.”

      Riva couldn’t help but laugh.

      Once the Drifter made a full circle around the library, they had a quick conference on the best place to land and decided on a clearing in the woods on the mainland. The bridge would only be a short walk away.

      Upon reaching solid ground, Riva checked to make sure the shroud enchantment around the Drifter still held strong. Then they reviewed their fake names and rehearsed the story they would use if questioned. They were to be a group of scholars, come to do research on ancient mythology. Riva would pose as a student traveling with the group, while Ink would be tagging along as Jeremy’s son.

      They made their way to the main road, then turned north and headed for the bridge. The library looked even more impressive from the ground, rising out of the sea like a palace of ice and stone. In front of the bridge, a few horses stood tied to a rail, one of which appeared to be asleep. A small collection of coaches and wagons were gathered on the opposite side. Most of the drivers dozed, while a few watched over their property with a pistol or rifle plainly in hand. One of the drivers bid them good morning as they passed.

      “Are you sure this story is going to work?” Delia said to Caradoc. “Are they really going to believe a group of scholars turning up at four o’clock in the morning?”

      “The library never closes,” he answered, “but at this hour the staff pays careful attention to who’s actually studying and who’s just looking for a free place to spend the night. A group of scholars would have nothing but the best of intentions, especially ones eager to set to work before the crowds arrive. Our only real worry will be to make our exit before sunrise.”

      “How much time does that give us?” Wendolen asked.

      “About three hours,” Riva answered. “Should be more than enough time, if we don’t run into trouble.”

      As they started across the bridge, Ink felt a new flicker of hope. Perhaps this place would prove his best chance at finding answers to the riddles that kept building up around him. If it really was filled with nothing but books, it was certain that at least a few of them would uncover a secret or two, if the head librarian could not do so herself.

      “So if this is Entrian Country,” Ink said, “then all the people inside will be Entrians, right? Won’t they see straight past these disguises?”

      “Only if we draw attention to ourselves and give them a reason to take a good look,” Riva answered. “But it won’t be all Entrians in there. Mastmarner is one of the few places left where people from both nations gather together. During the time of the clan feuds, it used to be that any Entrian who wished to visit here had to hide their identity to avoid making the Cassrians nervous. All that changed after the Separation Decree. It was the Cassrians who had to tread carefully then, since so many Entrians blamed them for being forced into the West Country.”

      “And then,” Ink said, trying to piece the rest of the story together, “after Damiras, everyone suddenly learned to play nice together?”

      “More or less,” Jeremy replied. “It's just a shame the feeling didn't spread much farther.”

      Riva nodded sadly. “I agree.”

      When they came to the end of the bridge, a small, circular courtyard of stone stood between them and Mastmarner’s front entrance, bordered by a line of tall trees.

      “Is the front door really the best way for us?” Wendolen asked with a worried frown.

      “It’s the only way,” Caradoc replied. “One entrance makes it easier to keep track of who goes in and out. Once we’re inside, we’ve got to play it casual but professional, as a group of scholars might. And whatever happens, keep one another in sight. It’s easy to get lost in there.”
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      The next minute, the scholars found themselves in a massive marble hall that stretched out of sight amid endless rows of bookcases. A long carpet of gold and emerald ran beneath their feet. Huge glass chandeliers sparkled overhead like clusters of diamonds. Grand tables made of rosewood were scattered around the hall, ringed with velvet chairs. Delia offered a polite nod to a woman who sat near the door, writing in a huge ledger.

      The library was thankfully scarce of patrons. Only a young man was in sight farther down the hall, studying at a desk with his head propped up by his hand. Caradoc and Jeremy removed their hats while Ink and Riva stared with mouths agape in wonder. There were spiral staircases every fifty paces or so, freshwater fountains upon which silver ladles hung, low couches with pillows, and even side rooms partitioned off by silk curtains for more private study. The floors above were visible from the center of the hall, each a different color of marble.

      The library’s most eye-catching feature, by far, was its stone pillars. Statues of people had been carved out of each one, all life-sized and rendered in staggering detail. There were women and men, young and old, some richly clothed and others more modestly attired. Riva approached the image of a woman wearing a high-collared cloak and peered at her features in awe.

      “Incredible,” she said in a hushed voice. “She almost looks as though she could speak.”

      “She can,” Caradoc said.

      The others turned to him with bewildered expressions.

      “You’re joking,” Delia said.

      He smiled. “These are guide pillars. They’ll direct you to any part of the library you want. Any book. Any subject.” He stepped closer to the statue and addressed it. “Please tell me where to find works by Drester.”

      The others were startled to hear a woman’s voice emanating from the image.

      “Thank you for your request. Works by Drester can be found on the fifth floor, twelfth bookcase, section E.”

      Ink gaze at the marble woman in amazement. “Is it magic?”

      “Enchantment,” Riva corrected.

      He shook his head. “And all for a bunch of books!”

      A little farther on, they came across a tall desk set into an alcove. Behind the desk was a small but spritely old man feeding a bird on a nearby perch.

      Caradoc nodded towards him. “That’s our man. The assistant.”

      “But why do we need him?” Delia asked. “I thought you knew where to find her.”

      “I used to, but she gets bored staying in the same room for too long and moves every few years. He’ll save us a lot of time looking.” Caradoc nodded at Ink. “You know what to say?”

      “Of course I do.” He arched an eyebrow at the others. “And while I’m gone, the rest of you better keep an eye on Mr. Rawlings here. He goes mad around books.”

      He turned and strode off towards the assistant’s desk. When he reached the alcove, he saw the old man pushing a bowl under the bird’s beak. It was a small creature, but its dark glossy feathers and yellow markings caught the eye.

      “Come now, Varn,” the man said in a reedy voice. “You have to eat. You’ve got a busy day ahead of you.”

      “Busy day?” Ink said. “What’s he do? Dig ditches?”

      The assistant glanced at Ink and narrowed his eyes. “I’ll have you know, young man, this bird holds great authority. A special power granted only to the chosen few.”

      “You don’t say.”

      The assistant held a finger out towards the restless bird, who wasted no time hopping down from his perch and onto his keeper’s hand. Ink watched as the old man set the bird onto the desk near a small wooden stamp and pushed an open book towards the creature.

      “Show him, Varn,” he commanded.

      The bird cocked his head, then hopped over to the stamp, seized it in his beak, and pressed it onto the open book. He set the stamp down again, ruffling his feathers.

      “Due Thursday!” he squawked.

      “There. You see?” the assistant said proudly. “It is Varn who bestows the privilege of borrowing one of these treasured books. Now that is power indeed.”

      “There ain’t even a mark on that page,” Ink said.

      “Of course there is. It’s just invisible. Part of a protective enchantment that prevents thievery and pilfering and other such mischief. Now what do you want?”

      Ink jerked his thumb towards the others. “Me and my gang would like a few words with the head librarian.”

      “Oh, yes? And why would you want to see her?”

      “We got business to discuss.”

      “Ah, so you’re book merchants, are you? Well, I’m afraid all transactions must be conducted in writing and only during normal business hours. You’ll have to return later.”

      “We ain’t book merchants. We’re old friends.”

      “Friends?” the assistant echoed, his gaze growing sharp. “That’s impossible.”

      Ink frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Haven’t you heard? She’s a recluse. It’s been six years since I last saw her myself. She now communicates only by way of this voice trumpet and dumbwaiter.”

      Ink glanced behind the desk. A curious device like a brass horn projected out from the wall, connected to a long tube that ran up through the ceiling. Beside it was the dumbwaiter, a small square hole covered by a metal grate. The ropes of a pulley system hung nearby.

      “But why?” Ink asked. “Did something happen to her?”

      The assistant shrugged. “No one knows. And she’s never troubled herself to give an explanation. But if she has seen fit to pull away from the world to such a degree, the reason must be well-founded.”

      “Do you know where she is now?”

      “I do. But if she’s not shown her face to me in all these years, she certainly won’t see you. If you’d like to leave a note or card for her, I will deliver it. More than this I cannot do.”

      “Well,” the boy replied, “it just so happens I do have something.”

      Ink pulled a small wineglass from his pocket, set it on the desk, then stepped aside and let the assistant’s bewildered gaze fall upon the group behind him. At the same time, Caradoc pulled a bottle of wine from his coat with a small smile. The old man’s eyes widened in astonishment.

      “Glory be,” he said, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Is that really who I think it is?”

      “Oh, it’s him,” Ink answered.

      The assistant glanced around, eyeing the two other people in the hall, then at last waved them to the desk. When they were close enough, he leaned in and spoke in a strained whisper.

      “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

      “We need to talk to her, Ezra,” Caradoc said, pouring the wine into the glass on the desk. “We’ll be gone before the sun is up.”

      “You shouldn’t have come! Don’t you realize how dangerous this is? Besides, you promised! You promised her you wouldn’t enter this place ever again!”

      “This is important, sir,” Wendolen said. “We’ll be quick about it.”

      “And the longer we stand here,” Delia added, looking back at the woman with the ledger, “the more likely we are to be noticed.”

      “Please, sir,” Riva said. “Please don’t tell us we’ve risked our lives for nothing.”

      The assistant stared at them in anguished frustration, then rubbed a hand over his wrinkled brow. “All right, all right. I’ll lead you up. But stay close! Don’t lag behind!” He grabbed the wine bottle out of Caradoc’s hand and stowed it beneath the desk. “I’ll take this as collateral against further incident.”

      Caradoc grinned. “I remember how much you liked a good drink.”

      “And I forgot how much of a miscreant you always were. Now come on!”
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      He led them on a long climb through all twelve stories of the library. They saw no other visitors, but Ezra warned them not to be careless by making such assumptions. As their guide was in his late seventies, they were forced to go much slower on his behalf, though no one complained. Even Ink felt short of breath the higher they went. But finally, in the uppermost hall—built almost entirely of emerald marble—they halted outside a door marked ‘Supply Closet.’

      “What a perfect way to ruin my day,” the assistant moaned to himself as he fiddled with a ring of keys. “She’ll sack me for sure. That’s it! Fifty-five years of service down the drain!”

      The closet contained a number of brooms, rags, and empty buckets, but beyond was a second door for which another key was needed. While the assistant wrestled with the lock, Ink tugged at Jeremy’s sleeve.

      “So this bloke knows who we are? I mean . . . who we really are?”

      Jeremy shrugged. “So it seems.”

      “And he’s still helping us?”

      “I think he’s helping Caradoc. They’re old acquaintances.”

      Beyond the next door was another staircase. This one spiraled up through one of the library’s many towers and by its end had led them to a small chamber. Moonlight flooded into the room through a single stained-glass window, bearing the image of a young girl resting her hand on a large tiger beside her.

      The assistant paused and wrung his hands as the Colonists gathered around him. “Now, I can make no promises. If she consents to hold an audience with you at all, it will most likely be a very short meeting and . . . well, perhaps not without a threat of violence or two.”

      Wendolen chuckled. “No worries there. We’re always prepared for the worst.”

      The wrinkles in Ezra’s brow deepened. “I hope so. For her sake.”

      He crossed the chamber to the window and pushed against one of the stones beside it. A solid section of the stained-glass image—revealed to be a door—swung inward.

      “This is as far as I go,” he said. “Best of luck to you all.”

      Caradoc stepped up beside him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Ezra. And I must say it’s good to see you again, despite the circumstances.”

      The old man nodded. “I would say the same . . . only I didn’t actually see anything, now did I?” He raised a bushy eyebrow, gave them all a knowing look, then turned and shuffled back down the stairs.

      Caradoc went through the door first, with the others following close behind. Ink stood still for a moment after stepping through, letting his eyes adjust to the dim room. He stood amidst a labyrinth of bookcases, with only a single beam of moonlight filtering through a window on the far end. There were old chairs, stacks of newspapers, boxes of broken stained glass, a collection of hats and cloaks, even a spinning wheel. A small light flared somewhere ahead. Ink headed towards it and soon found himself standing with the others in a sort of clearing. Jeremy had set a match to a lantern hanging from a rafter.

      In this clearing was a number of paintings on wooden easels. They were all of landscapes, some of which were very beautiful—white sand shores, peaceful forests, mountaintop sunsets. But others invoked hellish scenes of blood-covered fields, skies wreathed in flames, things only glimpsed in nightmares. Then there were those which could only be described as peculiar. Strange places that boggled logic, defying laws of physics and reason. Some of the paintings were still wet and glistened in the lantern light. Others had sheets of cloth draped over them. Ink spied a palette sitting atop a nearby stool.

      “Good Lord,” Delia said, looking around. “What is all this?”

      “You know, Caradoc, don’t you?” Riva said.

      He nodded. “Otherworlds. They’re all Otherworlds.”

      Ink glanced at the painting beside him. It was half-covered by a cloth, but what he could see of it drew him closer. There was a beach of black sand stretching away to the horizon. Beside it lay a dark sea filled with countless points of light. The familiarity of the scene struck a chord of horror in his heart, and before he knew what he was doing, he’d lifted the sheet of cloth to reveal the depiction of a harbor town, rising black against the pale red sky. Ink felt the strength leave his legs, and he nearly sank to the floor. It was the image from the Wickwire Watch.

      BANG!

      A shot rang out, forcing everyone to drop to the ground. Ink ran his hands over his head, certain he had felt the wind of a bullet. The others looked around in bewilderment, hands to their own weapons and adrenaline racing as a shadowy figure stepped out from behind a bookcase. A wisp of smoke rose from the unseen firearm.

      “Who are you? What do you want?”

      The voice that barked at them was that of an old woman’s, deep and gravelly. The Colonists rose slowly to their feet.

      “We’re looking for the head librarian,” Caradoc said. “We’re friends of hers.”

      The figure in the shadow seemed to hesitate before speaking again. “That’s not possible. She no longer knows any friends.”

      “But we know her, ma’am,” Riva said. “A young woman by the name of Mavie.”

      “You’re wasting your time. There’s no one here by that description.”

      “Then we would at least speak with the painter of these pictures,” Caradoc replied. “I’d wager we have a few things in common. A certain duty not least of all.”

      The woman lowered her arm, then gave out a deep and agitated sigh as she stepped into the light, revealing a face wrinkled by eighty years or more. With a raised eyebrow she replaced one of two silver pistols in the double shoulder holster she wore over a faded nightgown beneath her robe. Her dark eyes glinted brightly.

      “Confound it all to hell, Sailor,” she said. “I should’ve shot you on sight.”

      Delia put a hand to her mouth. Riva gasped aloud. Wendolen sank into a nearby chair. Ink stood baffled by the mass reaction until the woman tilted her head, bringing into sight a pronounced scar in the shape of a “C” set deep into her left cheek.

      A second shock hit him with all the force of a thunderclap. He had seen her before, striking a boy with a shovel in a tent.

      In a dream about a mining camp.
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      The old woman moved forward and unhooked the lantern from the rafter. As she regarded the astonished expressions around her, a wry smile lifted the corners of her wrinkled mouth.

      “I know,” she said. “Not the Mavie you were expecting.”

      No one could find the voice to answer her.

      She sighed. “Well, I suppose I have to be hospitable now. Come along.”

      She led them to a window on the far side of the room—a huge stained-glass image of a unicorn standing against a scene of fiery battle. Nearby was a large desk upon which sat the opposite end of the voice trumpet they’d seen at the assistant’s alcove. A small stove had been shoved up against one of the walls, as well as a chipped porcelain sink and a long, narrow cupboard. Beside this, another dumbwaiter hole gaped open in the wall. The old woman pulled a number of teacups and saucers from the cupboard, then set a kettle of water to boil on the stove.

      “Bring some of those chairs from against the wall,” she said. “Have a care, though. A few of them are broken.”

      They obeyed without hesitation, glancing back at her in distracted confusion all the while. Ink watched the librarian with a wary eye as he settled into his chair. There was no doubt in his mind. Though the person in the vision had been a great deal younger, it was she who now stood before them.

      “You know, I really oughtn’t bother being so nice to you all,” she said. “You understood the demand I made of you before we parted, to keep danger from my door and leave me in peace. I hope you won’t insult me now with any claims of a lapse in memory.”

      “This was my fault, Mavie,” Caradoc said, adding the name with no small degree of uncertainty. “There are strange things at work, things we’ve never encountered before. The cost of seeking help was to break that promise to you, but I make no apology for it. Not when the consequences have started to reach beyond our company.”

      The librarian’s gaze turned to the boy sitting on the far side of the circle. “Yes, I can see one of those strange things now, sitting there with a coat and hat too big for his size. You might have accommodated him better.”

      The kettle whistled. Ink jumped at the sound, then felt his ears burn in embarrassment. The woman turned back to the stove and began filling the teacups.

      “It goes against my pride to say so,” she said, “but I’m rather glad to see you all again. I’ve often prayed for your safety and welfare, despite the odds against you, and here you are.”

      She brought a tray of teacups over to the first two members of the visiting party.

      “Riva, still a ray of sunshine wherever you go with that bright smile of yours. And Jeremy, as gentle and sweet-tempered a man as ever I met.”

      Accepting their cups, they looked at her with renewed astonishment, as if the close view of her face finally confirmed that this truly was their old friend. If the woman noticed, she gave no sign of it, but swiftly brought the tray to the next guest.

      “Wendolen, I trust you and your sister are still keeping those beautiful voices in working order?”

      “Uh, I, er . . .”

      “Good, good,” Mavie said, moving on to the next. “And Delia. The steady voice of reason wherever it is needed most. I’ve often wondered just how well the others would fare without you.”

      “Mavie . . .” Delia said, finding her voice at last. “Dear God . . . what’s happened to you? You were no more than twenty-six years of age when last we saw you. What is this? Some kind of disguise? A trick? An enchantment?”

      The twinkle in the old woman’s eye dimmed. “Enchantment? No. That’s a nice word. Something pleasant that befalls good people destined for happy endings. And Keyholders have no business with happy endings.” She held the tray out to Caradoc. “Do they, Sailor?”

      He didn’t answer, but accepted the tea with eyes full of deep concern. She turned quickly as though to avoid the look and handed the last cup to Ink. He took it with hands nearly shaking in excitement, unable to help himself from blurting out a question.

      “You were a Keyholder?”

      Mavie straightened herself as much as she could, peering down at the boy with a look that conveyed both pride and regret. “I was.”

      As she went to seat herself behind the desk, Ink caught sight of two bottles upon it—one blue, one amber. They appeared identical to those Caradoc used to make his sleeping tonic.

      “I remember now,” Riva said, a thought lighting up her eyes. “It was heights. You left Riverfall only a few days after it was raised because you had a fear of heights. But I saw in your eyes it wasn’t the whole truth. You knew even then something was happening to you, didn’t you?”

      Mavie stared into her own teacup. “Yes, I knew. So after Mr. Bash made admission to his own anxieties over living thirteen hundred feet above ground, I found it convenient to make my exit along with his.”

      “You should have said something,” Caradoc replied. “We could’ve been helping you through this, if not out of it entirely.”

      “That’s right,” Wendolen said. “And surely you must know we’d never have scorned you or laughed at you for it.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Delia frowned. “Then you shouldn’t have forced yourself to deal with it all on your own. Shutting yourself away like this. It makes me very glad now of breaking our promise to keep our distance.”

      “I agree,” Riva said.

      Mavie nodded her bowed, silvery-white head. “What you all say is perfectly true. Every word. But no one could help me, then or now. Not really. And a curse is hard enough to endure; I wasn’t keen on bearing looks of pity as well. Besides, I had no business zipping about the sky on a flying village, not with a library to run.”

      “We’re sorry, Mavie,” Jeremy said with a grief-stricken expression. “We’re so sorry.”

      She waved a dismissive hand through the air. “I’m very much at peace with it now. It’s not all bad being a young woman in her eighties. You gain a certain amount of privilege. People don’t begrudge an old lady a sharp tongue. I get to pretend I’m wise and spout off advice, even when it’s unasked for. Move at my own pace without pressure or expectation. So there’s no need to be sorry about it, you see? No need at all.”

      They didn’t need Entrian powers to know she wasn’t telling the truth. A woman who couldn’t even show her face to her own staff was clearly not at peace. But nor would they press the issue.

      “Now,” she continued, “I know you’ve come to me hoping for answers, but before we get to all that I’d like a few myself. It’s been six years since I saw you, not a day of which has gone by without me wondering what kind of adventures you’ve all been having. So? What have I missed?”

      It took a while to tell her, with everyone’s constant interruptions of opinion and points of view. They told her about the transformation of Riverfall from an abandoned Entrian school into a near-paradise of gardens, orchards, and fields. She was impressed when told of Abner’s handiwork with the heating and plumbing system, as well as their makeshift methods of navigation. She listened in grave silence to the tale of Bash’s violent demise at the hands of a Spektor. And when the time came to give account of Ink’s adventures with the dark spirits, she became so still and pensive she seemed to have disappeared inside her own mind. Ink said very little throughout the telling of it, quite content to let the others relate what he had hardly begun to unravel for himself. They told her next of the freak frost which had killed off most of their crops, forcing them to undertake a raid in Burgess Valley. Her face lit up in amusement at the tale of Simon’s first encounter with Margaret, but it dimmed again upon hearing of the seven Spektors found anchored in her house. They finished by recounting their chance meeting with the airship in Watcher’s Pass, followed by their unfortunate collision with the side of a mountain.

      Once they had finished their grand report, the librarian rose from her chair and paced the room in thoughtful silence. They waited patiently as she did so, encumbered by the weight of the sad history they had just retread. After several minutes, Mavie came to a halt in front of the stained-glass window and gazed into the star-filled sky.

      “Well . . . these are strange stirrings indeed,” she said. “Poor Mr. Bash. I can’t begin to fathom why he should’ve met such an end. It goes against everything I thought I knew about who the Spektors are allowed to attack. Nor can I understand why they should show the slightest interest in this boy. Frankly, I think it’s a miracle he’s still alive.”

      Ink’s gaze fell to his teacup, which now began to shake in his hand.

      “And it’s always been rare to find more than one Spektor in the same place,” Mavie continued. “They’ve always hated each other too much to bear one another’s company. But now you say there were seven in a single household. That’s unheard of.”

      Caradoc nodded. “They seem to be growing more desperate by the day.”

      “Desperation is one possible explanation for changing tactics, that’s true. But so, too, is defiance. And if you ask me—which you are—that is the most likely prospect of all, as well as the worst. That perhaps, after two thousand years, their Mistress has finally tired of playing by the rules, and that she has now begun to target not only Keyholders and victims of possession, but whoever catches her eye or takes her fancy.”

      Caradoc glanced away and rubbed his chin, his frown as deep as the troubled look in his eyes. “Just what Margaret feared.”

      Ink looked at the old woman in alarm. Mistress. He’d heard that word before, back when he’d been surrounded by a group of Spektors in the green fields of an Otherworld. “We do as the Mistress commands,” one of them had hissed. The very memory of it brought a rush of goosebumps sweeping across both arms.

      “Mistress?” he repeated aloud, looking around for anyone to explain. “You mean . . . the Spektors have actually got someone over ‘em? Telling ‘em what to do and all?”

      The librarian rubbed her arms as she finally turned from the window. “Yes. Very little is known about her. Only what can be pieced together in ancient texts now mostly rotted away. Even the Spektors are reluctant to say very much, for fear of earning her wrath.” She lifted her gaze to the others. “It was she who cursed me. Even after I had passed the Auric Key on to you, Mr. Caradoc. So great is her hatred towards anyone who dares to show such defiance against her. Why she struck you first, making your heart so troublesome, I’m still not certain. But it seems no Keyholder is permitted to escape such a reward.”

      As the Colonists exchanged glances of dread, the librarian returned to the desk and began rummaging through the drawers.

      “You were right to come to me, I’ll grant you that. But the guidance I have to offer is probably the last thing in the world you’ll be wanting to hear.”

      “We’re glad of any help you can give,” Delia replied.

      “What is it you suggest?” Riva asked.

      Mavie pulled open another drawer and frowned as her search came up empty. “You need to go where the fire is hottest. Where the danger is greatest. You need to find the source.”

      “But we tried,” Wendolen said. “We went back to the island but there was no one there.”

      “We tried once. Six months after the battle. That’s almost nine years ago now. I think it’s time to try again.”

      “Wait,” Ink said, “do you mean this Mistress person lives on Damiras?” He glanced between Wendolen and Caradoc. “Not . . . not the same woman you told about in that story. The one you and Simon found in that temple ruin? But that would mean . . .”

      His words trailed off, so bewildered was he by the revelation. He looked around at the others, once more desperate for an answer. It was Delia who finally obliged.

      “Yes, Ink,” she said. “It would mean the Mistress of the Spektors is the one who boasted about the plot to kill half the Entrian people. And in fact . . . we’ve long suspected her of being the architect of those plans in the first place.”

      Ink jumped out of his chair. “Then you know! You know who did it! Sweet gravy! Why didn’t you tell me? Why don’t you tell the whole world?”

      “Because we can never prove it,” Riva answered. “All we have is our word. And as Wendolen said last night, no one was willing to listen even before the massacre.”

      “But if she’s connected to the Spektors, ain’t that proof enough? Tell the Entrians! They’ll believe you, won’t they?”

      Caradoc rubbed a hand across his face with a weary sigh. “There was one Elder we did manage to convince, almost at the last moment. But even he couldn’t sway the others. Nor did he survive the battle.” He paused for a moment, as if feeling the gravity of those words, then shook his head. “Besides that, the Mistress was especially clever about it. Almost nothing pointed back to her. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t a single Spektor on Damiras that day. The killing was all done by human hands.”

      “Whose?” Ink asked.

      “We still don’t know,” Wendolen answered. “Maybe others had stumbled across her temple, as Simon and Caradoc did. And maybe she persuaded them to carry out her terrible plan. It’s all anyone’s guess.”

      “Until we can find her,” Jeremy added. “As Mavie says.”

      “Yes,” the librarian replied, opening another drawer in her desk and hunting through the contents. “And funny you should mention such a theory, Wendolen. About a year ago, some people came to see me wanting information about the Spektors. They didn’t seem to be aware that I was once a Keyholder, only that as head of Mastmarner I must be privileged to a few secrets of the supernatural variety.” She slammed the drawer shut and went to the voice trumpet hanging on the wall. “I told them a thing or two to sate their curiosity, but feigned ignorance on any further knowledge. They left a card with me in the event I should discover anything new of which to apprise them.” She turned to the voice trumpet and spoke into the bell. “Ezra!”

      A hollow, rasping noise issued from the contraption, followed by a loud, wheezing voice.

      “Madam? Madam, did you call me?”

      Mavie leaned back from the trumpet, startled by the volume. “Yes, Ezra, yes. I need you to send up that card. That little card with the blue symbol below the address.”

      “Yes, madam?” the loud voice came again.

      “You know the one I mean? The little card with the blue—”

      “The card?”

      “Yes. Yes, the card. And you don’t need to shout into the—”

      “The card, madam? Yes?”

      “Ezra, there’s no need to shout into—”

      “Madam? Do you request something else?”

      “Don’t shout into the trumpet!” she cried.

      The Colonists stifled smiles.

      “Coming right up, madam!”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Mavie muttered as the dumbwaiter squeaked into action.

      She pushed aside the grate and waited as the platform was raised. Almost before it had come to a stop, she reached in and withdrew the wanted item. Caradoc rose and set his teacup on the desk as she held it out to him. The others gathered around as he donned his reading spectacles and scanned the print.

      
        
        THE TINDERBOX

        1st and 3rd

        Closed at Dusk

      

      

      Below the inscription was the symbol of a small blue flame.

      “I’ve heard of this place,” Riva said. “It’s a café in the city of Vaterra, on the eastern coast of Entrian Country. Supposedly caters only to the very rich and famous.”

      “Well I’ve never heard of it,” Wendolen replied.

      “What’s this ‘first and third’ about?” Caradoc asked.

      “Those are the meeting times of this group,” Mavie answered. “Every first and third Saturday of the month. At dusk. According to the gentleman who handed me that card, you’re supposed to stay in the café until closing time is announced, then overturn the cups on the table to signal your intent to stay for the gathering.”

      “And how will this help us?” Delia asked.

      “That meeting is connected with a group of followers. Following what or whom, I’m not certain, but anyone who comes looking for Spektor secrets has got to know more about that side of things than your average fool. I think it’s quite possible they’ll have some useful insight. They might even know where to find our old adversary on Damiras. At any rate it’s the best lead we’ve got, and backed by more than my word alone.”

      “What do you mean?” Jeremy asked.

      She stared at them for a moment, then waved them over to a small door beside the stove.

      “Follow me.”
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      The door led to a private walkway which wound around the outside of the library. Half the torches lining the wall had gone out, but the path was clear enough in the moonlight. Ink pulled his coat tighter around himself. The wind bit his ears as it breezed past him. Mavie hurried them along, then pushed open a second door at the far end. After scanning the area beyond, she held the door open and ushered them into a hall of black marble.

      Once everyone was inside, she shut the door and led them across the deserted hall.

      “Now then,” she said, “how much do you know about the guide pillars in this library?”

      “Only what Caradoc said,” Riva answered. “They tell you where to find books.”

      “Yes, but there’s a bit more to it. Each one has been carved in the likeness of a real person, some of whom are still living, but most of whom have passed on. It’s a way to offer tribute to a person’s memory—usually those who were great patrons of the library. An application must be made, which I then review and ultimately approve or deny.”

      She led them through a row of bookcases to a small, unassuming corner of the hall. There they saw a large canvas cloth draped around a pillar. They gathered near as she stopped beside it and put a hand to the canvas.

      “This statue appeared here a few weeks ago. I never saw the application for it, nor did I approve its construction. No one among my staff seems to know how it came to be here, but I do not believe it to be an accident. Nor do I believe it a mere coincidence that it was tucked away in such an isolated corner.” She glanced around the hall once more, then reached up and pulled down the cloth.

      “Good heavens!” Delia cried.

      “It can’t be,” Jeremy said.

      Riva stepped closer, her eyes twice as wide as she studied the image’s features. Wendolen covered her mouth. Caradoc appeared too astonished to speak.

      Ink frowned. “Who is it?”

      “This, my young man,” the librarian said, “is Mr. Iophulis Bash.”
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            You Must Be Careful
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      The statue portrayed an old man, wrinkled and stooped, with a long beard and a cloak draped over his shoulders. He held a marble pen to an open marble book.

      Ink’s mouth fell agape. “Bash? But what’s he doing here?”

      “That’s the question,” Mavie replied. “No one with a full helping of brains would approve the commissioning of a statue of a Colonist. Not even another Colonist.”

      “Does it work like all the others?” Caradoc asked.

      “Try it,” she said.

      He stepped forward. “Please tell me where to find works by Drester.”

      They waited with bated breath as a voice began to rise from the marble.

      “I’m sorry. The item you seek is not available at this time. Please try again later.”

      “That’s not right,” Riva said. “We know Drester’s works are in the library. Please tell us where to find a dictionary.”

      “I’m sorry. The item you seek is not available at this time. Please try again later.”

      Jeremy moved closer. “Please tell us where to find works by Iophulis Bash.”

      “I’m sorry. The item you seek is not available at this time. Please try again later.”

      The librarian shook her head. “You could ask for a thousand different things and he’d say the same words every time. There’s a code phrase you need to say. I figured this out a few days ago. Look at the book he’s holding.”

      Everyone crowded in closer to see it. Three lines had been etched into the marble page.

      
        
        ED

        GELYH

        III

      

      

      “Ed Gelyh the Third?” Wendolen said. “That makes no sense.”

      “But it’s not the third,” Riva replied. “Don’t you see? It’s a letter “I” followed by two letter “L’s”. Put it all together.”

      “Edgely Hill,” Ink finished aloud.

      “Thank you for your request. The words you seek are on the walls. Always remember, use plenty of good light when reading. Dead light is best. And never trust the blue flames.”

      They gazed at it for several moments longer, puzzling over the cryptic message.

      “How can this be here, Caradoc?” Delia said. “What can it possibly mean?”

      Caradoc reached into his pocket and withdrew the card. After staring at the symbol of the blue flame beneath the address, he tapped it against his palm and glanced back at the statue. “I think it means Mr. Bash spent his time on more than just making pens.”

      Ink shook his head in bewilderment. He’d been inside Bash’s house the day after his death and had found nothing of any interest. There had been no bookshelves, no paintings, no indications of any hobbies other than his trade.

      “Whatever he did,” Mavie said, “it appears he became acquainted in some way with the people who handed me that card, and furthermore learned enough to feel they couldn’t be trusted. It makes the path you must take all the more dangerous, but also all the more necessary.”

      Caradoc nodded. “Yes. We have our heading now.”

      “What’s that ‘dead light’ he talked about?” Ink asked.

      The old woman shrugged. “Perhaps the absence of light. Or maybe something else entirely. I’ve tried to research the term but haven’t found anything yet. And I’ve no idea what he means by the words being on the walls. There are millions of books in Mastmarner. Of course it may have been too dangerous to be specific, especially if the message were to fall upon the wrong ears.”

      “Has anyone outside your staff seen this statue?” Delia asked.

      “Not to my knowledge. It ought to be removed, but I haven’t had the heart. Especially not now, after hearing of his fate. Poor old Bash. There ought to be some remembrance of his life.”

      They stood for several moments longer, staring at the image of their old companion. Ink glanced away, unwilling to meet the marble gaze of the man whose house he had looted.

      Riva let out a deep sigh. “Well, I suppose we should be getting back. There’s nothing more to be done here.”

      “Oh, but not before you pick out a book or two!” Mavie said. “There’s no point visiting Mastmarner only to go away empty-handed. Have a browse!”

      “We couldn’t do that, Mavie,” Delia replied. “There’s no telling when we’d be able to get them back to you.”

      “Nonsense! Take as many as you want! This place is an orphanage just as much as a library. These books need good homes and good people who will attend to them.”

      The Colonists looked at one another. Wendolen shrugged.

      “We have got a bit of time.”

      Riva grinned. “Then I say we browse.”

      “All right, but fifteen minutes. No more,” Delia said.

      “And keep each other in sight,” Caradoc added.

      With this agreed upon, the company dispersed. Ink eagerly made for the next nearest guide pillar. This was his chance to answer a few questions of his own.
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      “Might I have a word, Sailor?” Mavie said to Caradoc.

      “Of course.”

      With a small nod, she gestured towards a nearby balcony that looked out onto the coastline. The view was breathtaking. Whitecaps danced in the dark waves below. A sliver of moonlight shone gold across the water. Salt crystals glittered in the thin layer of ice covering the balcony’s stone floor. Caradoc sat on a cushioned bench and gazed up into the night sky. A faint glimmer of blue light indicated the presence of a shield enchantment keeping out the chill autumn air.

      “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate your help, Mavie,” he said. “You’ve been more than kind, considering our offense.”

      “Offense nothing,” she replied, waving a hand through the air. “It was pride that drove me to seclusion, not wisdom. And it’s me who should be thanking all of you. You’ve no idea how long I’ve been waiting around to be of real use to someone.”

      She moved forward and sat on the bench across from him. He looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to continue the conversation. Instead she gazed at him for many long moments, silent and thoughtful, as if studying one of her oil paintings.

      “Do you know, Mr. Caradoc,” she said at last, “half the Entrians in Eriaris did not die the day they were supposed to.”

      He frowned, taken aback. “What?”

      “Half the Entrians in Eriaris did not die the day they were supposed to. I figure you need to be reminded of it from time to time, whenever your present pains and hardships threaten to make you believe it was all for nothing.”

      “Of course it wasn’t.”

      “But you’re still carrying that weight I told you to abandon. Still insisting on blaming yourself for everything that happened.”

      He leaned his forearms on his knees and laced his fingers together. “It’s up to me to get them all out of this mess. It has to be. I owe them that much for all the things they risked for me. Risked and lost.”

      “For you?” Mavie said. “My memory may be fading but wasn’t it for the Entrians?”

      “You know what I mean. It was my idea to mount a rescue mission that had virtually no chance of success.”

      “And there were better ideas floating around at the time, were there?”

      Caradoc opened his mouth but no answer came. He closed it again.

      “The Entrian High Council rejected you when it mattered most,” she continued. “The Cassrian Assembly literally laughed you out of the building. You were forced into an impossible situation, but you faced it head-on anyway. We all did. Risking life and limb for people who will probably never know it. And now, for some reason, you’re trying to pay your friends the debt rightfully owed to them by an entire nation.”

      “They lost everything, Mavie,” he replied, pained frustration coloring his voice as he glanced into the marble hall. “Friends and families. Futures, hopes and dreams. All gone in the space of a single hour.”

      “It happens all the time. All the time. Sickness. Accidents. Turns in fortune. Age. Time. Weather. Nothing is certain. Things can change in the blink of an eye. You mourn. You grieve. And then you start again. You make new friends, find new families. Plan for different futures. That is where hope lies—which, by the way, is the very thing I saw in their faces as they were describing Riverfall to me. Seems you’ve made your own little world up there, and a nice one, too. A place to start again. Perhaps that’s the way you should be looking at things.”

      Caradoc rose and stepped up to the balcony railing. “And Martin? What kind of future can he hope for? The rage attacks are getting worse. Simon’s examined him a dozen times. I’ve looked through every book I can find. All the while, Harriet is suffering almost more than she can bear and I don’t know how to fix any of it. I don’t know how to make it right. And don’t tell me that’s not my debt to pay.”

      “All right, I’ll say it with my eyes.”

      “Mavie . . .”

      She leaned back against the cushion. “Fine. Fine. You want the truth? Here it is. If you hadn’t hacked off his arm, Martin Whistler would now be dead. Rotting in the ground. And you will always wonder if there was something you could’ve done differently. Perhaps you even ask yourself if he would’ve preferred death to the state of fear and pain he is living in now. I don’t have the answer to these questions. I’m sorry. But I do know he had a Spektor anchored inside him, laying claim to every part—mind, body, and soul. And I know that the removal of a Spektor from such a situation is never clean. Never. That he lived through the process at all has always seemed a miracle to me. There are very few documented cases of success.”

      Caradoc leaned on the balcony railing, discouraged. With some effort, Mavie stood from her seat and joined him there.

      “Tell me . . . do you still feel pain from your scars on occasion? Particularly the deeper ones?”

      He considered the question for a moment, then nodded.

      Mavie looked out over the sea. “And what do you do about it?”

      They watched a night gull swoop into the water and rise again with a single, effortless motion.

      “Wait for it to pass,” he finally answered.

      She nodded. “Sometimes . . . that’s all you can do.” She tugged her robe tighter around herself and let out a mirthless chuckle. “It’s been almost a decade since we last talked here, but it still goes the same way—you asking impossible questions and me telling you all the things you don’t want to hear.”

      Caradoc responded with a small smile, then turned his back to the railing and folded his arms. “Have you heard about Frederick’s new promotion?”

      “I have. And I’ve made up my mind to spit in his teacup if he ever pays me a visit, for your sake.”

      Caradoc chuckled, then passed a hand over his face and looked up at the sky again. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we should just forget about everything else and start living like there’s no other world but Riverfall. Soon even the rocks and trees down here will be wanting us dead. I could just pass the Key on to someone else, give up trying to hunt down an immortal woman who doesn’t want to be found, and live out the rest of my life making cheese and wine.”

      Mavie raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound half bad, you know.”

      “I realize that now. I was trying to make it seem depressing but it does sound rather good.” He glanced again through the archway and into the library. “But it’s not that simple. We have to stop these Spektor attacks. Find out who keeps killing Entrians in the Colonists’ name. And, foolish hope though it may be, perhaps find our own redemption along the way. If not for us, then certainly for Ink.”

      Mavie’s wrinkles deepened on her brow. “He’s what troubles me most. The Mistress has always been willing to go to any lengths to get what she wants, but children were always safe. Free from the hate and despair the Spektors feed upon. But now she’s sent them after one. Perhaps there will be even more victims so young as he.”

      “Which is another reason to find her,” Caradoc said. “What you said back there was difficult to hear but the hard truth. All the answers to our questions do lie with her. But it’s going to be like chasing down a shadow in the dark.”

      Mavie shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know you needed better wisdom. Better guidance. I’m sorry I can’t be more help.”

      “You’ve done so much already. I wouldn’t be standing here now if you hadn’t taught me half the things you know.”

      A half-choked sigh left her lips. “That’s one of the thoughts that torments me most. How much pain might I have spared you? How much misery? If I hadn’t given you the Key to begin with, you would’ve had a normal life. You would’ve had freedom, a hopeful future—”

      “You gave me the Key because I asked for it. You did nothing wrong.”

      “I did everything wrong. I shouldn’t have gone lurking where I had no business. I shouldn’t have taken on what I couldn’t bear myself. I shouldn’t have left Riverfall when we all needed each other the most . . .” She stopped short, tears welling in her eyes.

      Caradoc took something from his pocket, then held up her hand and placed the object in her palm. “Here. This is a spyglass. If you hold your finger to the center, it will glow and send up a beam of light visible only to us through our own spyglasses, through any weather, at any distance. If there’s anything you ever need, anything at all, don’t think we wouldn’t answer your call in a moment.”

      She looked at the small piece of glass in her hand. A thin line of gold encircled the blue medallion, its center warped and wrinkled. Her mouth quivered into a sad smile. “Look at you, Sailor. You even take care of people who tell you to stay away. However do you manage it?”

      “I only wish there was more we could do for you,” he answered. “Whatever you might think, you’ve always been one of us. That means you’ve got an open invitation to come back any time, stay as long you want. If you like, you can spend the next forty years telling me all the things I don’t want to hear.”

      She bowed her silvery head as a tear slipped down her scarred cheek. “Let me see your hand.”

      “What?”

      “Your hand. Show it to me.”

      Without waiting for him to act, she took his left hand in her own and pulled the glove from it. The web of gold metallic strands gleamed in his palm, the flesh beneath decayed and withered, showing naked bone, nerves, and muscle.

      “You know this will only get worse, don’t you?” she said. “And nothing can stop it. Nothing can restore it. No tonic, no enchantment. Nothing. This is the torment of which I spoke. Not that I must endure a curse myself, but that I must look into your eyes now and tell you that if you continue to bear this mark, you must prepare yourself for even greater trials. A Keyholder’s burden does not ease with time. It is just the opposite. For she does not forget. And she will never forgive.”

      Caradoc remained silent for a long moment, jarred by her words. He looked at her wrinkled hand curled around his, felt the ominous warning sink into his heart with dread, then finally met her gaze again and answered with an almost desperate resolve.

      “Then I will prepare.”

      She stepped closer and gripped his arm. “Above all else, you must guard against despair. Surround yourself with what love and peace and hope you can find. Because all it takes is a tiny crack for the darkness to slip through—a single foothold—and the very worst can happen. You must be careful. So very careful.”

      A night gull cried as it swept past the balcony and soared northward, disappearing into the gloom. Caradoc nodded.

      “I understand.”
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      Across the hall, Ink was losing patience with a pillar. Grumbling a curse, he tipped his hat back from his face, hooked his thumbs over his belt, and fixed the opposing marble visage with a stern expression of his own.

      “Look, the sooner you answer me, the sooner I can stop pestering you. So don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m saying. You know perfectly well. Now tell me where to find books about Spektors.”

      The statue did not answer.

      “I know you’ve got some hidden somewhere!” Ink cried. “And this is your job, ain’t it?”

      Silence.

      The boy’s face flushed with anger as he threw his hands up in the air. “It ain’t like I’m asking you to get up and fetch it for me! Eh? How about any books about anything! Any books at all! Do you have books here?”

      A noise of barely-smothered laughter sounded from behind him. He turned to see Riva and Wendolen standing a few feet away.

      “You have to say ‘please’, Ink,” Riva said.

      “What?”

      “The pillars won’t work unless you say ‘please.’”

      Ink pulled off his hat and slapped it against his thigh. “Of all the stupid, idiotic things. And how long have you two been standing there?”

      “Just long enough to have a laugh at your expense,” Wendolen replied with a smile, hefting a large book in her arms. “Anyway, you shouldn’t be looking for books about the Spektors, Ink. That’s far too depressing. Try something a bit lighter for a change.” Her eyes lit up as she laid a hand on her book. “I came across this wonderful collection of operettas! Josephina will be over the moon! We’ve been absolutely starved for new material!”

      Ink nodded at Riva. “Haven’t you found anything?”

      “Oh, yes,” she replied. “The trouble is choosing only a few. What I wouldn’t give to sit in these halls day after day, doing nothing but getting lost inside all these wonderful stories.”

      Wendolen raised an eyebrow. “I just think it’s a pity these guide pillars are limited to reading material.”

      Ink frowned. “What do you mean?”

      In answer, she approached the guide pillar near Ink and addressed it.

      “Please tell me where to find a reasonably good-looking man who loves his mother, a good bottle of wine, and a girl who can break an entire set of crystal glassware with her voice.”

      “I’m sorry. The item you seek could not be found. Please try again later.”

      Riva laughed as Wendolen sighed and put a hand on her hip.

      “You really know how to crush a dream, don’t you, darling?”
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      Ink found another guide pillar on the far side of the hall. He wasn’t keen on revealing his requests in front of the others and did not speak until he was sure no one else was in hearing range. The marble image he looked on was that of a younger man, wearing long coattails and a pair of spectacles. Ink stepped closer to it and lowered his voice.

      “Please tell me where to find books about Spektors.”

      He twisted his mouth as he waited, unsure of Riva’s direction. Then came a voice.

      “Thank you for your request. This library contains several books on Spektors. There are dictionary references, philosophical dissertations, fictional accounts, and a volume of collected biographical narratives.”

      Ink rubbed his chin. Dictionaries weren’t any good. They would only give him definitions—and he was already well aware of those. Philosophies were little better, as they would likely be full of untrustworthy speculations and opinions. The fictional accounts were probably only ghost stories told for entertainment, and there was nothing fictional or entertaining about the Spektors he’d met in the Otherworld a few days ago. The biographical narratives sounded best, even though he wasn’t quite sure what was meant by the phrase. Perhaps they were first-hand accounts of people who’d had dealings with them. Personal testaments and all that. Exactly like the kind of thing he needed.

      “Tell me . . . uh, please tell me where to find the volume of . . . uh, the collected . . . whatever it’s called. The narratives. Tell me where to find the narratives.”

      “I’m sorry. The item you seek is not available at this time. Please try again later.”

      “What do you mean? Please tell me why it’s not available.”

      “The item you seek has been borrowed by another reader.”

      Ink cursed under his breath. Of course. The only book he wanted was gone.

      “Please tell me when it was borrowed.”

      “The item you seek was borrowed nine years, eleven months, three weeks, and one day ago.”

      “What? Almost ten years?” Ink cried, then snapped his gaze towards the balcony where Caradoc stood with the librarian. By the Keyholder’s own admission it had been nearly ten years since he’d last visited Mastmarner, which probably meant there was a very good chance that book of narratives was now somewhere inside the tower on Riverfall.

      All right. He could find it later. So what else? He could ask for books on dreams and visions, but those were probably all mystical philosophies, as unhelpful as they were confusing. He could try for books about Otherworlds, or strange rituals that left marks behind eyelids, or tips on how to survive being hunted by evil spirits. He sighed. Time was running out. He needed to think fast. If only he had some sort of name or title to make his search more specific.

      Oh. But he did. With a start of realization, he stepped back towards the statue.

      “Please . . . tell me where to find works by Wickwire.”

      He held his breath, wondering if the name would work.

      “Thank you for your request. This library does not contain any works by that name, only a single entry of reference.”

      “Please tell me where to find that entry of reference!” Ink said, his eyes wide.

      “The item you seek can be found in The Compendium of Missing Persons by Lord Revillion, twelfth hall, thirty-first bookcase, section A, page 27.”

      Ink looked around for a sign that might indicate the level on which he now stood. He found it above a staircase near the center of the hall. Twelfth floor.

      As luck would have it, the bookcase was situated in the same corner as Mr. Bash’s guide pillar. ‘Section A’ was the first row on the topmost shelf. Ink climbed the ladder attached to the bookcase and ran his finger along the spines of every cover. They were all very large volumes, each associated with legal records of various kinds. The Compendium of Missing Persons turned out to be a large blue book at the very end of the row. Ink yanked it from the shelf excitedly—without giving any thought to its size or weight—and nearly fell off the ladder as he did so. Stifling a yelp, he hugged the book to his chest and half-climbed, half-slid down to the floor, rushed to a nearby bench, and opened the book on his knees.

      The author had collected every missing person notice in existence, from any source which might yield them. Some records contained professional sketches of the individuals, along with lengthy descriptions. Others detailed the activities of the missing person on the last day they were seen, complete with listings of family members, residential addresses, workplaces, even local temples in their hometown. The information in most of the older-dated notices was much more scarce, however, and the particular page the guide pillar had indicated contained entries dated almost a thousand years back. Ink scanned the excerpt with shaking hands.

      
        
        WICKWIRE

        Local periodicals of the time indicate he was a well-respected member of society, renowned for his skills as an apothecary and inventor. Information discovered in private letters suggests he may have also developed an interest in the mystic and occult sciences. He was last seen on the tenth day of October delivering a medicinal salve to a neighbor. This neighbor later recalled that Wickwire had mentioned his intent to visit Draff Alley in Ciras the following day. All further inquiry into the matter proved unprofitable. No surviving relatives.

      

      

      Ink searched through his pockets. Draff Alley. Ciras. He was never going to remember all that. He glanced up at Bash’s statue.

      “You wouldn’t have a pen handy, would you?”

      Bash only stared back.

      Ink ended up tearing the top half of the page out of the book as quietly as he could. This done, he carefully folded the paper, put it into his pocket, and stood from the bench.

      Then another thought struck him. In his hands was a record of missing persons, kept from at least a thousand years back. If any book in the library was able to tell him where his parents might have gone, this was it. He sat down again and rifled through the pages as fast as he could, his eyes skimming each section until he came to the R’s. His heart pounded in his ears as he traced his finger along the lists.

      It took a good three minutes for his mind to accept the fact that their names were not there. He traced over the blank space where “Revore” should have been a dozen times or more, half-convinced his eyes were playing tricks on him. When he realized the truth, he slumped his shoulders and let out a somber sigh.

      “Find what you were looking for?” a voice said.

      With a start he snapped the book shut and stood. The old librarian came around the corner and raised an eyebrow upon sight of the book he clutched.

      “Missing persons, is it?”

      Ink shrugged a shoulder. “Yeah, well . . . I like a good mystery.”

      “Lucky for you. So did you find your name in there, Anthony?”

      “I wasn’t—” he began, but stopped and stared as though she’d struck him across the face. “How do you know that name?”

      “You were famous for a minute. A very short minute, but enough to make an impression. I received a rather large shipment of leaflets a while ago, along with a mandate instructing me to post them all over the library. “Bring Anthony Home” they said. The poor, helpless orphan boy kidnapped by the Colonists. It’s curious, though. I received a similar directive only two days ago—only this time instructing me to take the leaflets down. I thought that very strange for I hadn’t heard of a rescue or any sort of end to the crisis.”

      “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Ink said, glancing away and hoping the woman staring at him was not an Entress able to catch him in his lie. He didn’t care to explain how the instruction had been his doing, one of several conditions made while discussing terms with Seherene twelve days ago.

      Mavie reached forward and drew the compendium out of his hands. “I know I said to take whatever books you wanted, but you really oughtn’t bear yourself down with this great tome of misery. Have another look around. One of the healthiest things for a soul is to read something that nourishes it. I can recommend some excellent books on myths and fairy tales.” She went to the ladder, scaled it with surprising agility, and returned the book to its place on the shelf.

      “Thanks,” he answered, “but I’m actually looking for something useful about real things.”

      “More real than fairy tales?” she replied, climbing back down. “Don’t insult me in my own library. What could be more real? Besides, I’ll wager a great many things you never thought possible have suddenly turned up in the cold, hard realm of fact. Much like what happened to dear old Iophulis here.”

      She stepped towards the statue and took up the canvas cloth around Bash’s shoulders. She stared wistfully at the wrinkled face of marble, shook her head in puzzlement, then replaced the canvas over the statue.

      “Sleep well, friend,” she said, patting one of his arms.

      She moved past Ink and out into the hall’s main corridor. He followed her.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You can ask,” she replied, pausing to fix a misplaced book.

      “Back in the other room, you said you gave Caradoc the Spider Key. But you called it something different.”

      She nodded. “‘Auric’ was the word. That was the general term given to all the Keys when they were first created and handed out. Over time, they were given more specific names based on their individual shapes and designs.”

      Ink realized he had the chance to confirm something Seherene had told him, and without rousing any suspicion, since the librarian was sure to believe he’d heard it from one of the Colonists.

      “And . . . is it true he’s got the last one? That all the other Keys are gone?”

      “Yes, it’s true. When the Keys were first bestowed, the bearers were warned that a living heart was needed to power them, and that if they felt themselves near to death they were to quickly pass it on to another. Over the years, the Spektors learned to be more clever about dividing and conquering, so that the Keys began to die with their owners before there could be any transfer.”

      Ink frowned. “So who gave it to you?”

      She pursed her wrinkled mouth for a moment before answering. “A man I found dying on the side of the road. He said it was the last Key in existence and that the world could not afford to lose it. With the ten minutes of breath he had left, he told me everything he knew—how it worked, its history, its enemies. The rest I pieced together from books, but all in all it was a very short apprenticeship and one I wasn’t very keen to take on.”

      She reached for a discarded book on a nearby table, tucked it under her arm, and continued down the hall. Ink kept up beside her.

      “Because of the danger?”

      “The danger, the loneliness, the scorn,” she replied. “It’s the toughest business imaginable, not to mention that it makes you the personal enemy of one of the most treacherous beings in our world.”

      Ink nodded towards her shoulder holsters. “Is that why you wear those pistols, then?”

      She chuckled mirthlessly. “Bullets have no more effect on the Mistress than they do her Spektors. But they aren’t the only worry. Though the vast majority of people don’t trouble themselves about this whole affair, there are those who would love to get their hands on the last Key, and for all the wrong reasons. But they don’t understand the cost. No one ever understands until it’s too late.”

      Ink glanced at her scarred cheek for a moment, then looked away. “I used to think the rotting part of his hand was normal. For a Keyholder, I mean. But that ain’t right, is it? It’s part of the curse. Her curse. The one giving him heart pains.”

      She stopped at one of the cases and shelved the book. A thoughtful and troubled look filled her eyes. “Yes. To be a Keyholder is to be marked for life. Bound to a duty you will never truly relinquish, nor escape. When Caradoc offered to take it from me all those years ago, I refused him at first, unwilling to weigh anyone else down with such a burden. But he was so determined—and myself so terribly eager to be rid of it—I finally gave in.”

      Ink glanced back toward the far side of the hall where Caradoc talked quietly with Delia and Jeremy. Why had he been so determined? Was it as Seherene feared? That he had taken the Key to challenge the old myth? To seek the Spektors in their Crypt and take control over all those he’d expelled? Ink had considered it a ridiculous prospect upon first hearing it. Even impossible. But the more he thought about it, and the more he learned, the less certain he felt. He thought of asking Mavie about it, but quickly concluded that even if control was Caradoc’s true aim, he would never have admitted as much to her. She wouldn’t have obliged him otherwise, of that Ink was sure.

      Once more, he began to worry about his grandfather’s charge; to take the Key from Caradoc before it could be used for such an abominable purpose. But that was out of the question now. Take it and be marked for life by an ancient enemy? Make himself a target of violence and curses and whatever other evils might follow? No. Not in a million years.

      He turned back to the librarian, only to find she had moved farther down the corridor. He hurried to catch up with her.

      “Do you have to use it once you take it?” he asked. “Maybe you could just hide it for safekeeping. Then you wouldn’t attract any notice.”

      “I had the same thoughts at first,” she replied. “Thought I might avoid all the perils until I met someone truly suited to the task. Do you know what I used it for in the meantime?” She halted mid-step and leaned towards him. “Acquisitions.”

      Ink frowned at the word.

      “The true glory of Mastmarner,” she continued, “is the special collection hidden in plain sight. Not only do these walls hold copies of every book ever written in Eriaris, but also a grand host of stories and poems and histories and sheet music and recipes and a hundred other things—from Otherworlds.”

      “But ain’t that dangerous?” Ink asked, a note of alarm in his voice. “Books from Otherworlds? People would go mad!”

      “Not if they didn’t know. And there are protective measures in place besides. No one may take anything from the library that has not received Varn’s approval, and he has been instructed not to stamp any such material.” She took a step towards Ink, twisting her mouth in self-reproach. “And now that you know my little secret, Mr. Featherfield, I’d be much obliged if you’d do me the honor of keeping it.”

      “Oh . . . of course.”

      She nodded gratefully and straightened herself again. “I got away with escaping my Keyholder obligations for almost an entire year. Then the Spektors found me. I’ll never forget the sheer terror I felt—not only because of the hideous creatures I faced, but because I was totally unprepared and utterly defenseless. Had no idea what to do. But I was also very lucky that day, for they hadn’t come to kill me but to mock and ridicule. To tell me exactly how much I was worth in a way I would never forget. That’s when they gave me this scar.” She tapped a finger against her cheek. “The letter ‘C’ . . . for coward. And from that day on, I had no choice but to learn my duty as well as I could.”

      A long moment of silence passed as Ink reviewed all the new information in his mind. He expected Mavie to turn away again and continue on through the hall as she had been. Instead, she crossed her arms and regarded him with a small grin that hinted on amusement.

      “Well? Go on. You’ve got more questions. I can see you trying to hold them all together before they float out of your brain.”

      With a scoff, Ink took off his hat and rubbed his brow with the back of his sleeve. “Guess I’m not used to getting so many answers at one time. On Riverfall they like to make me work for each and every one.”

      She smiled. “In a place like Mastmarner, it’s enough to seek earnestly. And I think there’s just about three more minutes of browsing time left, so you’d better talk fast.”

      “Well . . . what about this library? With all the enchantments in this place, you must be an Entress, right?”

      She laughed, her husky voice sounding like bits of glass grinding under metal gears. “No such luck, I’m afraid. Have you ever seen an Entrian with a scar?”

      “I suppose not.”

      She nodded. “The enchantments around Mastmarner were put in place long before I got here, but I do have a few Entrian acquaintances who stop by now and then to keep up the maintenance on them.”

      Ink bit his lip, then glanced around before asking his next question. “Those paintings, back in that room? Caradoc said they were Otherworlds. Is that true?”

      She put a hand on the back of a nearby chair. “It is. The things a Keyholder witnesses often demand to be remembered. I thought it was better to confine them to canvas than have them swirling about in my mind unchecked.”

      “And have you been to them all? All those worlds?”

      Her dark eyes glittered as she lifted her gaze to the huge stained-glass windows above them. “I have.”

      Ink took a deep breath, wondering how far he could push his luck. “That one I was standing near—the harbor town with the black sand—you had it covered up. Why?”

      She raised her eyebrows. “For the same reason any dead thing is covered up.”

      “Dead?” Ink echoed with alarm.

      “It’s curious you should bring up that particular place. It’s unlike all the others in that room. Not because it’s dead, mind you. Many worlds have gone to rest once running the full course of their lives. But that one fell under a much different fate. That one was killed. Sapped of all its energy and strength until all that remained was a lifeless husk.”

      She glanced at Ink again, who had turned a shade of green.

      “Come on,” she said, pulling out the chair for him. “We can’t have you getting sick all over my nice clean floor. Let’s sit down.”

      He took the seat in a daze, clutching the armrests tightly as she sat beside him.

      “I keep forgetting you’re not used to hearing these kinds of things,” she said. “It was only a few weeks ago you saw your first Spektor, wasn’t it? I think it was a good six months before I could fully reconcile my own first encounter with the supernatural.”

      A marble fountain stood a few feet in front of them. Ink stared at the water sparkling in the stain-glass colored light while the cold contents of his stomach pitched and roiled. His conscience pricked at him enough for having surrendered Caradoc’s name to the strange rider in the Wickwire Watch. Now it seemed he had done his dealings in a murdered world. He drew a shaking breath as he shook his head in disbelief.

      “I wish all this was over with.”

      Mavie drew her eyebrows together. “I know. Believe me, I know. But the good news is that you’ve got one great big advantage I never had.” She nodded her head to the far end of the hall where the Colonists stood. “You’ve got them. They know better than anyone on this earth how to bear up under pressure, and they’ll help you as long as you let them. I know they can be maddening at times, and I know it feels like they’re keeping secrets from you. I’ve seen those thoughts in your eyes. But let anger and resentment lie for too long and they will start to rot and rust your heart from the inside out. Then you’ve got bad blood. And I can’t tell you how much suffering has been caused by a bit of bad blood running through a rusted machine.”

      Before Ink could reply, a loud noise swept in through the balcony and across the hall, pricking up the hairs on the back of his neck. Somewhere nearby a wolf was howling, as clear and piercing as a siren bell. The librarian stood suddenly, then beckoned for Ink to follow as she turned and rushed back towards the others. The cry of a second wolf joined the first.

      “That’s the warning sign,” she said. “You must leave. Now.”

      “Warning sign?” Riva said.

      A third wolf joined the chorus.

      “Those are my wolves,” Mavie replied. “I’ve asked them to give the alarm whenever certain people are nearby.”

      “Which people?” Delia asked.

      “George Marlas, Bill Stone, and the Entress Seherene. One of those three is making their way across the bridge at this moment.”

      Ink felt his insides drop to his boots. The others exchanged looks of sheer dread.

      “Dear God,” Wendolen said, almost breathless.

      Another howl echoed throughout the hall. Mavie nodded.

      “There. The fourth has just confirmed it. We must move.”

      She turned and led them quickly across the hall.

      “How much time?” Caradoc asked.

      “Five minutes at most. I’m taking you to the staircase closest to the entrance. Get to the second floor, then one of you go down to scout ahead and signal whether or not it’s safe.”

      “Thanks for your help, Mavie,” Jeremy said. “We’re sorry for putting you at risk.”

      “Don’t be sorry, just give me a bit of warning next time. Now remember, be careful when you go to that meeting in Vaterra. If Bash himself didn’t arrange for the commissioning of that statue then it was someone who knew it would get our attention.”

      Halfway across the hall, Ink glanced over the railing. Twelve floors below, patrons were starting to trickle into the library through the front entrance.

      “Thank Abner for me when you get back,” Mavie went on. “The heating and plumbing are still going strong after twelve years. Tell Evering to keep his chin up. Tell Josephina not to mind her looks so much. Tell Chester to take it easy with the drink. Not that he will, but it’s worth repeating. You’ve been taking care of my instruments?”

      “They’re being put to good use,” Delia assured her.

      Mavie nodded. “Try to remember you’re all on Martin’s side—hard as that may be at times, but he needs to know it and hear it. And tell Harriet that if no one nominates her for sainthood by the time this is all over, I’ll write up the application myself.”

      They came at last to the staircase and paused.

      “Keep taking care of one another,” Mavie continued. “The address on that card may lead you to places even more dangerous than an Entrian prison cell. You must be cautious.”

      “We will be,” Wendolen said.

      The librarian looked at them a moment longer, seeming to hesitate. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” she cried, then embraced each one of them in turn.

      “We’ve missed you,” Riva said.

      “There’s always a spare room ready,” Jeremy added.

      The old woman smiled. “If I manage to live long enough to take you up on that, I rather think I will. Go on, now. I’ll keep watch from up here.”

      They hurried down the stairs with Riva leading the way. Caradoc was the last to follow. As he stepped onto the stairs, he paused for a final word of gratitude.

      “Thank you, Mavie.”

      She put a hand on his arm. “Take care of that boy, Sailor. He’ll need you more than ever now. And tell Simon not to drive that poor Margaret mad, will you?”

      “That might be easier said than done.”

      “When is it not? Now go.”
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      It was all Ink could do to force his legs to keep working as they hurried down the stairs. The ring on his hand suddenly felt too tight, and the threat of its giver’s impending arrival was almost more than his nerves could bear. He nearly tumbled to his knees as they came to a stop on the second level.

      “All right,” Caradoc said. “All we’ve got to do is get out and get across the bridge. Once on the mainland we should be fine. Have your weapons ready. If it comes to a fight, remember not to run yourselves into corners and dead-ends. Ink, make sure you stay close.”

      “Who’s going down to scout ahead?” Wendolen asked.

      “I am,” Ink said, eliciting stares of amazement. “And you can all look at me like that some other time. We’ve got to get going!”

      Caradoc nodded. “He’s right. Riva, you stand at the railing and wait for him to give the all-clear, then pass it along to us.”

      She nodded. “Understood. Oh, I hate to think of this place taking any damage.”

      “With any luck it won’t come to that,” Delia answered, then urged Ink forward. “Go on, Ink. Quick and quiet as you can.”
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      There were at least two dozen people in the main hall of the library now, with more passing through the doors ahead. The colors of the stained-glass windows grew brighter as the sun rose behind them. Ink took the top hat from his head and hid it behind his back, remembering that any one of the three unexpected persons due to visit would likely be able to recognize him by it. He started forward cautiously, hardly daring to breathe, and began searching the faces of all the newly-arrived visitors.

      If master Colonist-hunter Bill Stone was coming across the bridge, a clean escape would be almost impossible. He missed nothing and was always prepared for the worst. Ink wasn’t sure what Commissioner Marlas looked like, but he imagined there would be some sort of pomp and circumstance surrounding the arrival of a politician. That would at least provide some distraction for their exit. But what if it was the Entress? If she caught sight of him, she would expect him to hold up his end of their deal. But the conditions weren’t right. The situation wasn’t in his favor. He would simply have to keep hidden.

      The next moment, his attention was caught by a pair of raised voices. The assistant librarian stood in the middle of the carpeted walkway, looking nervous in the face of his confronter. Ink could only see the back of the stranger but it was enough to pique his curiosity. His clothing was very fine, and he held himself almost regally, standing with a fist on his hip and holding a handsome walking cane embossed with silver. He was too young to be George Marlas, too refined to be a Colonist-hunter, and too out-of-place to be a simple patron. He had to be an Entrian, which made it all but certain that he was also one of Seherene’s companions. Perhaps she had sent him on ahead. Whatever the case, Ink knew he had to find out, and fast. Stepping quietly, he approached the man from behind.

      “Again, I apologize, sir,” Ezra said, “but no one is granted an audience with the head librarian without first submitting a written request, which must then—”

      “Perhaps I did not make myself clear,” the young man interrupted. “As an aide to the commissioner, I am granted all the power and authority of that office and with endorsement from the hand of the Assembly itself. Now I say again, I require an audience with the head librarian.”

      Ink stopped in front of a guide pillar and pretended to take great interest in the statue. So, it was Marlas who had sent the man ahead.

      “I understand your frustration, sir,” the assistant answered. “But I can’t allow an exception, as high as I hold my regard for our great Assembly . . .”

      At the obvious note of sarcasm in the reply, the young man took a threatening step forward and fixed his opponent with a stare of such quiet menace that the old man’s face paled.

      “Consider carefully,” he said. “If it truly be your wish to interfere in state matters, I will have no choice but to arrange a meeting between you and the criminal courts. An unfortunate alternative to such a simple accommodation, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Ink glanced up at the level above. Riva wasn’t in sight. He couldn’t warn her from where he stood.

      The old man cleared his throat. “I . . . can make no promises, young man, but I will address your case to my employer. Wait here.”

      As he turned, the young official whipped his cane forward and brought it to rest on the assistant’s arm, who froze in mid-step.

      “You may call me ‘Deputy Commissioner Coram.’”

      Ezra nodded with an anxious frown, then hurried away. Ink drew a breath. Coram. Frederick Coram. He’d heard the Colonists mention that name before, and always with a great deal more animosity than fear. Still, an enemy was an enemy. They weren’t safe. He had to get the message to Riva. If there was even a chance of slipping out behind this man’s back, it would have to be in the next two minutes—or not at all.

      He turned back toward the stairs, but before he could take another step something whistled by his ear, and he found himself with a silver-embossed cane resting on his shoulder.

      “Did you hear all you wanted to hear?” the man said.

      Ink’s heartbeat quickened. “I don’t know what you mean, sir. I was just admiring this statue here. Not every day you see something like that.”

      “You will face me when you address me.”

      Ink swallowed the lump in his throat and turned, keeping his head bowed and his eyes to the floor.

      “Who are you?” the man asked. “What’s your name?”

      “Me, sir? I’m nobody, really. Just an admirer of fine fashions is all. Those are a lovely pair of shoes you got there.”

      Coram’s hand came down on his shoulder. Ink winced under his iron grip.

      “Look at me.”

      When the boy did not obey, the man brought the handle of his cane under his chin and thrust it upwards.

      As Ink looked into the face of Deputy Commissioner Coram, he suddenly realized the reason for the Colonists’ marked resentment and hostility against him. Ink himself couldn’t help but let out a gasp of horrified shock.

      Coram had been the boy in the mining camp. The cold, unforgiving eyes that had once loomed over Caradoc now bore down into his own. The same cruel hand that had carried a chisel with such malicious intent was now clamped over his arm. But even in the midst of his dismay, Ink was surprised to feel a growing surge of anger and revulsion as well, stronger than he had ever felt before. He hardly noticed when a look of astonishment passed across Coram’s own face.

      “Oh, good heavens,” the young man said, almost in a whisper. “You’re him! You’re Inkwell!”

      Ink set his jaw, instantly defiant.

      “It was your oversized coat that first caught my attention,” Coram continued. “Of course I . . . I couldn’t be sure. There are many who can’t afford clothes except those which ill-fit them. But there is only one boy in the world whose situation could merit such a haunted look of horror and mistrust. Considering the company you’ve kept, I cannot blame you.”

      Coram glanced over his shoulder and nodded at someone. Six men approached, each dressed in some kind of uniform and with long rifles slung over their shoulders.

      “You’ll be quite safe now, Mr. Revore,” Coram continued, withdrawing both the cane and his hand from Ink’s shoulders. “These guards will escort you to my carriage. We’ll get you to the Great Hall in Altan as soon as possible, where you’ll be well looked after.”

      “And what if I don’t want you lookin’ after me?” Ink shot back, hardly caring that he had given himself away by doing so.

      Coram stared at him as though he’d just spoken another language, his brow creased with a quizzical frown. The guards stood in a half-circle behind him.

      “I assure you, you are in no danger,” the young man replied. “You have only to thank God I found you in time. It’s a miracle you were able to escape this far on your own. You’ve no idea what relief this will bring to the hearts of the people.”

      “Or how good it’ll make you look, right?”

      Coram frowned again, perplexed by the boy’s reaction. “I . . . understand they must have told you terrible things about me. Terrible lies. But they are only that, Mr. Revore. I am your friend, and I have no desire but to apprehend these shameless villains who snatched you away. You can help us to this. Every paper in every corner of the country could be singing your praises tomorrow morning. All the most important people in government clamoring to give you their personal thanks and favor. You have only to let go of your doubt and suspicion. There is no cause to hide behind such things any longer. Now . . .” He knelt in front of Ink, his cold eyes glittering. “Tell me where they’re hiding.”

      He leaned in closer and cocked his ear towards Ink, ready to receive the great secret. He was quivering with excitement, his lily-white hand fidgeting on his cane, bedecked with jeweled rings and a gold bracelet. Ink stared at him, feeling his contempt grow even stronger. Here was a man used to having everything handed to him, who worshipped at the throne of money and politics. And now he expected Ink to spill his guts like a guilty child ratting out his friends to his benevolent and understanding father.

      Ink had only a few simple rules by which to govern his life—most ingrained in him from birth—and it was the oldest and deepest of these which Frederick Coram had violated.

      You never . . . ever . . . betrayed your own blood.

      Ink leaned forward, his face flushed with anger, and whispered into the deputy’s ear.

      “Get out.”

      Coram met his gaze, bewildered. “What?”

      Ink stepped back and shouted up to the second floor.

      “Get out! They’re here! Get out now!”

      As his voice echoed through the library, and before anyone knew what was happening, Ink turned and shot between the astonished guards towards the main doors. Coram glanced up with his mouth agape and caught sight of a shadow on the level above racing out of sight.

      “Stop that boy!” the deputy cried, shoving the guards aside and drawing a pistol from his coat. “Somebody stop him!”

      Ink heard the click of the pistol but continued on. The patrons nearby glanced at him but didn’t move, too baffled to act on Coram’s order. Even the guards hesitated.

      “Sir?” one of them said.

      “Get up to the next floor, all of you! Now!”

      “What is it, sir?”

      “What is it?” Coram echoed with a laugh that bordered on delirium. “Why it’s the Colonists! The Colonists are here!”

      But it was the wrong thing to say, for the immediate reaction was panic. The patrons bolted for cover, several of them screaming as books were dropped and chairs knocked over in their attempts to escape the scene. They dove under tables and rushed behind bookcases, clutching at their friends and family members, even strangers. The woman sitting at the ledger got up and hid behind a guide pillar, while another staff member grabbed Varn from his perch and ducked behind the assistant’s desk. The guards themselves turned ashen, exchanging terrified glances before drawing their weapons and racing off to do Coram’s bidding.

      Seeing the boy was not apprehended, Coram raced down the hall and fired off a shot, thinking to scare him into submission. Ink ducked as the bullet ricocheted off a pillar. Then he dug in his heels and sprinted for the entrance, now only a few feet away. Just before he could reach it, however, the doors swung open.

      Ink hesitated, throwing enough of a hitch in his momentum that his leg slipped out from under him. Unable to stop himself, he pitched back and slid forward, coming to a halt in the shadow of a broad-shouldered giant of a man who filled up the entire doorway.

      “Now what’s all this about?” Bill Stone said, looking down at him with a smirk.
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      “Stop that boy, Stone! Stop him!” Coram shouted as he ran towards them.

      Ink quailed as he stared up at the fearsome bounty hunter. With a cry—and before his terror could totally paralyze him—he shot to his feet and darted to the nearest staircase.

      “What are you doing?” Coram shouted, halting beside Bill as Ink disappeared up the stairs. “You let him get away!”

      “I don’t care about children.” Bill pushed the deputy aside and hurried forward, sweeping his eyes across the hall. Eight more Colonist-hunters followed him through the door, all heavily armed and on the alert. Coram kept pace beside them.

      “They’re here, Stone! The Colonists are here!”

      “I’m aware of that,” Bill answered, drawing two massive pistols from the inside of his jacket. “I bloody well heard you scream it through the walls. If you ever intend to catch anything you might give a thought to keeping your gob shut.”

      Just then, a small group of patrons took their chance to rush towards the front door.

      “No! No!” Coram cried, swinging his pistol towards them. “No one leaves this place until I say so! Back away!”

      “Leave ‘em, Coram!” Bill barked. “I’ve got a dozen hunters blocking the bridge and two just outside the door. No one’s going home without being searched first. Not when our targets are sure to be in disguise.” He glanced at the hunters behind him. “Each of you get up a different staircase. I’ll cover the main floor to the back and make my way up from there. We’ll have to flush out every nook and cranny ‘til they’re cornered. Now hurry!”

      Ink reached the second floor and froze. The guards Coram had sent ahead all lay unconscious around him. Ahead, Bill’s hunters were nearing the landing at the top of their respective staircases. Ink clung to the banister in desperation, uncertain of what to do next.

      “Ink! Up here!” someone whispered from the floor above.

      Without a second thought, Ink spurred himself further up the stairs. Jeremy met him on the third level and urged him forward by the arm. It was a blessing the library was not evenly lit, as it allowed for a number of dark corners and dim spaces. After racing down the hall for a few moments, they ducked between two bookcases and crouched down.

      “It’s Bill!” Ink said between heaving breaths. “And Coram! And a whole bunch of Colonist-hunters! They’ve got the bridge blocked!”

      “We’ll be all right. Try to calm down.”

      “Calm down? Are you joking?”

      Jeremy covered Ink’s mouth as a voice rang out from the floor below.

      “They’re out cold! All of them!”

      It was Coram who shouted. Clearly he had no intention of keeping his gob shut.

      “Here, you three! Finish searching this level, then stay behind to make sure they don’t double back!”

      Ink stood, tugging at Jeremy’s sleeve. “Come on! We can’t stay here!”

      “Wait,” he replied, pulling him back down.

      Ink held his breath as footsteps drew near. He glanced through the bookshelves on either side. Four hunters approached from the left, while the rest had come up through center staircases. Feeling a fresh bout of panic rise in his chest he turned back to Jeremy and tugged at his sleeve again, eager to be gone. But the gentle man only put a finger to his lips.

      It was then Ink noticed a figure hidden between the bookcases across from them. It was Riva, standing motionless with a look of fierce concentration. As the hunters neared their position, she lifted her chin and raised her hand into the air. Jeremy got to his feet and pulled a club from his belt.

      The next moment, a terrific flash of bright blue light ripped through the hall, eliciting a cry of surprise from the blinded hunters and setting stars spinning in Ink’s eyes. Jeremy leapt out from behind the bookcase and set to work with his club. Two hunters hit the ground within seconds. Riva emerged from her hiding spot and threw something at a hunter passing in front of her. The man let out a shriek and a shot from his pistol as he fell. A knife protruded from his thigh. Jeremy grabbed the pistol out of the hunter’s weakened grip, struck him across the temple, and tucked the firearm into his own belt.

      A new chorus of calls and shouts rang out as the rest of the Colonists joined the assault. Ink gathered his courage and peeked around the bookcase. Shadows grappled with each other in the fading light of the enchantment. One of the hunters fired off shots half-blindly into the hall until Wendolen came up from behind him and swung a dictionary into the back of his head, knocking him out cold. Riva pulled a second knife from her belt as another hunter came into sight. She didn’t have a clear shot, but as soon as the blade left her hand, a quick enchantment caused it to dart forward, arc around a guide pillar, and sink into the hunter’s calf. The outraged hunter fell, but collected herself enough to crack off a rifle shot. The bullet ripped through the bookcase just above Riva’s head, showering down splinters. At the far end of the hall, Caradoc exchange blows with another hunter, taking some hard knocks to the jaw before tossing the man into the lip of one of the marble fountains. A sickening thud sounded as the hunter crumpled to the ground.

      Ink could hardly believe his eyes. He had once teased that the Colonists were nothing more than fugitive gardeners due to the simple and rustic way they lived. But there was Caradoc, fighting like he’d been doing it all his life. And kind, bright-eyed Riva, dealing out blades like a professional knife thrower. Gentle Jeremy wielded his club with a flash of ferocity Ink had never seen in him before. Wendolen was the greatest surprise, grunting like a wrestler as she heaved blows against her attackers with whatever lay in reach.

      “Come on, Ink!”

      Ink started as someone grabbed him by the arm and hauled him to his feet. It was Delia. There was a pistol in her hand and a streak of gunpowder on her cheek. Ink stared at her in amazement. Only the day before, it had been a rolling pin and a smudge of flour. He followed her away from the thick of the battle, ducking low as gunshots rang out overhead. Jeremy and Riva fired their pistols at the table Bill had flipped over and was now using for cover.

      “Get up here!” Bill bellowed over the railing to the hunters who’d stayed on the second level. “Every last one of you!”

      A bullet grazed his shoulder. He cursed and ducked behind the table again. As Ink and Delia reached the staircase nearest the front door, a second flare of light exploded, putting a momentary stop to the fighting. The Colonists gathered together again, each bruised and bloody to various degrees.

      “What now?” Jeremy said. “Ink says the bridge is blocked.”

      Caradoc took off his fake spectacles and flung them aside. “Just outside the front door there’s a narrow set of stairs that leads down to a boiler room. That’s our new goal. We make it there, we should be fine, as long as no one sees us heading that way. Riva, can you take care of the hunters at the door?”

      She nodded. “I think so. But we’ve got to be gone before Bill recovers his wits. I’m not sure I have the energy for another lightburst.”

      “You all right, Wendolen?” Delia asked.

      The large lady had stooped over, breathing hard. “It’s just . . . a bit more running than I’m used to. I’ll be fine.”

      “Get up!” Bill’s voice echoed from down the hall. “All of you! I’m not losing them now!”

      The light from the last enchantment was fading again, and through the haze they caught sight of three hunters who had recovered enough to keep on the pursuit. Gunshots rang out again.

      “With me, Jeremy,” Caradoc said, taking up his pistol. “The rest of you get downstairs!”

      The summoned hunters from the second level reached the center of the hall, itching for battle. Jeremy took cover behind a bookcase as bullets whizzed past him. Caradoc found himself grappling with a hunter who had suddenly jumped down from the floor above. The others looked on in alarm, hesitant to leave.

      “They need help!” Riva cried.

      “I’ll go,” Delia said. “The rest of you get to that boiler room!”

      She raced forward but soon found herself pinned down by gunfire. She ducked behind a guide pillar and began firing off shots of her own.

      Suddenly, Ink caught sight of a third hunter emerging from the staircase behind. The woman, seeing she was not noticed, stood still on the landing as she drew her pistol. Ink broke from the others and raced around a bookcase.

      “Ink! No!” Riva shouted.

      As the woman leveled her pistol at the back of Delia’s head, Ink sprang forward and plowed into the hunter with all his might, knocking her hard to the ground. The pistol flew out of her grip and over the railing, plummeting to the halls below. Quick as lightning, Ink jumped to his feet and raced up the staircase to the next level. The hunter cursed and rose to follow, but a dagger from Riva stopped her.

      Up on the fourth level, Ink sprinted for his life across the slick marble floor, dodging pillars and tables until he realized no one had followed him. He stood for a moment in the middle of the hall, breathing hard and glad for a respite from the chaos. He wasn’t suited for battle, especially one where he was unarmed. He would insist on carrying a weapon the next time they dragged him off the village, even if it was nothing more than a stick.

      A shout from below caught his attention. He hurried to the railing and glanced down. Jeremy was calling for the others to make their escape. Bill swooped into sight, pistols in both hands. Jeremy ducked around a bookcase and fired a shot, forcing the bounty hunter to rush behind a pillar which gave him the more favorable angle of attack.

      There was a second shot. Ink clapped a hand over his mouth as Jeremy fell forward, clutching at his leg with a grimace of pain. Delia rushed into view, trying desperately to help Jeremy to stand, but managed it only halfway before Bill broke his cover and stepped forward, aiming both pistols at them.

      “Get over here!” Bill cried to someone behind him. “Take their weapons!”

      Three hunters limped to his side. Ink hesitated at the railing. Where were the others?

      Two loud shots sounded from somewhere above. Sparks flew at Bill’s hands as his pistols were knocked to the ground. Another two shots quickly followed, hitting the thigh of each of the hunters on either side of Jeremy and Delia. They fell, crying out in equal anger and pain.

      But Bill wasn’t one to be slowed down by a surprise. Within seconds, he pulled a dagger from his jacket and sent it flying up towards one of the halls above. Ink held his breath, wondering if it had hit its target.

      The next moment, a third explosion of light burned through the hall. Ink squeezed his eyes shut, listening as a loud crack resounded from below. The golden rune behind his eyelids stared back at him. By the time the light faded, Delia and Jeremy were gone, and Bill lay unconscious with a rivulet of blood trickling out of his left ear.

      “Ink!” someone said in a loud whisper.

      He turned to see Caradoc near a staircase in the middle of the hall, beckoning.

      “Come on. Down this way. Quickly.”

      Ink hurried towards him. As he put a hand to the rail, a bullet ricocheted off the iron banister. They looked up to see Deputy Commissioner Coram stepping out from the shadow of a bookcase with his pistol leveled at them.

      “Don’t move. Stay where you are. There’s no use running now.”

      Caradoc pulled Ink behind him as the young politician advanced. His steel-eyed gaze was fixed steadily upon them but the pistol shook in his hands. He halted with a good deal of distance still between them. A bead of sweat ran down his temple.

      “Hello, Isaac.”

      There was a marked moment of silence before Caradoc answered.

      “Hello, Frederick.”

      Ink couldn’t see the Keyholder’s face, but his voice betrayed pain. Coram gestured towards the floor.

      “Be so good as to throw down your weapons, would you?”

      Caradoc drew the pistol from his belt and tossed it away.

      Coram raised an eyebrow. “Is that all?”

      “I’m afraid the rest have gotten stuck inside your comrades.”

      Coram ventured another step forward and picked up the pistol. “All right. Now give me the boy. It’s time he was free of you. Come here, Anthony.”

      Ink leaned around Caradoc. “Get stuffed, Coram.”

      Caradoc smirked as he pushed Ink behind him again. “Sounds like he doesn’t want to go.”

      “It doesn’t matter what he wants. He’s coming with me whether he likes it or not.”

      “Let the boy go. He’s done nothing wrong.”

      “He’s aided you. That’s wrong enough for his own personal prison cell. Now hand him over. And then you will give me the Auric Key.”

      Caradoc’s expression turned to dismayed astonishment. Instinctively, he balled his gloved left hand into a fist. “You have no business with the Key.”

      “I will make it my business. You’ve had it long enough. Time to let someone else have a turn.”

      “Have a turn?” Caradoc echoed, incredulous. “This isn’t some kind of toy, Frederick.”

      “I know exactly what it is.”

      “How? How do you know? Who told you?”

      Coram’s mouth quivered. “It doesn’t matter. I’m taking it one way or another. It’s the least you owe me for all you’ve done.”

      Caradoc’s frown deepened. “You have no idea what you’re asking. If you did, you would know that my giving it to you would only compound the offense you’ve suffered by me.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” the young man replied. “I don’t intend to treat it as you do. As a heavy burden of so much woe and misfortune. No. I see it as a gift. And as such, I will reap the advantages of its full potential.”

      Caradoc took a halting step forward and moved as if to speak again, but Coram stiffened and raised both pistols.

      “There’s no point debating any longer! You have heard my demands. If you wish to avoid further injury, I suggest you carry them out.”

      Suddenly, Ink noticed a shadow racing along the wall and up behind the deputy commissioner. Then it struck him on the head. Coram cried out and fired the pistols into the floor as he fell. Delia stepped into the dim light and kicked both weapons out of his reach.

      “I figured he’d forget to cover his back again,” she said.

      With a furious shout, Coram pulled a knife from his belt and rose to his feet. Caradoc pushed Ink into Delia’s arms, then grabbed for the hilt of the knife and jerked Coram close. The blade bit into the Keyholder’s arm as they struggled, spilling blood. The next instant, he gave a mighty heave and threw the young man to the floor. The knife skittered away out of sight. Coram lay on his stomach, gasping as Caradoc pressed a knee into his back and twisted his arm behind him.

      “You can’t get away!” Coram cried, trying to squirm free. “Stone will be here any second!”

      “I’m afraid Bill’s resting at the moment,” Delia replied coldly.

      Coram’s face flushed red. He began a second round of wild thrashing, clenching his jaw as a vein popped from his neck. Caradoc grabbed his other arm and held it tight against the floor.

      “Keep still, Frederick! Listen carefully. Listen! You know we can’t have you following us, and there’s no way to keep you restrained. A blow to the head could do too little or too much, so I’m going to have to try something else. I’m going to break your leg.”

      Coram struggled again, this time with a choked cry of fear.

      “But here’s the other problem,” Caradoc continued. “I’m not sure that will be enough. Sometimes a broken bone won’t hurt right away, and even if it does, you might have enough rage to ignore it and keep after us. So I’ll have to break them both.”

      “Bill!” Coram cried. “Guards! Hunters! Anyone! Curse you all! They’re up here!”

      Caradoc pressed even harder against him. “This is not revenge. I take no pleasure in it. I grieve that it must be done. But it’s for our survival. I hope you can understand that.”

      “I understand you’re a monster!” Coram shouted, his voice breaking under the strain of his terror. “A villain and a devil! You’d do better to kill me! For the next time I have you in my grasp I won’t hesitate to make a corpse of you! I swear it! I swear!” His final words were enveloped by a sob as tears filled his eyes.

      “Delia,” Caradoc said, “take Ink downstairs.”

      She put her hand on Ink’s shoulder and guided him to the staircase. Ink hurried down as fast as he could without tumbling over himself. He cringed moments later, hearing the sound of a loud snap followed by Coram’s gut-wrenching scream. A second followed soon after.
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      The rest of the Colonists were waiting for them on the main floor. Wendolen supported Jeremy with a hand around his waist while Riva’s eyes swept across the hall. There were no hunters in sight, only the patrons—who still cowered in hiding.

      “Where’s Caradoc?” Riva asked.

      “He’s following behind,” Delia answered. “Let’s go.”

      She hurried forward with Riva. Ink rushed after them, followed by Wendolen and Jeremy, who hobbled as quickly as he could. A few feet from the entrance, Riva made them stop, then closed her eyes to gather her focus and energy. With a deep breath, she surged forward and pushed the doors open. The two hunters guarding the entrance turned around and spied the faint blue light emanating from her hands.

      “Hold there!” one of the guards cried.

      The blue light burst forth, striking each of the guards in the chest. They fell unconscious to the ground.

      “Hurry!” Riva said, beckoning to the others.

      As they started forward, Caradoc came up behind them and took Jeremy’s other arm around his shoulder, helping him along.

      “You gonna make it?” he asked.

      Jeremy nodded. “I’ll be fine. Don’t think it’s serious.”
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      Several floors above, Deputy Commissioner Coram lay on the floor clutching his mangled legs as tears of pain streamed down his face. The sound of approaching footsteps echoed at the far end of the hall. With his dignity in danger, Coram wiped his eyes on his sleeve and attempted to sit up. It was agonizing. Even the smallest movement set off explosions of excruciating pain. He had only just managed to lift himself onto his elbows by the time the person reached him. It was Bill, finally conscious again and with a dark bruise swelling near his temple.

      “What’s this?” Bill said. “Lying down on the job?”

      “I’ve been wounded, you idiot!”

      Bill nodded. “That’s some nice work there, with the bone sticking out and all.”

      Coram attempted a scoff. The breath shuddered out of him weakly. “I hear you were gotten the better of as well. Imagine that. The great Bill Stone.”

      The bounty hunter put his foot down on Coram’s leg, threatening to crush it further. Coram choked out a shrieking whimper and bit his lip, drawing blood.

      “I’ve had enough insult for one day,” Bill said. “Now where’d they go?”

      “Downstairs! I don’t know where!”

      “How many did you count?”

      “Six. Including the boy.”

      Bill took his foot from Coram’s leg, then reached for the pistol in his belt and began to reload it with a nonchalant air.

      Coram frowned. “What are you doing? Why are you just standing there? Hurry after them!”

      “We’ve some time before the next skirmish. They won’t be able to get across the bridge in their present condition, which means they’ll lay low for a bit while they recover their strength. Right now I’m more interested in the seventh member of their party. The only one I never clapped eyes on.”

      “Seventh?” Coram said.

      Bill turned away without answering and went to the nearest staircase.

      He made for the fifth floor. Once there, he stood on the threshold and scanned the area with unblinking eyes. It was deathly quiet. The stained-glass windows threw strange patterns of red and yellow light across the floor. He stepped forward, summoning the full power of his flawless hearing. A slight wheezing sound was coming from the far end of the hall.

      A minute later, he found the source. An old woman lay slumped against a bookcase, breathing erratically and clutching at a dagger which had sunk into her left side. Two silver pistols rested in shoulder holsters beneath her robe. He crouched down and regarded her with a grim smirk.

      “You’re an awful good shot for an old lady.”

      The woman raised her dark eyes to his.

      “Funny,” she said. “I was just thinking the same about you.”
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      Once past the front doors, the Colonists halted. The bridge to the mainland was swarming with people—patrons, merchants, buskers—all come to the doorstep of Mastmarner at first light. A row of Colonist-hunters blocked the bridge at both ends, serving as floodgates. On the mainland side, several jail coaches were plainly visible. The Colonists themselves were not noticed as they lingered in the stone courtyard. The hunters were too busy trying to calm the increasingly impatient crowd, who had been told nothing of the danger inside the library.

      “Down the stairs to the right,” Caradoc said. “Hurry.”

      Ink wondered that they even found the stairs, for the first step was hidden behind a tree and the rest half-covered in vines as they curved out of sight around the western side of the library. Time and weather had smoothed the narrow stones. Some were cracked and crumbling. Ink and Riva started down first, followed by Wendolen, who held herself tight against the outer wall as she descended. Delia and Caradoc were forced to go almost sideways to continue supporting Jeremy between them.

      At the bottom of the stairs was a small door only half a dozen steps from the rocky shoreline at the library’s base. The water was a shade of pale purple in the early morning light. Riva pushed against the handle and sighed with relief as the door swung open.

      It was a small room. A wrought-iron boiler appeared to be its main feature, boasting an assortment of pipes which led out of the contraption and disappeared up through the ceiling—similar, Ink noted, to their own boiler on Riverfall. There was a large mound of coal in the far corner, and beside it, another dumbwaiter hole. A collection of old furniture lay heaped against the back wall. Two chairs had been placed in front of the boiler, and between them was a small table bearing a candle stub in a brass holder and a pair of wineglasses covered in a thick layer of dust.

      Jeremy was brought into the room and helped into one of the chairs. Ink hurried to shut the door behind them, throwing them all into near total darkness, save for the dim red glow from the mouth of the boiler. They began at once to cast about for another source of light, and Wendolen soon found an old lantern which still contained a few drops of oil. As soon as it was lit she brought it close to Jeremy, while Riva knelt in front of him to examine his leg. The shouts and calls of the agitated crowd could still be heard outside.

      Delia wiped at the streak of gunpowder on her cheek. “Do you think anyone noticed us come this way?”

      “No,” Caradoc said. “And we have that crowd to thank for it.”

      Everyone watched as Riva put her hands around the open wound below Jeremy’s knee. He took shallow breaths against the pain, his face red and damp with sweat.

      “The bullet’s not deep,” Riva said, “but it has fragmented the bone. I’ll try to do this as quickly as I can, Jeremy, but I can’t promise it won’t hurt. I’m sorry.”

      Jeremy shook his head, trying to smile. “Don’t worry about that.”

      Caradoc put a hand on the wounded man’s shoulder. Delia squeezed his arm. Wendolen stood anxiously by with her hands clasped to her breast. Ink stepped closer for a better look. He couldn’t see the bullet wound with Riva’s hands in the way, but he was able to watch as the cuts and bruises on Jeremy’s face and hands disappeared.

      It was the second time Ink had seen such a healing done, and once more with Cassrians contributing their strength to the enchantment—which ought to have been impossible. When he had first questioned Riva about it, she’d told him that making such a thing known to the rest of the Entrian population would result in mass panic. Cassrians weren’t supposed to have any such powers. It was unthinkable. Perhaps even heresy. But somehow, beyond anything Ink could have imagined, it was true.

      Outside, Bill Stone’s unmistakable voice bellowed above the noise of the crowd.

      “Now listen up! All of you! Mastmarner is closed until further notice by order of Deputy Commissioner Coram! You are neither owed nor privileged to an explanation, and if anyone takes issue with that, you can come and talk to me!”

      The disgruntled calls from the crowd quickly died away.

      “You’re all ordered back to the mainland! Every man, woman, and child will be subject to an inspection on the other side! You will cooperate, or you’ll be riding out of here in one of our own personal coaches! Your choice! Now get moving!”

      Riva’s hands began to shake. With a gasp, she opened her eyes and pulled them away from Jeremy’s leg. The wound was healed.

      “How does it feel?” she asked.

      Jeremy tested his restored limb, bending the knee, then nodded. “Even better than before. Thank you.” He glanced behind him and put a grateful hand on Caradoc and Delia’s arms. “Hardly felt much pain, either. Thanks to you both.”

      Riva handed him the bullet she’d extracted. He held it in his palm and gazed at it with a small grin. “I should wear this ‘round my neck as well.”

      Delia patted his shoulder. “Just so long as that’s the last of such trophies. For any of us.”

      Ink looked on silently, recalling the chain Jeremy wore bearing a Spektor tooth in a glass case. He had yet to ask how he’d acquired it in the first place—mostly because he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

      “Well,” Wendolen said with a sigh, “that was, by far, the most exciting visit to a library I’ve ever made. It’s a shame we had to leave our books behind, but at least we didn’t make the trip for nothing.”

      “Yes,” Jeremy said, trying to sound cheerful. “I’m sure going to that Tinderbox place will give us some of the answers we need.”

      Caradoc leaned back against the wall, looking haggard. “I hope so.”

      Riva went to him and took his hand in hers, healing the wounds on his face and the cut Coram’s knife had made across his arm. When she opened her eyes again, she bore a look of sorrow.

      “I’m sorry about your cousin,” she said.

      “So am I. He wanted the Key.”

      “What?” Delia said, alarmed.

      “He said as much?” Riva asked, equally horrified.

      Caradoc nodded. “I told him nothing about it when we last met all those years ago. I don’t know how he learned of it, or if his information is even correct.”

      Wendolen frowned. “But how could he know anything at all? I thought you and Mavie were the only two left with any intimate knowledge.”

      “There are stories about Keys and Keyholders, myths and legends, just as there are about Spektors,” he answered. “Few contain much truth at this point. They claim the Key can bestow great riches and fame, give abilities that surpass even the Entrians’—raising the dead, controlling minds. Powers to make a person almost god-like. If these were the source of Frederick’s intelligence, I can see how he’d be tempted by it. But I also fear it becoming his obsession.”

      Delia took the other empty chair with a woeful shake of her head. “Which makes him all the more dangerous to us.”

      “Fortunately the stories aren’t true,” Riva said. “And besides that, he could never take the Key from you by force.”

      “But it’s not likely to stop him from trying,” Wendolen replied, sharing a grim look with Caradoc.

      Ink folded his arms. “Well, he won’t be able to try very much. Not for a good long while, anyway.”

      Jeremy twisted around in his chair to look at Caradoc. “How badly wounded?”

      The Keyholder winced at the memory before answering. “Both legs broken.”

      “Which he jolly well deserved!” Ink added. “If not more besides!”

      “Regardless,” Delia said, “we can worry more about him later. Right now we’ve got to find a way back to the Drifter.”

      “Can’t we swim?” Jeremy offered.

      She shook her head. “They’ll be on the lookout for anyone in the water.”

      “This room was a lucky find anyway,” Riva said, approaching Delia to heal the wound on her shoulder where a bullet had grazed her. “How did you know of it, Caradoc?”

      He wiped a hand across his brow. “I used to come down here for private study.”

      “Here?” Wendolen said with a quizzical frown. “When there are literally hundreds of nicer places in all the floors above?”

      He nodded. “I was a green fledgling of a Keyholder then. Wanted the most isolated spot in the library, and the assistant was kind enough to accommodate me. Plus it gave me easy access to walk the shoreline whenever I got tired of reading.”

      “And who was the other chair for?” Ink asked. “Was someone down here with you?”

      Caradoc glanced away. A curious expression passed across his features for a brief moment. It almost seemed like pain. “Just an old friend,” he finally answered.

      “How about you, Ink?” Riva said, moving towards him. “Any damage?”

      “Naw, I’m all right.”

      “He’s been a regular hero again, our Ink,” Wendolen said with a smile. “Tipping us off like that. Can you imagine what would’ve happened to all those innocent people if we’d run into Coram and Bill in the main hall?”

      “I’m not sure Jeremy and I would’ve made it out if not for Mavie,” Delia said. “She’s still a very good shot. I only hope she’s able to lay low until all this blows over.”

      Riva hugged her arms around herself as she moved to stand in front of the boiler. “If you ask me, there’s only one real reason we escaped at all.”

      “What’s that?” Ink said.

      She looked back at him with solemn eyes. “It wasn’t Seherene who came calling.”

      The group fell silent. Ink retreated to the door and sat down against it, struggling with all his warring emotions. He was glad they had made it to relative safety, glad Jeremy would survive his wounds, and thrilled he had made it past the front doors without setting off an alarm for the piece of torn paper in his pocket. But he had also helped the Colonists escape, with open and hostile defiance towards a deputy commissioner of the Assembly. He shuddered to think how Seherene would react once she found out. And she would find out.

      “All right,” Caradoc said, stepping away from the wall. “The bridge is our only way back to the Drifter. It can be handled with just two people, so only two of us need to make it across. Then it can be sailed back here and set down on the shore just outside. Riva, you’ll have to be one of the two. You can use a shroud enchantment to hide yourself.”

      Her eyes filled with panic. “A shroud? With all those hunters and people around? I-I don’t know. I’d need every last nerve.”

      “You’ve got time to collect them,” Caradoc said. “We’ll wait a while before making our move. The search effort is at its most intense right now, but with every person that passes the inspection point their suspicion will only abate, not grow.”

      “Unless it’s Bill himself doing the inspecting,” Ink replied.

      Jeremy nodded. “We’ll just have to hope he went back inside.”

      “I’ll go with Riva,” Delia said.

      Caradoc shook his head. “It’s got to be someone who isn’t on the warrant list, in case the enchantment fails.” He looked across the room with a small smile. “You up for it, Wendolen?”

      The opera star chuckled and threw up her hands. “Why not? It’ll be the perfect end to our thrilling adventure! A command performance!”
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      By the time Riva and Wendolen left the boiler room, the sun had risen well over the horizon. This did nothing to help their nerves, for even with the shroud enchantment placed firmly around them they felt exposed, “as good as naked”, as Wendolen said. They crept up the stairs, careful to move as noiselessly as they could, and came to the stone courtyard between the entrance and the bridge. The injured guards at the door had been replaced by four others, while a dozen more spanned across the bridge.

      As the two women approached, they saw that Caradoc had guessed rightly. Having caught no sign of the Colonists since the alarm had been raised, the hunters had relaxed, turning to casual talk and merely resting their hands on their rifles and daggers. Riva took a deep breath and glanced at the woman beside her. One mistake, one jolt of fear, and the enchantment would be gone. Wendolen reached for her hand and squeezed it in encouragement. Riva then gathered her cloak about her and slipped between two hunters who were busy lighting pipes. After a moment’s hesitation, Wendolen followed, sucking in as much air as she could before passing through. The arm of her cloak brushed against one of the hunter’s wrists. She held her breath as she stepped away, hoping it had gone unnoticed. The hunter did nothing more than mindlessly scratch his arm.

      The next segment of the bridge proved more difficult. There were people everywhere, all waiting in long, disorderly lines for their turn at the inspection point. Riva clenched her fists as they moved forward, willing herself to stay calm. It was tricky work, for there was never any telling when a person would start or stop moving. There were several close calls, including one when a young girl suddenly leapt away from her brother in play, bumping against Wendolen as she passed. Thinking quickly, Wendolen nudged the man on her other side, who turned around in time to receive a meek apology from the girl.

      The crowd grew thicker as they moved on, and by the time they reached the next line of hunters, Riva’s nerves were in a precarious state. She felt herself shaking as they paused and glanced around, waiting for their next chance to slip past. The hunters were vigilant but tired, having seen hundreds of people over the last half hour. Everyone was questioned on why they had come, when they had arrived, and where they were staying. Riva noticed two women standing beside the hunters. They were paying particularly close attention to each patron’s face, reading every inflection in their voice and every bat of their eyelashes. Riva felt her stomach turn as she caught Wendolen’s arm and mouthed a single word.

      “Entresses.”

      Wendolen’s eyes widened. The hunters had pulled Entrians from the crowd to assist with the interrogations. And not only Entrians, but Entresses—women with the infallible ability to detect a lie. Beyond them, the jail coaches were now half-full of unfortunate citizens, with another dozen waiting to be chained. Riva felt her mouth quivering in terror as they moved closer. Wendolen caught her hand again, trying to steady her.

      A moment later, a man brushed close to Riva, jostling her forward. At the same time, Wendolen stepped to the side, all but barreling into another woman.

      “Watch it!” the lady cried.

      Wendolen glanced back, hoping the slight would be blamed on someone else. But the woman’s eyes were fixed squarely on her.

      The shroud enchantment was gone.

      Without a second thought, Wendolen let go of Riva’s hand and shoved her through the line of hunters.

      “Oh!” she cried, making a show of falling forward.

      “Stand back!” a hunter shouted.

      “She’s trying to push in front of me!” the woman behind her called out.

      “Dear lady,” Wendolen replied, “do forgive me, but I’ve been trying to get to the head of this line for hours!”

      “Hours?” the hunter echoed with a raised eyebrow.

      Wendolen brushed the hair from her face with an air of indignation. “Well, it’s felt like hours! Honestly, I’ve never had to wait so long for anything in all my life!”

      On the other side of the inspection line, Riva reeled in horror, looking on with a hand over her mouth. Wendolen made a covert motion to wave her away.

      “Now, truth be told, I can’t exactly blame anyone for confusing me with a cow,” Wendolen continued, “but I’ve never actually been treated like cattle on the way to a slaughterhouse! It’s positively barbaric!”

      “I’m sorry, miss,” the Entress beside the hunter replied. “But you’ll have to wait your turn like everyone else.”

      “But that is precisely the problem!” Wendolen said, stepping closer and straightening her cloak. “I am not ‘everyone else.’ In fact I may just be the least ‘everyone else’ of all the people here!”

      The hunter looked at his colleague, exasperated. Wendolen glanced past them. Riva remained frozen in terror, but her own shroud was holding. For now.

      “Just get her over with,” the second hunter said wearily.

      “All right,” the first hunter said to Wendolen, “who are you, then?”

      “I am Wendolen Plumsley, vocalist extraordinaire and champion for the musical arts. I came to Mastmarner on invitation to give an exclusive performance, which has now been spectacularly ruined and which will now have to be postponed for months! All I want is to return to my room, rest my aching feet, and try to forget this entire disaster of a day!”

      “An exclusive performance?” the Entress asked. “In a library?”

      “Well,” Wendolen said, pretending to be bruised. “There’s a first time for everything. All right, perhaps it was more a hope than a reality, but a hope destroyed, nonetheless!”

      “What time did you arrive today?”

      “At midnight. Riding on a seahorse. Must I also be subjected to this ridiculous line of questioning? Do I seem to you some kind of criminal?”

      The hunter sighed. “Look, this can all be over quickly if you’d simply cooperate.”

      “You seem very nervous about something,” the Entress asked, staring hard at her.

      “Nervous? Of course I’m nervous! If you don’t let me through now, I miss my ride home and end up having to waste even more time in this godforsaken corner of the country! There isn’t even a music hall nearby! You call that civilization?”

      The hunter sighed again and looked at the Entress beside him, who nodded.

      “She’s telling the truth.”

      “All right,” the hunter said, turning back to Wendolen. “You can go. But I don’t want to hear you making any more fuss or upsetting any more people on your way out. Understand?”

      “Yes, well . . .”  Wendolen tried to look as humble as only a ridiculous woman could. “Perhaps I was a tad on the impertinent side. Forgive me, dear. I’m just a beast if I haven’t had my morning tea. All the best to you, now.”

      With a last stroke of her masterful performance, she leaned over, patted the hunter on the cheek, and strode away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By the time the sun began its descent, it was obvious the Colonists had managed to escape. Every inch of the library had been investigated—every supply closet, every boiler room, every space between roof and rafter. Once the patrons had been cleared from the bridge, the Entrian conscripts were summoned inside to help the search by use of enchantments. A team of Colonist-hunters were even ordered into the freezing sea to scope out any clues they might have missed. Not a trace was found.
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            No Rest for the Weary
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      Later that same night, the assistant librarian of Mastmarner sat at his desk with his face buried in his hands. In similar fashion, the bird behind him rested on its perch with its head beneath its wing. The library had never been so empty at sundown, and in the wake of that chaotic morning the heavy silence felt far more oppressive than peaceful.

      “Hello, Ezra.”

      Slowly, as if waking from a dream, the old man drew his hands down from his face. He greeted her with a weak smile. “I was wondering when you’d turn up.”

      “I came as soon as I heard,” Seherene replied. “Are you all right?”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Right as rain. But the staff members chained together in the back room might tell you differently.”

      She frowned. “Chained?”

      “By order of Deputy Commissioner Coram. Do you know how many times I’ve heard that phrase today? Yes, they’re just waiting for another caravan of jail coaches to arrive. Then they’re all to be interrogated. I’m only safe ‘til I make my appearance at the official press conference tomorrow.”

      The note of abject melancholy in his voice softened her gaze. “I’m sorry.”

      A mirthless chuckle left his lips. “To tell you the truth, I’m more worried about the library. In three thousand years there’s never been a scandal like this inside these walls. God only knows how long it will take for us to recover.”

      “I’ll do what I can to help you, I promise,” she said. “But I need to know the truth. I need to know if you aided them.”

      He raised his gray eyebrows with an expression that fell somewhere between indifference and defeat. “You know I did.”

      Seherene raised her chin. “What happened?”

      “They came to see the head librarian. I tried to put them off at first but they insisted. So I led them up to her quarters, bid them farewell, and returned to my desk.”

      “Did they say why they wanted to meet with her?”

      “No, and I didn’t care to ask. You know I don’t like getting involved in troublesome situations. It was just fortunate I managed to avoid the battle. As soon as I heard the first gunshot, I hid in the back stairwell ‘til it was all over. Walked the scene afterward, though. Broken chairs, cracked pillars, blood on the floor . . . I still can’t believe no one was killed.”

      “And no captured Colonists either, I presume.”

      The assistant’s expression became even more grim. With a sigh, he stepped around the desk and reached for the large ring of keys hooked to his belt.

      “That’s something best discussed upstairs. Follow me.”
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      As he led her up through the halls, he gave her a description of the group that had come to see him. He was vague on most of the details, but it was enough to assure her that the Colonists really had made an appearance that morning.

      “It was the youngest who shocked me the most,” he continued as they climbed yet another staircase. “It’s one thing to look up and see a group of wanted criminals in front of you, but then to see a child among them . . .” He paused for a moment and glanced back at her with an anxious frown. “It was young Mr. Revore. The very one you wrote to me about.”

      “Did he seem well?”

      “Very much so. Not at all like someone who’d been taken captive.”

      “Have you found anything concerning his parents?”

      “Nothing yet, I’m afraid,” he said, continuing up the stairs. “I’ve consulted dozens of resources, even made inquiries of several fellow librarians, but there hasn’t been a word about Samuel and Elizabeth Revore. I gather you’ve not managed to dig anything up, either.”

      “No,” she replied, stifling a frustrated sigh. “Every infirmary, hospital, and sanitarium within two hundred miles of his hometown has been searched. Still nothing.”

      “Well, I’ll keep on the hunt, so long as I’m at liberty to do so.”

      They came to a stop in a circular chamber. The stained-glass window on the far side stood ajar, revealing a dimly-lit room beyond.

      “As you may have heard,” the assistant said, “she’s hidden herself away for the past several years and never revealed to us the reason. So I will wish you luck, as I wished it to them. But whatever happens, I pray you treat her with kindness, though she may reject it.”

      The Entress nodded. “The law may be unbending, but there is justice without cruelty, and mercy where conscience demands it.”
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      Once past the stained-glass door, Seherene found herself in a room full of wreckage. Tables had been overturned, bookcases knocked down, stacks of loose-leaf paper scattered every which way. She drew up the hem of her cloak and picked her way over it, making for the dim light ahead. A man’s gruff voice caught her ear.

      “Don’t think you’re proving anything by keepin’ silent. There ain’t no honor in aiding traitors and committing treason. And if you’re thinking you’ll outlast our patience, consider this; we wait years at a time for our next lead, so we’re more than willing to keep you company for as long as it takes.”

      The light revealed three people at the far end of the room. One was a large man, towering over an elderly woman hunched in a chair with her wrists tied to the armrests. A second man seated beside her had both his legs bound together with makeshift splints and propped up on a wooden trunk. Seherene paused at the edge of the light, glancing at the curious paintings around her. The figure in the chair stirred, then spoke in a dry, brittle voice.

      “All excellent points, Mr. Stone. But have you considered poor Mr. Coram here? He may have found someone to help stave off the pain of two broken legs for the moment, but will he sit there and wait for the nerve damage to worsen? For the infection and the blood clots? God forbid he should sneeze and fall off his chair. Dear me. It’s a shame you couldn’t find an Entrian with the skill to patch him up properly.”

      “A specialized physician is on the way,” Coram said with a sneer. “And if I were you, I’d be far more worried about your neck than my legs.”

      The woman answered with a wheezing laugh. “It’ll probably break just as easily, and welcome to it. You think I waste my time worrying about death?”

      Bill nodded towards the desk where two pistols lay in leather shoulder holsters. “As much as anyone who spends their days hiding away in a dark hole and carrying a pair of six-shooters.”

      Coram leaned in closer. “And who seems very worried about the six-inch blade sticking into her ribcage, no matter how hard she’s trying not to show it.” He reached over and closed his fingers around the hilt protruding from the old woman’s side. She grimaced and set her jaw.

      “You claim you do not fear death,” Coram continued, “but pain is something different, isn’t it? Pain is something we all worry about, no matter how brave we try to be. Now unless you want to test your resolve even further on that score, I suggest you be a bit more cooperative.”

      The old woman slumped back against the chair, her breath coming short and shallow. “Deceit is dealt to goodly hands,” she rasped, “and harm with bloody fall.”

      Bill’s hand shot forward and struck her across the face. “That ain’t an answer.”

      She glared back at him with wet eyes. A welt reddened on her cheek. “Forgive me. Where are my manners? Might I offer you and Mr. Coram a cup of tea? I’ve got a particular brew I keep reserved for such . . . special guests.”

      Bill’s face darkened. Coram began to twist the knife further into her side, and she cried out at last.

      “That’s enough!” Seherene said, stepping forward.

      Both men drew back in surprise.

      “Lady Seherene!” Coram cried. “I-I had no idea to expect you so soon!”

      The old woman’s head drooped on her shoulders, her eyes shut against the pain. Seherene strode forward and began to untie her arms from the chair.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Bill warned.

      One look from the Entress silenced him.

      “The Colonists were here, my Lady! Before dawn!” Coram said. “This woman met with them, then helped them escape by wounding two of our hunters. Isaac Caradoc himself had to spite me with two broken legs before skipping off, damn him! And that orphan boy was with them as well!”

      Seherene seemed not to hear him as she stripped away the ropes and cast them to the ground. The elderly woman kept her eyes shut, fighting to regain her breath. The Entress covered a wrinkled hand with one of her own, reached forward, and pulled the knife from her side. A moment later, the gash between her ribs began to close. Gone also was the reddened welt on her cheek. The two men looked on in disgruntled displeasure.

      The librarian opened her eyes, put a hand to her side, and met Seherene’s dark-eyed gaze. “So here she is at last. The illustrious Angel of Reckoning.”

      Seherene drew up a chair across from her and sat down. For a good minute, each woman studied the other with equal parts caution and curiosity. The Entress was first to speak again.

      “It is a great honor to be given the post of head librarian at Mastmarner. I remember that your own rise to the position was regarded with special interest. No one so young had ever been given the title. It was talked about in the papers, alternately praised and criticized. You were just twenty years old at the time. That was twelve years ago.”

      “Well, what can I say?” the woman answered, trying to sit upright in the chair. “The job takes its toll. I’m sure someone with all your demands can appreciate that.”

      “Are you really that same woman?”

      “I am.”

      Seherene’s brow furrowed in astonishment as she gazed at the woman’s face, reading the truth. “What happened to you?”

      “Consequence. As it will happen to us all . . . sooner or later.” She shot Coram a nasty look.

      “And it was for this you went into hiding?” Seherene asked.

      “It certainly seemed the best course of action.”

      “How did you come by that unusual scar?”

      “By shirking my duty. I may tell you the tale one day, and it is a fascinating one. But right now you need to get to your real questions.”

      “Have I any reason to believe you would answer to me better than you have to these two gentlemen?”

      “Well, I don’t know of any gentlemen in the room, but you at least look at me like I’m a human being. So yes, the Colonists were here, and yes, they came seeking my help. But this much you know already.”

      “Will you give me their names? Or tell me where they went?”

      “I will not give you names. As for where they went, I honestly don’t know. But I will tell you that I did help them, to the best of my ability, and would do so again without a moment’s hesitation.”

      “There! There you have it!” Coram cried. “A blatant confession of treason! I will have her taken to Talas at once, then summon the Assembly to convene and—”

      “Peace, Coram,” Bill said, shooting him a look of warning before turning to address the Entress. “There were six of them. The conditions of the fight made it hard to confirm their identities—they wore disguises as well—but I noted Isaac Caradoc and Delia Ingleby for sure. The Entress Rivalia, also. There was another man in his mid-forties, and a large-framed woman I’d never seen before. Not to mention the boy.”

      “He was helping them!” Coram said. “I offered him safety and protection, to take him away before they could seize him again, but he refused me. He even warned them about us! Gave them time to prepare an attack! There may be no hope of Mr. Revore’s recovery now. I fear he’s been lost to their influence.”

      “We can’t assume that yet, Mr. Coram,” Seherene said. “The situation is likely far more complicated than anyone knows. But how fortunate you yourselves happened to arrive this morning with an armed guard.”

      “We came seeking information on the Spektors,” Coram answered. “After what happened to Bash, Mastmarner seemed the ideal place for our purposes. I thought to provide myself with a bit of protection, but apparently half a dozen Assembly guards isn’t nearly enough.”

      Seherene turned her attention back to the librarian. “You say you would help them again. But surely you must know those who aid the Colonists are treated little better than the Colonists themselves. You face a lifetime in prison for it.”

      The librarian nodded, her wrinkled face somber. “A fate I accepted long ago.”

      “That is well. Because I suspect there may be a great deal more to your loyalty than you’re telling.” Seherene’s eyes began to burn with a quiet fierceness. “And if I thought you would bother to give me an answer, I would ask if you were a Colonist yourself.”

      “That’s all very exciting,” the librarian said. “But you’ve yet to ask the questions you came to ask. You couldn’t have gotten here so quickly if you hadn’t already been heading to Mastmarner.”

      Seherene tilted her head. The circumstances had changed. This was no longer a simple visit to a knowledgeable authority, but a prisoner interrogation liable to turn into a game of tricks and evasion. It would almost be better to wait until the woman had spent a few weeks alone in a holding cell. But there wasn’t time for patience now. The matter was too pressing, and the worry too great.

      “I admit,” the Entress began, “it isn’t difficult to guess at the topics of conversation discussed with your visitors this morning. I imagine young Inkwell Featherfield was of singular interest, as well as the death of Iophulis Bash.”

      The librarian crossed her arms above her worn and fraying robe. “You guess rightly.”

      “I imagine they have learned the Spektors were involved in his death, and that we have begun to focus our investigations in this area.”

      The old woman remained silent this time. Seherene clasped her hands together.

      “It was always rumored you had special knowledge of the Spirit World. Until recently I had never thought such knowledge relevant to us. I never dreamed the Colonists’ treachery would reach into those dark realms. But everything is changed now. If you have learned as much as I suspect, you know the dangers posed by that connection, and I beg you not to sit silently by as they come to pass.”

      “The danger is even greater than you imagine,” the librarian answered. “You fight one another while the real enemy looks on from the shadows and laughs. And all because your eyes are not so open as you think. You refuse to see the truth. You refuse to accept the Colonists’ innocence, to see they were betrayed. And you never will, so long as the pain of your wounds keeps you from thinking straight. You are relying on broken powers to grant life or death but none of you will admit to it. You are butchering those you should honor. Your great court is an utter travesty, to the everlasting shame of your people. And all for pride. All for pride.”

      Seherene sat back in her chair. “I no longer doubt my former suspicions. You talk just like them. I hardly need better proof. So now to our final point of business. You wonder about the question I came to ask, here is the moment for it.” Her stern eyes flashed with fire. “Where is the Crypt?”

      The librarian’s reaction was subtle but immediate. Amazement came first, followed by worry, then suspicion with a deep mistrust. Seherene’s eyes remained locked with the old woman’s, daring to be defied.

      “Now that is an interesting question,” the librarian said at last. “One for which I have no answer. But even if I did, I would not tell it to you. At least . . . not as you are now.”

      The Entress rose from her chair. “Then our conversation is finished. You will be taken to Talas Prison and sent to trial as soon as possible. Gentlemen, we will speak more on the details of this day’s events. Prepare what needs to be done, then meet me at the assistant’s desk.”

      She gathered her cloak and began to turn away.

      “One moment, Entress,” the old woman said. “I believe you’re forgetting a few things.”

      Seherene turned back, her face more stern than ever. “Am I?”

      “Yes. First, to release my staff and allow them to return to their homes. Second, to reopen this library and return its operations to its rightful authorities. And lastly, to swear that these walls will never again have to abide the detestable presence of these two odious men standing beside me. Then, and only then, do you have my permission to leave.”

      The Entress stepped back towards her. “I wasn’t aware I needed permission.”

      The old woman answered with deadly seriousness. “You think I don’t know what goes on in my own library? You think these walls are any less loyal to me than I am to them? There is not a soul that crosses the threshold but I know of it. Not a word whispered to the pillars but I hear of it. And my memory is not so worn as my face.”

      Seherene felt a strange disquiet at these words. “And what is it you remember?”

      The woman raised her chin and spoke slowly, as if to make sure she was well understood. “A bond. Of a precious, sacred kind. But secret. Even dangerous. Between a lovely, bright-eyed young woman . . . and a brave and very charming young man.”

      Perplexed by the librarian’s words, Bill and Coram glanced at Seherene. The Entress seemed to have stopped breathing, her dark eyes shining with an intensity that took Bill aback and frightened Coram. The librarian appeared unfazed.

      “He told you?” Seherene said, breaking the silence at last.

      “Not a word. To me, it was clear at first sight.”

      The Entress clenched her jaw, resigned but no less determined. “Mr. Stone . . . release the staff members on the second floor, the assistant included.”

      Bill frowned. “You really think that wise? The commissioner wouldn’t—”

      “I will deal with the commissioner. Once they are released you will then re-open this library and make it known to the public that there is no further danger. One group of fugitives will not interfere with the heritage of an ancient institution. Mr. Coram . . .”

      “Yes, my Lady?”

      “This woman is to be put under house arrest. She is not to leave this place, unless by my permission. You will arrange for a contingent of hunters to remain here and see that this instruction is carried out, as well as to guard against future attacks. And no one is to question her any further. Is that understood?”

      The two men exchanged glances of bewilderment.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Coram answered for the both of them.

      Seherene glared back at the old woman, the deep fires in her eyes still burning bright. “Is this to your satisfaction?”

      “It is enough,” the librarian replied. “And you needn’t fear. To my knowledge, your secret has gone no further than me. I will keep it that way. The revelation of it would do nothing but harm, and I do not seek to harm. But . . . I would advise you to use the utmost caution should you ever get your hands on any one of them again.”

      In answer, the Entress drew close, leaned down, and put her hand on the back of the old woman’s chair. “Then only this remains to be made clear to you. The world has changed since you hid yourself away. Consequence has befallen us all. That bond, like so many others, turned to ash on the shores of that island.” She paused for a moment, the fierceness in her eyes leaving no question of her assertion. “And that man is dead.”

      The librarian’s gaze fell. The Entress straightened and turned away, anxious to be gone.

      “Uh, my Lady,” Coram said, raising his cane over his splinted legs. “I wonder if I may beg your assistance in regards to my injuries. It seems none of the other Entrians in the vicinity have the skill to heal my wounds and I would like to carry out my duties with as much speed as possible. I would be most grateful.”

      “Of course, Mr. Coram,” she replied. “The very next time you’re not brutalizing an elderly woman.”

      With that, she disappeared back into the shadows of the dimly-lit room.
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      Ten minutes later, Seherene reached the bridge to the mainland and quickened her pace. Three Colonist-hunters stood huddled around a fire on the far side, eating their supper. The autumn wind battered the flames as it rushed on towards the sea.

      “Good hunters,” Seherene called to them as she came near. “Might I have a word?”

      Upon sight of her, they brushed the crumbs from their jackets and bowed at the waist. She guessed they were Cassrians by the poor quality of their garments.

      “How may we serve you, my Lady?” the first hunter asked.

      “I’ve heard that several of you were posted here this morning, conducting inspections.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Did you come across anything unusual?”

      “Well, we did make a number of arrests,” the second hunter said, “mostly on the basis of suspicious behavior. But they were all released in the end.”

      “See, lots o’ people look suspicious when they get scared, ma’am,” the third said.

      “And no one gave you any trouble?”

      “There were a few of ‘em impatient and frustrated,” the second replied. “But most were cooperative. Nobody made too much fuss.”

      “No more than your standard crowd,” the first hunter added.

      “I think that opera lady was the worst of ‘em,” the third said, glancing at the others.

      The Entress frowned. “Opera lady?”

      The second hunter nodded. “Yes, ma’am. She said she’d come to Mastmarner hoping to do a performance and was real anxious to get out of the line. Said she didn’t deserve being treated like cattle, seeing as how she was so famous. Sort of an unusual person to come across leaving a place like this, I thought, but the Entress standing next to me said she checked out all right, so we let her pass.”

      “Do you recall her name?”

      The hunter glanced down and scratched the back of his neck. “Let me see. It was something . . . uncommon. A name I’d never heard, leastways. Something like . . . plump, or . . . plumpy. Plumsley! Yes, that was it. Plumsley. Afraid I can’t recall the first name.”

      Seherene’s own eyes searched the ground in thought. A famous opera star would never visit a library at first light. Theatre performers were creatures of the night. Besides that, it would be the duty of an agent or manager to arrange the performance, not the star herself. Plumsley. The name pricked at a far corner of her memory.

      “And you say she gave you trouble?” she asked.

      “Well, more irritation than trouble, really,” the first hunter answered. “Shoved against a few people trying to get to the head of the line. Honestly, I never really noticed her until she was almost right in front of us. Sort of like she appeared out of nowhere.”

      Seherene’s gaze sharpened, a thought making its way past her lips before she hardly knew she had spoken it. “Rivalia.” She took another step towards the hunters. “Show me the site. The exact place where she stood this morning.”

      They led her to a spot a few dozen steps farther up the bridge.

      “She was here,” the second hunter said, coming to a stop. “I stood before her on this side with an Entress beside me.”

      Seherene nodded. “Very good. Now I must make a little inspection of my own. I’ll need a few moments of silence.”

      The hunter stepped back, watching with curiosity as the Entress took her place upon the bridge and closed her eyes. The other two hunters looked on, bewildered. For the next few moments, only the wind and sea dared to make a sound.

      Seherene stood still for a long minute, then held out her hands at the waist and released a faint scattering of blue light. It flowed from her hands like a cloud of smoke, billowing and growing larger as it took shape. There were half a dozen more hunters hanging about outside the library, all of whom were drawn to the bridge once the Entress began the enchantment. Only when she heard the gasps of the spectators did she finally opened her eyes.

      There before her was the image of a stout woman outlined in blue light. She appeared anxious and stood on her toes as if looking for someone a few feet beyond. Her clothing was rumpled and disheveled, as though she’d been through a scuffle.

      “That’s her!” the third hunter cried. “Glory be! I had no idea you could call anyone’s image up like that!”

      “Not just anyone,” Seherene said, studying the ghostly blue image. “Only a person hidden by enchantment, under the cover of a shroud.”

      “A shroud? But why . . .” The second hunter’s words faded away as he turned pale. “Oh, no. You can’t be saying . . . you can’t mean . . .”

      Seherene stepped aside and looked out at the small crowd of hunters who had gathered on the bridge. “Take note. All of you. The woman you see here is not an Entrian, but I believe she succeeded in crossing this bridge using the gifts of one. She is likely an aide to the Colonists, if not one herself. Plumsley is her name, an alleged opera performer. Be on the lookout for her. I will send an order to my contacts to do the same. She is to be arrested on sight and brought to me for questioning. But be cautious. All Colonists are considered highly dangerous, though they may not look it. If there are any Entrian hunters among you, please step forward.”

      Four hunters moved to meet with her. The Cassrians among them fell to talking amongst themselves. Some even pulled out notepads to sketch the image’s likeness. Seherene placed her hand on the second hunter’s shoulder, who still stood stunned.

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. You couldn’t have known.”

      The Entrian hunters reached her and bowed at the waist as she turned to them.

      “There may be other images to uncover,” she said to them. “I will need all of you to summon the after-image enchantment, as you saw me do. We will have to work carefully, step by step, covering the length of this bridge, as well as any area to which the images may lead us.”

      It was slow going. The enchantment could only cover small patches of space at a time, but they divided up the area and soon found a working rhythm. Within a quarter of an hour, they had found Riva. The young woman stood frozen in the blue light, her face wracked with worry as she attempted to step around the unseen crowd. There was no one among the Entrian hunters who did not recognize her. Some cursed her under their breath. All were spurred to work even faster before the light of day could be lost.

      A little while later, Seherene stood at the top of a narrow flight of stone steps, anxiously watching as two hunters emerged from a door at the base of the library.

      “It’s a boiler room, my Lady,” one of them called back. “No more clues to be found, and no other images either. Seems this is where the girl and the Plumsley woman started from.”

      “Well done,” she said. “Now let us find where the trail ends.”
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      An hour later the Colonist-hunters stood gathered around their leader, staring into the dense wood east of the main road. They had gone over every inch of ground between the boiler room and where the path ended here. The last image showed the young Entress Riva gesturing for someone to follow her deeper into the trees. There was no need for a shroud enchantment any farther.

      “What now?” one of the Cassrian hunters asked.

      “It’s obvious. We search the wood,” another answered. “There must be tracks.”

      “Unless they left by boat,” another replied. “The river in there flows right out to the sea. They could be miles down the coastline by now.”

      “But maybe they used a shroud again. We might find their means of escape.”

      Seherene shook her head. “The enchantment can only uncover a living being, using their energy to reveal their shape. A carriage or boat would significantly dampen it. Still, it’s worth searching the area if they left by horse or on foot.”

      “My Lady!” a voice called from a distance.

      One of the Entrian hunters had foregone discussion with the group and ventured deeper into the wood, continuing the search. The others rushed to him as he gestured with excitement at something near the bank of the river.

      The blue light of his enchantment had collected into an undiscernible mass, so thin it might have been mistaken for mist. Only it did not dissipate or float away. While the shape was vague, it was broad enough to indicate the presence of a large vessel of some kind. A few of the hunters insisted they could make out two human-sized figures within. Others could not.

      “It was a boat!” another hunter cried after several moments of inspecting the ground beneath it. “Look at the imprint here!”

      Soon, every Entrian was at work again casting enchantments, every Cassrian examining the ground for prints or tracks. They searched the area within a fifty-foot radius but had no more success. The sun had set by then, illuminating the wood with only the cold glow of its last light. The hunters fell silent, discouraged. Seherene returned to the point where they had found the vessel’s shape and cast the enchantment again. It had grown even fainter.

      “This can’t be all there is,” she said.

      She circled the image, her mind working over every possibility, everything they might have missed. Then a thought struck her. She stepped back and raised her arms to re-cast the enchantment—this time above the vessel rather than around it.

      The others gathered to her and watched with mouths agape as a second form flickered above the first. In daylight, they would never have seen it. It was now nothing more than a faint outline of shimmering blue light, barely visible. But there was enough to see at once what it was—a large, inflated balloon.

      “An airship?” someone said with equal awe and disbelief.

      “That can’t be it,” another said. “That can’t be how they’ve kept hidden all these years. It’s not big enough for all of them to travel in, much less live in.”

      “But big enough to hold the six who were here this morning,” Seherene replied.

      One of the Cassrian hunters nodded. “Perhaps they’ve even built a fleet of them.”

      “One Entress alone wouldn’t have the skill to hide a fleet,” an Entrian answered. “It’s more likely they only use this one to travel to and from their hideout.”

      “Which could still be literally anywhere,” the Cassrian said with a sigh. “Damn.”

      Seherene stepped to the riverbank, clasping her forearms and trying to contain her rising excitement. “How far could one tank of fuel carry a vessel this size? Does anyone know?”

      The Entrian who had initially found the airship’s image moved a few steps closer, stroking his chin in thought. “In cold weather like this, with six people aboard, two—maybe three hours. But there’s no telling how many tanks they might have been carrying.”

      “The weight of more tanks would slow them down even more, correct?” she asked.

      “That’s true.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Vaddon, my Lady.”

      She turned from the river and faced him. “So, Lord Vaddon, if you had to guess the farthest distance they might have fled in fifteen hours . . .”

      He tilted his head. “I’d say no more than a day’s ride, ma’am. And that’s if they’re lucky.”

      “But a day in which direction?” a Cassrian hunter said. “That’s still a lot of ground to cover. Or air.”

      Seherene pursed her lips. The librarian had not been lying when she’d said she didn’t know where the Colonists had gone, so it was no good trying to prod her further on that point. They certainly didn’t have the manpower to send hunters in every direction. They would have to use logic to economize their forces.

      “We have no reason to believe the Colonists would want to stay in Entrian Country a moment longer than necessary,” she said. “They risked a great deal showing their faces in Mastmarner at all, and now the alarm’s been sounded, they’re likely fleeing back towards Cassrian territory as quickly as possible. That means a straight shot to the east. The other possibility is the sea. Perhaps they have taken possession of a ship or bartered passage on one.”

      “The nearest airship port is ten miles to the south,” an Entrian hunter said. “The dockmaster is a friend of mine. I will ride as fast as I can, commission as many available ships as I can find, and conduct a search from the air.”

      Seherene nodded. “Excellent. I will send word to Ciras and have a fleet of our own join you. I myself will pursue the eastern route.”

      “I will accompany you, ma’am, if you will allow me,” Vaddon said with a small smile. “I would not lose the thrill of the chase now.”

      “Nor me,” another said.

      “Count us in, too!” cried one of the Cassrian hunters.

      It wasn't long before every one of them had either spoken or nodded in agreement. Seherene surveyed the eager faces before her. All too often, Colonist-hunters who found themselves in range of their prey did so only by being caught unawares or making a lucky stab in the dark. But this was different. These were primed predators with solid direction and a potent scent to track, straining at their restraints like restless bloodhounds. They only needed to be set loose. And with a few words, she did so.

      “We depart at once.”
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      Until now, it had been fairly mild for mid-November. The ground had only been frosting overnight and was always thawed by mid-morning. The snowcapped peaks to the north, however, served as a promise of the inevitable harsh weather yet to come. Margaret caught sight of the mountains as she stepped through the back door of the kitchen, cradling a mound of potato peelings in her apron. The slopes were a terrific sight, curtained by sleeping trees at the border of the village, and with a carpet of red leaves spread wide below.

      This would be her first winter away from home—a time usually fraught with worries. Business always slowed, meaning less money for coal and firewood and warranting a closer eye on food stores. It also meant climbing onto the roof to ensure the patches would hold up under another snowfall, and making certain the holes and fraying hems of her warmer clothes were mended and made to look as if new. She shivered as she hurried to the compost barrel at the back of the Dining House. Though the chill air made her cheeks blush pink, she felt invigorated by it. There would be no such worries this year. No concerns over whether or not she’d be able to make her mortgage payments. No biding the long gray days alone in a practically empty house. Of course, spending the season with a group of wanted fugitives did not put the situation entirely in her favor, but there was time to amend that. Plenty of time.

      To her left, the stream trickled over gleaming stones on its way to the southern end of the village, the bright, bubbling sound soothing and pleasant. But as she tipped the potato peelings into the barrel, the wind carried another noise in her direction—stern raised voices. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw three people standing near the stream, each positioned as if they were in a stand-off. Ink and Caradoc both stood with their arms crossed, while Delia glared at them with her hands on her hips.

      It had been three days since their return from Mastmarner. Despite their fortuitous escape from the gun battle and a host of Colonist-hunters, tensions remained high. Their old friend Mavie had been cursed. Jeremy had been shot. A statue of the murdered Mr. Bash stood in the library. The Colonists had also now confirmed to the world that young Anthony Revore was in their company and remained there voluntarily. Margaret had watched Ink particularly closely as the events were recounted. He’d been frightened, even disturbed, but insisted on playing tough while shrugging off questions of concern over his well-being.

      And so, all things considered, the impending altercation between the three persons by the stream did not bode well. Margaret replaced the lid on the barrel and stepped to the edge of the house, wiping her hands on her apron as she watched Delia shake her head.

      “This is not up for negotiation, gentlemen. Now we can do this the civil way or we can turn to methods of force.”

      Ink glanced at Caradoc with a frown. “Is she joking?”

      “Afraid not,” he answered. “But does it really have to be now?”

      “Yeah,” Ink said. “Don’t we have more important things to worry about?”

      “That’s enough, you two,” she replied. “Now you have to have haircuts. We aren’t mountain scavengers or wandering minstrels here. We are a civilized people who uphold certain standards of dignity and propriety. And besides that, we’re the ones who have to look at you.”

      Caradoc opened his mouth to object, but she silenced him with a raised finger.

      “Caradoc, you are scarcely two days away from looking like you’ve been lost at sea for six months. I don’t want to hear it.” She turned to Ink. “While you, young man, might just as well start tying up all those unruly ends in braids and bows.”

      “Well, maybe that’s the look I’m after.”

      Caradoc sighed. “It’s no good, Ink. I don’t think we’re getting out of this.”

      “Wrong. She has to catch me first.”

      “This argument ends here,” Delia said sternly. “One of you is coming with me and the other is going to Chester. I’ll allow you to decide between yourselves, but you will decide now.”

      Margaret looked on in amusement as Ink and Caradoc faced one another, resigned in their defeat.

      “All right,” Ink said, “we’ll play Throw Out. Winner goes with Delia. Loser gets Chester.”

      “What’s Throw Out?”

      “Delia holds up a number behind her back. I count one-two-three and then me and you throw out a number on our fingers. Whoever matches or gets closest to her number wins.”

      “Sounds fair enough,” Delia said.

      The first time, Ink came out the winner. Caradoc furrowed his brow in frustration.

      “All right, two out of three,” he said.

      “Aw, you big baby . . .”

      “Two out of three. Come on. I’m not letting Chester do whatever he wants with my head.”

      They played again. Ink matched Delia’s count of three, beating Caradoc’s count of one.

      “Sorry, mate,” the boy said, clapping him on the arm as he passed. “Good luck over there.”

      “One more time. Let’s try it once more . . .”

      “Go, Caradoc!” Delia ordered, following Ink between the houses towards the stone path.

      “I won’t change my number! I promise!” he called out, then quieted his voice. “I just want to use a different finger.”

      “Go!” they both called out.

      Margaret smirked as the bearded man stalked out of sight.
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      She was still smirking when she returned to the kitchen, her eyes bright from mirth as much as cold. She took up a knife at the far counter and set to cutting the pile of potatoes in front of her. A laugh escaped her lips.

      “Good Lord, you’re an odd bunch, aren’t you?”

      Harriet looked up from the large pot of stew on the stove. “What?”

      “You. The infamous Colonists, I mean. You could cross this country a hundred times and never find such a mixed crew. However do you manage to make it work?”

      “It hasn’t always been easy. It’s taken a few years of practice.”

      “Some people never get it right. Even families,” Margaret said. “But you lot seem to defy logic. To start you’ve got an Entress—someone who has every right to slit your throats without batting an eyelash but who only thinks of what more she can do to help you all. Then you’ve got Abner and Evering, so unlike one another I’m still not sure I believe they’re really father and son.” She dumped the cut potatoes onto a tray and started on the next batch. “Then there’s Delia, a woman I’d swear had been a chief constable in another life.”

      Harriet laughed. “That’s true enough.”

      “And then Jeremy,” Margaret continued. “A man who wouldn’t make a peep if he was on fire. And do you know, the other day I heard him talking to the trees?”

      Harriet nodded, sadness dampening her smile. “He’s been doing so ever since he lost his younger brother. Seems to be one of the only things that brings him comfort.”

      Margaret pondered this for a moment, pausing in her work. “He showed me the Memory Tree yesterday. The names of all those you’ve lost. They read so differently there than they do in a newspaper. You could almost feel emotion coming from the tree itself. As if it senses its duty and takes it very solemnly. Or perhaps it was just the tone in Jeremy’s voice.” She shook her head and resumed cutting. “Anyway, I suppose talking to trees is healthier than running to the bottle every night. Those Plumsleys can certainly put it away. And I’d never have dreamed of finding a pair of opera singers rambling about as fugitives. That’s just about as strange as anything gets.”

      Martin strode through the kitchen door and glanced around the room with an air of agitation. “Where’s Ink?”

      “He’s been apprehended for a haircut,” Margaret replied.

      “What? Now? The table needs to be set! Dinner’s in fifteen minutes!”

      “It’s all right. We can take care of it,” Harriet answered.

      He scoffed, shaking his head. “This is just like the little scamp. Trying whatever he can to get out of work.”

      “He’s only having his hair cut,” Margaret said.

      “Well, he’ll be making up for this. Rest assured. Is that as fast as you can cut a potato?”

      Margaret barely had time to register the snide question before Martin stepped out of the kitchen again. Feeling her cheeks flush, she set down her knife and put a hand to her hip. “Listen . . . I don’t mean to be rude, but can I ask you something?”

      “Of course,” Harriet said.

      Margaret hesitated for a moment, then left her post at the counter and stood next to the stove. “How did you ever manage to get paired up with a charmer like him? Was it . . . arranged, or something like that?”

      Harriet smiled again, but this time with a hint of discomfort and embarrassment. “No. We met at a society picnic. Caught each other’s eye and couldn’t stop smiling. Later in the afternoon, everyone took to kite-flying. I was having trouble with mine and he came over to help me.”

      “Without all the shouting and disparaging, I assume,” Margaret replied.

      Harriet adjusted her apron as she stepped around the stove. “Things were very different then. He’s fallen under so much hardship since, I can’t begrudge him a cross word now and then.”

      “A cross word? I’m sorry to say but he is the rudest, most abrasive man I’ve ever met! And that’s quite an achievement in view of the kind of business I used to run. If he were my husband I’d have set him straight at the first sign of it.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Harriet replied. She moved to a loaf of bread on the high counter in the center of the kitchen, picked up a knife, and began slicing into it. All the while, Margaret studied the troubled look in her eyes.

      “You’re afraid to say something to him.”

      “We’ve already endured more than our fair share of trouble and strain. I am not eager to add to it.”

      “But you can’t possibly be happy—”

      “There is not a couple in this world who are without their problems, Miss Wallis. Martin and I are no different.”

      Margaret let the matter drop. She wasn’t keen on making any more enemies, and the subject was clearly causing Harriet pain. With a sigh, she returned to her own cutting board and took up her knife again.

      “Well . . . far be it from me to judge. It’s not like my own marriage was a raging success.”

      Harriet looked at her with concern. “I’m so sorry.”

      Margaret brushed a tendril of blonde hair from her face. “It doesn’t matter now. He’s been gone almost two years. That’s all in the past.” She resumed dicing the potatoes with even greater vigor. “Besides, he wasn’t exactly the best of men, though he certainly acted the part well enough. Took me for the fool I was. But I hadn’t learned yet. No one told me that’s how they were.”

      Harriet looked up with a frown. “Men, you mean?”

      “They have their uses, I suppose. But in the end it seems they cause more harm than good. And better to cut out the rot before it spreads.”

      Harriet returned to the oven and withdrew a second loaf of bread. “Well, I may be a bit partial, but the men in this village are some of the best you could ever hope to find.”

      Margaret chuckled. “That’s not only partial, it’s bordering on delusion. I can’t begin to tell you how many Chesters I’ve met in my life. They’re all the same—sweet talkers, braggarts, wanton drunks. And not one of them can take a hint.”

      “Chester does have his faults, I can’t argue that. But he’s shown true courage and a willingness to put others before himself. Besides, if it’s modesty you want, you ought to look to Simon.”

      Margaret wiped her hands on her apron and sauntered to the middle counter. “Yes, and wouldn’t he like that. But he’s just the opposite side of the spectrum. Fusty. Uptight. Completely priggish—”

      “Why, that’s nothing like him at all!”

      Margaret smiled. “I imagine him as one of those headmasters everyone made fun of at school, tacking rude signs to his door, filling up his desk drawers with pitch. Incidentally do you have any pitch stocked away up here?”

      Harriet laughed. “I’m afraid not. I think there’s some paraffin in the tower but you’d have to talk to Caradoc about that.”

      Margaret bit her lip as she leaned against the counter. “Yes. Mr. Caradoc. He might just be the most peculiar of all. Cheerful at times you’d think he’d be deadly serious. Mischievous when you think he’d be afraid. Doing battle with dark spirits one moment, then singing sea shanties with Chester and the Plumsleys the next. I can’t make him out at all.”

      “He may not be the most predictable person,” Harriet replied, “but he’s poured his whole heart into making life good for us here.”

      Margaret nodded. “Well, if he was willing to risk his life for a total stranger I can only imagine what he’s done for all of you. But there’s something else about him. When he’s near, you feel a kind of protection. Safety. That he’d never let any harm come to you, no matter the cost. But there’s a danger as well.”

      “Danger?”

      “I don’t know exactly how to describe it. But . . . it’s as if there’s two sides to him. As if he’s holding something at bay inside himself. Something dark. Do you not feel it also?”

      Harriet let the bread knife rest on the table as she glanced out the window. The treetops on the village border swayed in the breeze. After a long moment, she shook her head and finally answered. “I cannot pretend to understand all that he is. He stands with a different point of view from the rest of us. But it’s enough for me to know that his heart is good, and that I trust him completely.”

      Margaret raised an eyebrow as she folded her arms. “That’s a very nice sentiment. But personally, I prefer to err on the side of caution. Much like our young Mr. Featherfield does. Poor thing. Stuck in the middle of all this madness. I don’t think I could handle the situation half so well if I were in his place.”

      Harriet nodded. “He is an extraordinary boy.”

      “And as for you,” Margaret continued, “I can’t believe you left all that money behind. According to the Plumsleys, you were living like royalty! Servants, groomsmen, gardeners! And now to be reduced to a cook in a grubby little kitchen? It must be killing you. It would me.”

      “Not at all,” Harriet answered with a smile. “I’m more than happy to do what I can to help. There’s an appalling lack of meaningful activity for women in high society. I only learned to cook because I begged one of our servants to teach me. It was almost a family scandal.”

      Martin swooped back through the door, still scowling.

      “Oh, look who’s back,” Margaret said.

      “Is he here yet?” Martin asked.

      “If it’s Ink you mean, then no,” Harriet answered.

      “Great. Fantastic,” he growled. “And now Chester and the Plumsleys say they won’t be coming to dinner at all.”

      “Not coming?” Harriet asked.

      “Apparently, practicing their new duet is so important that they have no choice but to ask to be served in the Music House. Can you believe that?”

      “All right, you don’t have to ask me twice,” Margaret said, removing her apron and draping it over the counter. “I’ll talk some sense into them before the first course. And if I run into any trouble I’ll just fetch the chief constable, shall I?” She smirked at Harriet before disappearing through the doorway.
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      Martin frowned as he glanced back at his wife. “Chief constable?”

      “It’s nothing,” Harriet replied.

      “Oh, brilliant!” He threw his hand towards the counter of unfinished potatoes. “There’s only minutes to go! Can’t she finish anything?”

      “Leave her be. There’s plenty of time. And I hope you didn’t say anything too nasty to Chester and the Plumsleys. Especially Josephina. She’s been looking a bit pale lately.”

      “I was as nice as I could be under the circumstances.” He paced around the kitchen, shaking his head at the unfinished work. “I should’ve known better than to leave you two in here to jabber away.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with getting to know one another.”

      “I don’t like it. Give her too much and God knows what she’ll use it for.”

      “Would you rather she feel alienated?”

      “I’d rather she were gone. And besides that she’s got a mouth on her I wouldn’t tolerate for two minutes under normal circumstances.”

      “Well, like it or not, she’s here to stay. You may as well try to get along with her.”

      He paused at the door. “You’re too soft, Harriet. With that kind of thinking she’ll walk all over us, and we can’t have that. Better she learns to mind her manners.”

      She glanced up in time to see him disappear into the dining room. His words—and the pouting resentment they left behind—hung in the air like a sullen gloom. She shut her eyes for a moment and drew a measured breath, attempting to quell her rising anger at his sheer hypocrisy.

      In three minutes she finished the potatoes herself, then brought another large pot to the sink. Instead of water, however, the pump issued only a dry squeak. She pursed her lips as she wrestled with it, pushing and tugging every which way, until the sound of someone tapping on the window interrupted her.

      It was Caradoc, wearing his wide-brimmed hat and beckoning to her. Instantly concerned by the agitated look on his face, she went to the window and opened it.

      “Caradoc? Is something wrong?”

      “Is there anyone in the dining room?”

      “What?”

      “People. Are there people in the dining room?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      He sighed, his expression falling into further displeasure. “All right, I’m coming in through the back door.”

      He strode out of sight for a moment, then reappeared on the far side of the kitchen just as she shut the window.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked.

      He came to a stop by the kitchen sink and leaned a hand on the counter. “I have just been assaulted by an overly eager Chester wielding a pair of scissors.”

      Her worry melted into relief, a smile crossing her lips. “So they got you as well?”

      “It was horrible. Like being accosted by a knife juggler. I’ve got to repair some of the damage before anyone sees.”

      “It can’t be that bad. Let’s have a look.”

      He twisted his mouth. “You have to promise not to laugh.”

      “I promise.”

      “You swear?”

      “Yes, I swear, now let me see.”

      He glanced around, making sure no one else was near, then reached up and pulled the hat from his head. Chester had been the culprit all right, for in typical Chester fashion, he had seen fit to slick down Caradoc’s hair with so much pomade it gleamed flat against his head like burnished metal. Harriet couldn’t help herself. The laughter escaped before she could even think to cover her mouth.

      “Your sympathy is touching,” he said.

      “I’m . . . I’m sorry. Oh, you poor man. You’ve even got a little curl . . .”

      “Damn, I told him not to.” Caradoc rushed to the sink and worked the pump handle. “Just a small dousing of water and this never happened.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not working at the moment.”

      “Oh, no.” He jerked the handle back and forth. “No, no, not now. Come on!” He glanced towards the dining room again, then began a close inspection of the mechanism’s parts. “Is Abner around by any chance?”

      “I doubt it,” she replied, taking the tray of potatoes to the pot of stew on the stove. “Another pipe burst last night. I don’t think he’s left his work all day.”

      Caradoc twisted something at the base of the pump. “Ah! There it goes. Thank God.”

      The handle lodged back into place. Water spouted from the faucet in a steady stream. Without wasting a moment, Caradoc put his whole head into the sink and tried to wash away the oil. Ink walked into the kitchen just in time to witness the act, and to see Harriet fall to laughing again. He let out a forlorn sigh.

      “When he’s done drowning himself can I be next?”

      “Oh, Ink!” Harriet said, trying to recover her sobriety. “But you look so handsome!”

      He scowled, running a hand over his neatly-trimmed hair. “I look like a toffee cream is what. And the Plumsleys tried to kiss me! I barely got away with my life!”

      “Well at least you came through it better than Caradoc. Is it coming out?”

      “For Chester’s sake it had better be,” he replied, his head still in the sink. “And that’s the last game I play with you, Inkpot. Don’t think I don’t know you rigged it.”

      “Aw, you sorry loser,” Ink said, taking up a tray loaded with silverware and napkins. “Ain’t you learned to take defeat by now?”

      Seeing Caradoc straighten from the sink he hurried out of the kitchen, anxious to escape repayment for his cheek. Harriet handed Caradoc a towel.

      “As you’re here,” she said. “I wonder if I might speak to you about something.”

      “Of course.”

      He sat on a nearby stool and rubbed the towel over his head. She leaned against the counter and folded her arms, taking a moment to carefully choose her words.

      “It concerns this mysterious meeting we’re heading towards. I see the necessity of it. I know it’s the only lead we have to discovering why Mr. Bash was killed, and why the Spektors are after Ink. I also suspect you have it in mind to take him there with you, but I fear it. I can’t tell you how much it pained me to see the look in his eyes after he returned from Mastmarner. Some part of his youthful innocence had gone, either by what you learned from Mavie or the violence that followed. It horrifies me to think he’s had to witness such things. I was sorry enough to hear about you contending with your own cousin again.”

      Caradoc nodded, his somber gaze falling to the floor.

      “I know it’s unreasonable to try to protect him from every evil,” she continued, “especially under the circumstances. But this Tinderbox place—and these people so interested in the Spektors—it may be a gateway to an even darker road. I’ve pled for Ink many times before, and I know you and the others must think me a soft and silly woman to do so again, but I will. I beg you not to take him, for his sake. Even if it only holds the danger off another hour.”

      He glanced toward the window. She watched his face carefully, hoping she’d gotten through.

      “I had considered taking him along, I won’t deny it,” he said at last. “But you’re right. You’re right. He shouldn’t be exposed to every evil of the world all at once. Not if we can help it. Sometimes it’s easy to forget who he really is behind that tough exterior. He plays the part so well. But you know the promise I made him. Where I go, he goes. And if he stays behind, that leaves me behind as well.”

      A small smile lit up her eyes. “Yes, I thought of that. Call it an added benefit.”

      He nodded, admitting defeat. “Well . . . despite my aching curiosity, I will defer to judgment far wiser than my own. He’ll stay here. You have my word.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice filled with heartfelt gratitude.

      “There is one more thing to say, however,” he continued. “If you ever call yourself a soft and silly woman again I will send Chester in here with an entire bucket of hair cream.”

      “Fair enough,” she said with a laugh, returning to the oven. “But it would be all too easy to ward him off. I’d only need Margaret in here to distract him.”

      “How is she doing, by the way?” He ran a hand through his dampened hair, then frowned at the amount of oil that came off on it.

      Harriet pulled a pan of cakes from the oven and set it on the counter. “She’s all right now, if still a bit cautious. A few of the others have yet to warm up to her, or to fully forgive Simon for bringing her here. But she’s been a wonderful help to me and perfectly capable of doing anything she sets her mind to.”

      Caradoc went to the sink to wash his hands. “I expect it’ll take a bit more time for the others. I’m not entirely certain I’ve gotten over the shock of it myself. Are those oatcakes?”

      “Yes, and they’re for after dinner, not before.”

      The next moment, Margaret returned to the kitchen.

      “Well, I’ve worked my magic,” she announced. “We’ll have Chester and the Plumsleys at dinner after all. Hello, Mr. Rawlings. Gorgeous haircut.”

      “Thank you, Miss Wallis. Good of you to keep a straight face.”

      “I’ve done the potatoes, Margaret,” Harriet said. “If you’d like to bring the pitchers and pour the wine.”

      “Certainly.”

      Taking advantage of the distraction, Caradoc reached around Harriet and pilfered an oatcake from the pan.

      “You devil!” she laughed, swiping at his arm as he hurried past her. “You’re just as bad as Ink!”

      “Just as good, you mean,” he replied before ducking into the dining room.
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      Margaret made sure to check her posture before entering the dining room. Her anxieties still had a tendency to surface when surrounded by so many Colonists, especially as some of them were still displeased about her being there at all. But she had learned to trick herself through it by walking with a sure, confident step and a practiced air of indifference. Already she could feel Delia’s eyes on her and Martin studying every move with a sour glare. She undertook her task of filling wineglasses with as much effortless grace as she could muster, casting smiles at those who greeted or thanked her. When a figure darkened the doorway, she glanced up for a brief moment. It was Simon, who hesitated upon sight of her. She pretended not to notice.

      “Good evening, everyone,” he said, trying to muster a cheerful tone.

      “Yes, good of you all to make it,” Martin said. “I’m sorry for the delay in service but I’m afraid the matter of a haircut took precedence.”

      “Oh, haircuts, yeah!” Evering replied. “That’s what’s different. Looking sharp, Ink!”

      Ink’s cross reply was muffled as Martin hurried him back into the kitchen.

      “Is your dad still fixing that pipe, Evering?” Caradoc asked.

      “Oh, we patched the first one hours ago. Then a second went bust just as we finished.”

      “Water or heat?” Martin asked.

      “Heat. It’s mended for now. Dad’s gone to see if the radiator in Chester’s house is working.”

      “Something’s got to be done about that entire system down there,” Delia said, spreading a napkin on her lap. “I don’t think it can be put off another winter.”

      Ink re-entered the room with a stack of dinner plates and commenced to half-setting, half-pitching them across the table to hurry the chore along. Margaret brought the wine to Jeremy.

      “Oh, no,” he said, covering the glass with his hand. “None for me.”

      “You’re joking. No wine for a great battle hero like you?”

      An embarrassed smile colored his cheeks. “No, I-I can’t. It’s, uh, . . . it’s not good for me.”

      Margaret frowned, her curiosity piqued by the way he had phrased his reply. “Not good for you? But it’s all right for the others?”

      He fidgeted uncomfortably in his chair. “Well, it’s . . . it’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just . . .” He glanced anxiously around the table, shamed by the truth and eager for the conversation to be over with. “You see, I . . . I don’t . . .”

      “Jeremy has a tricky relationship with alcohol, Miss Wallis,” Simon said, just as eager to end the soft-spoken man’s embarrassment. “One taste can spark a thirst for more than what’s good for him.”

      “I see,” Margaret replied. She filled the glass with water instead. “And would I be right in assuming that you were the one to impose this limitation?”

      “Yes. For his sake.”

      Simon’s glass alone remained empty. She smirked as she moved to fill it. “So at last I discover your true role in this place. Village priest.”

      “We all look out for one another here,” Delia said with a tone of irritation. “There’s no shame in that.”

      Before Margaret could reply, the sound of bells pealed across the village as the tower clock struck six. Martin stalked into the kitchen, then back out again.

      “Four still missing? Where the devil is everyone?”

      “Riva’s coming just now,” Caradoc said, glancing through the open doorway.

      Almost before he’d finished the sentence, the young woman ran inside.

      “Something’s wrong with Jo!” she cried, nearly out of breath. “She fainted on the path and won’t wake!”

      A moment later, there was no one left in the dining room at all.
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      They found Josephina lying in the middle of the path. Chester and Wendolen were beside her, fanning her and patting her cheek. Simon was the next to reach her and quickly knelt to check her pulse and put a hand to her brow. She was breathing, but her skin was hot to the touch.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Chester said. “We were headed this way from the Music House. She started looking uncomfortable about half an hour ago but insisted she was only overheated.”

      One look at the unconscious woman’s face made it clear the situation was much more dire. They rushed her to the infirmary, and once there, worked to cool her down with fans and damp cloths. Riva ran to bring cold water from the stream to sponge onto her skin, while Simon retrieved his strongest smelling salts. The vapor from the chemicals caused her eyelids to flutter open for a moment, but her listless eyes only darted fitfully to and fro before closing again.

      The others lingered outside the house, waiting for word and doing their best to comfort Wendolen. Abner joined them there after finishing his duties in the pipeworks. Upon hearing the news, he pulled the cap from his head and stood close to the half-open door, shooting worried glances inside.

      “I’ve never seen her like that before,” Wendolen said, her eyes full of tears. “Of course, there was one time she fainted after a bad review of our performance in “Mary Malarky” but that was only due to a bitter critic who’d been denied first row seats.”

      She sniffed into a handkerchief as Chester put an arm around her.

      “Steady on, dear girl,” he said.

      “And granted,” she continued, “we’ve always struggled to keep our health in the best condition but it’s not the easiest thing in the world to do and this came with no warning at all. Oh, Simon!”

      She rushed to the door as he emerged from the house and came down the front steps. He clasped her hands, trying to be reassuring but unable to conquer the worried look on his face. The others started forward, equally anxious for his report.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much to tell,” he said. “It’s some kind of fever but I’m not sure of the strain.”

      “It hit her so fast,” Abner replied. “How did she contract it?”

      “She could’ve picked it up from anyone who’s been down below the past few weeks. The cold weather has likely weakened her immune system as well.”

      “Is it contagious?” Martin asked.

      “I don’t believe so. But I would ask you all to limit contact with her just the same, at least for now. She needs rest and plenty of it.”

      “Is there anything more we can do for her?” Delia asked.

      Simon answered with a sorrowful shake of his head. “Nothing now but prayer.”

      Wendolen clutched at her handkerchief as fresh tears fell. “Can I see her?”

      Simon nodded and stepped aside to make way. As Wendolen disappeared into the house, the others processed the news in somber silence. Riva bowed her head. Jeremy let out an audible sigh. Chester sank onto the front steps of the house and muttered a curse. For once, no one seemed to mind.

      “Poor Jo,” Evering said. “It was only a few days ago she’d been up on that stage, singing at full volume with all her heart.”

      Caradoc nodded. “Seems the Plumsleys do everything with their whole hearts.”

      “Aye, that’s the truth,” Chester said. “And God love ‘em for it.”

      They fell silent again. Simon leaned against the doorframe. Harriet moved next to Chester and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Come now,” she said, “we’re talking as though she’s already left us. We’ve endured sickness in this village before. It hasn’t got the better of us yet.”

      “Face it, Harriet, the odds aren’t exactly in her favor,” Chester said. “She’s never had the strongest of constitutions.”

      “I don’t believe that for a moment. Not of a woman who’s withstood all the troubles we’ve had to bear. She will rally again. I’m sure of it. We mustn’t lose hope.”
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      In the days that followed, Josephina grew worse. Though she regained consciousness, the fever in her body continued to rage unchecked, sometimes rising so high as to cause hallucinations. On the fourth day, Simon administered the last dose of quinine, combined with a tincture of willow bark. It had no effect. Having exhausted all such methods of treatment, the Colonists then gathered around Josephina’s bed, filling the small room, and for two hours focused their energy on helping to strengthen the healing enchantment Riva attempted to lay upon her.

      Still, there was no result.

      With heavy hearts, and no small amount of fearful apprehension, they finally conceded that professional medical treatment was now her only hope. They would bring her to the very next town they passed, with Chester disguising himself as their manager to admit her to an infirmary for care. But there was a problem. Riverfall was not due to approach another town for several more days, having entered an area of steep canyons and uninhabitable wilds. Abner, Caradoc, and Jeremy committed to working continual shifts in the pipeworks to feed the boiler and so urge the propellors to work harder. Regardless, Josephina would still be forced to wait for the help she so desperately needed, and with her condition in such a precarious state, it was going to be a close call.

      Once Simon permitted visitors, almost everyone made daily trips to see her. Chester dropped by three or four times a day and usually made her laugh so much that Simon feared it wasn’t good for her. Riva was also a near-constant presence, using her powers to ease Josephina’s pain and symptoms as best she could. And of course, Wendolen never left her sister’s side, telling stories, singing songs, and recounting the glory days of their fame. It was almost as heartbreaking to watch the effect of the illness on the elder sister, herself growing weary and drawn under the strain of constant worry.
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      When Ink knocked on the infirmary door to bring the Plumsleys their dinner, Simon greeted him with a hoarse voice and a haggard face the boy almost didn’t recognize. It was clear he hadn’t been sleeping well, his mind no doubt in perpetual turmoil over how he might help the suffering woman in the next room. He’d been a schoolteacher before the Battle of Damiras, not a doctor, but a willingness to learn what needed doing had saddled him with the task. Ink considered it a very effective reminder of the dangers of volunteering.

      Entering the sick room, he found the sisters going through their treasured book of operettas. Josephina lay propped up with pillows and smiled as he came through the door.

      “Inkwell,” she said, her speech weaker and slower than usual.

      “Soup again, I’m afraid.” He set the tray on the table beside the bed. “Bit of bread, too. Harriet says there’s plenty, so you can have just as much as you want.”

      “Oh, you are kind.”

      Wendolen picked up the bowl from the tray. “Will you try some this time, Jo? You’ve eaten nothing today and we’ve got to get your strength back.”

      “Oh, no. I’m not hungry. But you go on and have some.”

      Wendolen smiled, trying to cover her worry. “We’ll just leave it to cool for a bit, then. I’m sure you’ll have your appetite back soon. Why don’t you sit with us awhile, Ink? We were just going through some of these pieces.”

      “Yes, stay with us,” Josephina said. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      Ink fidgeted. He had no gift for tending to sick people. He was sure to say the wrong thing or make the situation worse somehow. Then again, it was better than returning to his chores. He took the seat next to Wendolen as she turned the next page in the book.

      “Oh, and here’s “A Night in Heaven”. Do you remember this one, Jo? We used to sing this at the temple when we were girls.”

      “And Daddy always cried. He loved that one.”

      “Ah,” Wendolen said, turning the page again, “now here’s a great classic. ‘Merry in the Springtime’. Such a beautifully sad story. You remember, Jo? About the woman who comes across Spring singing up in a tree, and she falls in love with him?”

      “Yes. A lovely tune. And such wonderful language. ‘The sunlight beckons to you far away, o’er the hills of lingering light.’”

      “White,” Wendolen corrected.

      Josephina looked back at Ink. “I’m sorry I never got to hear you sing. I always imagined you having a lovely voice. Like one of those boys who sing with great big choirs.”

      Ink bit his lip to keep a laugh from blurting out. “I’m afraid singing ain’t really my gift. Wasn’t much music in the house when I was young.”

      She sighed. “Such a shame. If we had more time we might’ve made you a great devotee of the profession. But alas, we must leave it to the others now.”

      “We’ll have plenty of time once you’re feeling better,” Wendolen replied.

      “I’m going to miss you, Ink,” the younger sister continued. “You really livened up this place. I wish I’d had half as much courage and smarts as you. As all of you, really. But I could never be brave enough to leap onto that airship like you did. Or cross that bridge at Mastmarner with all those hunters around, like Wen and Riva. And that exciting fight against Bill Stone . . . I’d have been absolutely useless, my legs turned to jelly on the spot. But not you.”

      “Aw, it was just a lot of shouting and running ‘round,” Ink said. “And it wasn’t really all that dangerous. They weren’t even trying to kill us. Just capture us.”

      Josephina’s ashen brow wrinkled. “But don’t you realize? For us, that is the very worst fate of all.”

      “Come now, Jo,” Wendolen said, “let’s not dwell on anything unpleasant. I want you thinking only of nice things ‘til you’re better. Will you try some soup now, dear?”

      “Listen, Ink,” Josephina said, trying to sit higher against her pillows. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you. Something important. You see . . . I’ve worked out one of your secrets.”

      Ink responded with a frown of anxious concern and immediately began taking stock of everything he was hiding. Was it the Wickwire Watch? The Entrian pact ring Seherene had given him? Or perhaps the paper he’d torn from the book in Mastmarner? But he’d been so careful. How could she have found out about any of those things?

      “It’s about that coat and hat of yours,” she said. “When you first got here, we all tried to guess why you’d wear such things that didn’t fit you very well. Simon said it was to make you feel not so small. Delia thought they must have been cast-offs given to the orphanage you’d surely come from. Martin said it was so you could have room to stow anything you wanted to pinch.”

      Ink tried to keep from rolling his eyes.

      “But none of those things seemed quite right to me,” she continued. “Especially not after I saw how determined you were to keep them, even after we’d offered you so many other garments that would fit you. And then I worked it out. You see, Wendolen and I used to do the same thing when we were children. Whenever our parents were out of town, and we’d be missing them so much we could hardly stand it, we’d go into their closets and put on their old familiar things. We could smell Mum’s perfume. Daddy’s tobacco and hair cream. It always made us feel a little closer to them. Less alone. Even safer, somehow. And it’s the same with that coat and hat you wear, isn’t it? Those things . . . they’re your father’s, aren’t they?”

      Ink could only bear to hold her gaze for a moment before looking away.

      “Oh, dear Ink . . .” Wendolen said, looking at him with sorrow and pity.

      “Look, it’s no big deal, all right?”

      “But of course it is,” Josephina said, her earnest eyes glinting in the candlelight. “That’s just the point. It’s what’s important to you.” She leaned her head against the pillow, drew in a shallow, rasping breath, and shook her head. “And it’s why you’ve got to find a way off this village. Why all of you do. To get back to what’s important, no matter what it may take.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Help them, Inkwell. Help them like we never could.”

      Wendolen leaned forward and put a hand on her sister’s arm. “Shush now. This is not the end. There’s no need to talk that way.”

      Josephina reached for Ink’s hand, which he reluctantly gave. “I have a favor to ask you. Look after Oswald for me, when I’m gone. He’s a dear little thing and I hate to think of him not being cared for. I found him during a raid, you know, wandering the streets thin as a bone. And this is his home now, just as much as it’s ours. You will do it, won’t you? Say you will.”

      Ink hesitated. He had no love for the one-eyed cat, and he was sure the feeling was entirely mutual. Cats were for target practice, not lavishing one’s devotion. But both sisters were looking at him with pleading eyes. And it would do no good to upset her, after all.

      “Well . . . I suppose I could.”

      “Thank you,” she said, squeezing his hand with a weak smile. Her gaze shifted to the ceiling, and her eyes glazed over as if she were falling into a stupor. Beads of sweat formed on her brow. “A chill. I feel a chill, Wen . . .”

      “I think it’s best you leave now, Ink,” Wendolen said. “Thank you for the supper.”

      Ink rose from his seat and moved to the door as Wendolen hurried to cover her sister with more blankets. The sickly woman looked a great deal smaller among the pile of bedclothes.

      “Has Lord Beverly come?” Josephina said, her eyes moving around the room. “He promised to visit. He’s bringing me a new hat. A silk one with cherries and a ribbon.”

      Wendolen leaned forward and gently dabbed her face with a damp cloth. “No, dear, not yet. Just lie still and have a rest now. I’ll wake you when he gets here.”
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      A few hours later, Ink trudged up the winding tower staircase to undertake the weekly maintenance of the great clock gears in Caradoc’s room, all the while trying to banish the image of Josephina’s face from his mind. It wasn’t hard to think of his parents suffering in the same state—deathly feverish, clothes dampened with sweat. Only they’d had no caring nurse to look after them. If they had, they might not have gone missing from their sickbeds. Ink felt a surge of anger at the thought as he pushed through the next door.

      Missing. Just like Wickwire, the mysterious apothecary listed on his torn sheet of paper. Just like the book of Spektor accounts he’d wanted from the library. The one he guessed was somewhere in Caradoc’s keeping. He glanced around at the piles of books scattered across the second floor. It had to be here somewhere, but in this mess it would likely take days to find. Then again, if the book really did contain Spektor secrets, it was far too important to be tossed in with all the rest.

      Ink quickened his pace to the third floor and opened the door. The room appeared to be empty, but he wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. After shutting the door softly behind him, he made a quick tour of the area to make certain he was really alone. He checked the space below the stairs, the balcony beneath the tower clock, even under the bed. All empty. Satisfied, he began his search for the book. There were only a few obvious places where it might be kept, namely the cupboards near the window, the nightstand drawer, and the bookcase in the corner. When these produced no result he searched under the mattress, then examined the wall for loose stones and the floor for movable boards. He even scanned the space behind the tower clock’s great wheels and cogs. Still nothing. With a sigh, he sank into the chair at the small table.

      And of course, as so often happened when searching for something, he found it in the last place he’d expected—lying right out in the open, in the middle of the table, with Caradoc’s reading spectacles beside it.

      Straight off, there were three things which told him it was the right book. The first was its appearance. The red leather binding was so worn and cracked it was obviously very old, if not ancient. The second sign was its weight. Like the Wickwire Watch, he found it far heavier than it ought to have been, almost as though he held a slab of iron between his hands. The third was its cover. As he tilted it towards him, the ghost of a faintly golden image appeared in the center. It was the Spider Key; the same metallic mark Caradoc wore on the palm of his left hand. Just above it was a long strip of charred leather. Ink guessed the title had once been there, but why it should have been burnt away, he couldn’t imagine. After another quick glance around the room, he set the book back down on the table and opened the front cover.

      The first page contained a message in bold, meticulous lettering.

      
        
        Herein lie the accounts of those who keep the Third Holy Key. It is the duty of these persons—past, present, and future—to record all knowledge and instruction gained in the course of their sacred mission, and to ensure this book is passed on to their successors. By reason of the dangerous and highly secretive nature of the contents, an enchantment has been placed upon the pages restricting access to all but the chosen few. In times requiring a place of safekeeping, this volume is to be kept in Arravantis, where additional measures have been put in place for its protection.

        

        Be warned; the content of these writings will likely prove disturbing. Draw courage from your faith and from the guidance of fellow Keyholders and Defenders whenever possible.

      

      

      Ink drew in a deep breath. He couldn’t believe his luck. Not only was this a book about Spektors but the Keyholders as well.

      He flipped through the pages eagerly, almost as quickly as his eyes could devour them. The handwriting of the earlier entries was difficult to read, ancient in style and often too faded to decipher. Of what he could make out—a phrase here, a scribbled image there—terrible things were hinted at, many of which became clearer as the narratives caught up to the modern age.

      There were detailed descriptions of how the Spektors afflicted their prey, the various mental and physical torments used to turn them against one another. Such passages were often accompanied by drawn images of the Spektors’ themselves, none of which Ink could bring himself to stare at for more than a few moments. One account described them as ravenous vampires stalking the earth to feed from only the most tainted blood, relentless in their pursuit of it and utterly brutal in the taking. This depiction alone was enough to make Ink seriously regret having opened the book at all. As for the Keyholders themselves—the women and men deemed both worthy and capable enough to oppose the hellish creatures—they seemed to suffer no better than the victims. Some had been captured by the Spektors and subjected to many months of cruel torture. Others had suffered grave, lifelong injuries in vicious battles against them. A few had come to agonizing deaths, even worse than old Mr. Bash’s fate back on Edgely Hill. At least one Keyholder had succumbed to madness, then had to be tricked into passing their Auric Key to a successor so that the fight could be continued.

      The longer Ink spent in the book, the more he felt a cold horror creeping around his heart like an icy hand. He turned the pages even faster, unsure of what he was looking for but eager to find it and be done.

      Another page caught his eye near the end of the book. This time, the writing had been laid down in striking red letters. Underneath were eight different signatures.

      
        
        By unanimous approval of the 16th Council of Keyholders, the location of the site known as “The Crypt of the Spektors” has been permanently removed from all record. We have deemed it a place of pure corruption in which no victory, edification, or righteous work may be achieved. Those with any knowledge of the Crypt’s whereabouts are hereby forbidden to reveal such information, and any attempts to seek it will be punishable by the Order.

      

      

      
        
        God sees what Man cannot.

      

      

      Here it was. The warning against seeking the Crypt. It was just as Seherene had said.

      “Good evening,” a voice said from behind him.

      Ink spun around. There stood Caradoc, holding a stack of books under one arm.

      “Bloody hell!” Ink cried, jumping up from his chair. “Are you trying to scare me to death? That’s twice now!”

      Caradoc reached around him and picked up the open book. Ink watched his face carefully. He didn’t seem angry, but then again, it was never easy to be sure with Caradoc. After staring at the page, he glanced back at Ink with a strange look.

      “You were able to open this?”

      Ink shrugged. “Guess that protection spell must be broken.”

      Caradoc nodded as he looked back at the book. “Enchantments can weaken over time. I’ll have to get Riva to take a look at it. Intriguing choice of passage, though, Inkpen. Are you interested in the Crypt?”

      Ink shook his head. “Just came across it by accident. Ain’t much to be interested in, anyway. Nothing told there but that it’s forbidden and all that. What is the Crypt?”

      Caradoc glanced down at the crimson lettering on the page. “It contains the soul of every person who elects to become a Spektor.”

      Ink frowned. “And that sort of place needs a warning? Why? Do people actually go looking for it?”

      Caradoc shut the book and set it back on the table. “Listen, Ink. I don’t blame you for looking inside. But now that you know what it is, and what it contains, I must ask that you not read it again. You’ve got enough to worry about. All right?”

      Ink nodded, though his sense of uneasiness grew. Caradoc had not answered the last question, which meant that Seherene’s serious concern about him seeking the Crypt to gain control of the Spektors could not yet be disproved. Ink gestured towards the book again. “So was this it? The book you were looking for when you tore up the second level?”

      “Yes,” he said, setting down the stack of books he carried under his other arm.

      “What happened to the cover? Why’s the title all burned out?”

      “Because it had been written in the First Language, which is now forbidden.”

      “Why?”

      Caradoc picked up his reading spectacles. “I’ve never learned the reason. It was a very long time ago. I’m sure it must be set down in some historical document somewhere, probably in the Council House in Ciras.” He gestured towards the chair. “Sit down.”

      Ink’s shoulders sagged as he obeyed. “What have I done now?”

      “Nothing.” Caradoc seated himself at the foot of his small bed. “We haven’t really talked since coming back from Mastmarner. A lot happened down there. I’m not even sure the gun battle was the worst of it. Not for you, at least.”

      “Why d’you say that?”

      Caradoc tilted his head, looking pensive. “The first time I had a serious conversation with Mavie, I almost went back to being afraid of the dark. For weeks afterwards I had to sleep with a candle nearby or a fire in the hearth. And I was at least two decades older than you are now.”

      Ink let his gaze fall to the table as he ran his finger along a shallow groove in the wood. He’d been frightened ever since he could remember—of his grandfather, of being left alone in an orphanage, of being homeless and not knowing where his parents were, then of the Spektors and the Colonists. It was always something. So what was another dark wave coming to break over you when you’d been treading water in open sea all your life?

      At least now, even if he did find himself in over his head, there was always something to pull him to the surface again. He could never be truly terrified of sleep with Evering in the room. He could never be overcome by dread and unrelenting anxiety when Delia was fussing at him over a haircut, or when he had chores to do and tasks to help the others with.

      “That’s the difference,” Ink said, speaking the thought aloud.

      “What is?”

      Ink glanced up at him again. “You were alone, weren’t you? When you found out about all this stuff. No friends or family around. Just Mavie, when she was still a stranger, and all her awful stories.”

      Caradoc frowned, but there was amusement in the expression. “How’d you know that?”

      “‘Cause if it had been me, I think I’d have needed a candle at my bedside, too. And probably a nice pair of pistols to boot.” Ink leaned an arm on the table. “But if you want to know what scares me most . . . it’s this Mistress woman. What kind of person could command the Spektors? What kind of person lives in an ancient ruin? Knows black spells that would kill half the Entrians in all the world? And who’s to say she won’t try to do the same thing again? To all the rest of us!”

      “We’ve all had the very same thoughts,” Caradoc answered. “But like so many other questions, we can only guess at the answers. It’s believed there was a time when her powers were very great, that she even had a hand in the creation of the Spektors. If true, that would make her thousands of years old.”

      “Could a black spell do that?” Ink asked.

      “Possibly. But whatever the means or method, I think her abilities have been fading ever since, or else Simon and I wouldn't have found her in such poor condition. It would also explain why there haven't been any other mass killings since Damiras. Perhaps she knows no other spells so terrible as the one that ultimately failed. Or perhaps the price to obtain such knowledge became too much for her to pay.”

      “But then,” Ink said, knitting his eyebrows together, “she started breaking the rules. She wasn’t supposed to go after Mr. Bash. Or me. But she did. And then there’s Margaret, down there with seven Spektors in her house when nothing like that had ever been heard of. So maybe she’s growing stronger again. Stronger than ever before.”

      Caradoc didn’t reply, but Ink knew from the troubled look on his face that it was another thought they shared. A glimmer of light from the rising moon fell on the tower clock machinery, throwing strange shadows across the room. Ink noticed for the first time that all four candles on the table were already lit.

      “Did she know you were a Keyholder?” Ink asked. “When you and Simon met her in that ruin?”

      “No. Luckily, she didn’t. She knew someone named Isaac Caradoc was out there fending off her Spektors with an Auric Key, but she never knew my face was attached to that name. Not until after the Battle of Damiras. And it was only when we met a second time that I learned her own identity.”

      He rubbed a hand over his beard and stared at the candlelight. Ink could see that the memory had brought a renewed feeling of distress. He seemed now to be fixing his gaze on the flame as if to take the light into himself. After a long silence, he glanced away again and changed the subject.

      “How’s Jo? Did she eat anything?”

      “Not that I saw. Didn’t seem much interested in it. How much longer d’you reckon before we get to a town?”

      “Maybe a day and a half, if we keep up our shifts in the pipeworks.”

      Ink nodded. “That shouldn't be too hard. Everyone’s so eager to help, I bet even Oswald would be shovelin’ coal if he could.”

      Silence fell again. Inevitably, Ink found his gaze being drawn back to the red leather book and the gleaming image of the Spider Key. He had so many questions. And though he knew Caradoc wasn’t exactly eager to dwell on such troubling topics, he had also started to feel that a new era had begun in his life on Riverfall—one in which he was finally getting some answers.

      “These Keys,” he said. “The book said you had the third one. How many were there at the start?”

      “Twenty-one,” Caradoc answered. “Which doesn't sound terribly impressive, but at the time such a force was thought to be more than capable of keeping the Spektor population down. I don’t think anyone expected their numbers to grow so fast.”

      “Who created the Keys in the first place? And was it them who put those rules on the Mistress?”

      “No one knows. We can guess the Keys were fashioned by enchantment, but what kind and how they could be made so powerful, we have no idea. Perhaps it was the very first Council of Keyholders who did it, after agreeing to their service. Perhaps the Entrian High Council of the time. And yes, it’s also possible the makers had the ability to set the Mistress under such restrictions. If we knew for certain, and how it was accomplished, perhaps we might see to restoring those limitations ourselves, if not severing her power completely.” He shook his head. “If only she hadn't disappeared after the Battle.”

      “What about the Order? Couldn’t they help?”

      “Order?”

      “The book . . . when it was warning people away from the Crypt, it said something about an Order punishing people who went looking for it.”

      Caradoc raised his eyebrows. “I suppose I always assumed that was just another term for the High Council or the Keyholders themselves. There’s no other place where that particular word is mentioned in the book.”

      Ink nodded. “Well, maybe it’s explained somewhere in the beginning. Those first dozen pages look like a muddy chicken walked all over ‘em.”

      Caradoc smiled. “You're probably right. In fact, I've always had the feeling that an awful lot of important information is hiding in all that mess. Most of it's probably in the First Language as well.” He rose from the bed and went to the cupboard by the window, then began pulling out all the containers and instruments needed to prepare his nightly sleeping tonic.

      Ink frowned, twisting his mouth in hesitation before speaking again. “Why did Coram ask you for the Key? He said . . . he didn’t think you were using it the right way. Not like it could be used. What did he mean?”

      From where he sat he could only see about a third of Caradoc’s face, but it was enough to mark a change. He worked his jaw, as if annoyed or angered, and set down the glass bottle in his hand with a solid thunk.

      “Someone’s been telling him stories,” he replied. “None of which have any basis in fact. Even if they did, I would've thought he has everything he could ever want in his new position. But it seems it’s still not enough.”

      Ink glanced down and scuffed the toe of his boot against a knot of wood in the floorboard beneath him. “He recognized me. Back at Mastmarner. He wanted to take me to Altan and make sure I was looked after. And then I told him to sod off.”

      Caradoc glanced back with a smirk. “You did indeed.”

      “And now . . . everyone knows I’ve chosen a side. Your side. The papers won’t be heaping so much pity on me now, will they?”

      “On the contrary. Even more so,” Caradoc said, returning his attention to the decanter of wine in front of him. “Now they’ll say we’ve brainwashed you. Forced all of our evil sentiments into your innocent little brain.”

      The sound of tinkling glass and tapping spoons followed as Caradoc stirred the wine into the brewed blend of herbs and narcotics. Ink stood and ambled across the beams of moonlight streaming across the floor. When he came to the space between the nightstand and the cupboard, he turned and leaned against the wall with his hands in his pockets.

      “There weren’t no pity in Coram’s face,” he said. “He wanted to put me in prison. Said I’d earned my own personal cell for helping all of you. Would they really do that?”

      Caradoc set the mixing spoon beside the decanter and leaned on the table with both hands. After a long moment of contemplative silence, he finally shook his head.

      “I don’t know, Ink. I truly don’t. But believe me when I say I would let them take me before I’d ever let them lay a finger on you.”

      Ink looked up at him. “Really?”

      He nodded. Then, with a brief wince of regret, he brought the strong-smelling tonic to his lips and drank it as quickly as he could.

      A few weeks ago, Ink would have called him a liar. But so much had changed since then. Yes, he was still a mass of secrets. Still maddening at times, his actions baffling, his motivations unclear. But Ink had begun to understand—if by the smallest measure—how his burdensome Keyholder duties had shaped him in such a fashion, and he would now no longer doubt Caradoc's word whenever he chose to give it.

      It was then Ink recalled the Lady Seherene gazing at him with equal sincerity, making heartfelt promises of her own which he had met in return. He glanced down at the ring on his hand. All of a sudden, it felt terribly heavy.
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      The Colonists had just sat down to breakfast the next morning when Evering caught sight of someone through the open Dining House door. He frowned and called aloud.

      “Simon?”

      The others followed his gaze. Simon stood facing the house, apparently insensible to the sound of his name. In his hand was a small slip of paper which he stared at in dismay. Delia set down her teacup and hurried outside. The others followed.

      “What is it, Simon?” Delia said. “What’s happened?”

      “Is it Jo?” Harriet asked. “Is she all right?”

      “For God’s sake, man, say something!” Chester demanded.

      Simon’s frown deepened as he finally forced the words from his mouth. “They’re gone.”

      The others stared back in horror.

      “Gone?” Caradoc echoed.

      “What do you mean?” Abner said. “They can't be!”

      Simon held up the paper as if to answer but didn’t speak again. Delia stepped beside him and laid a hand on his arm.

      “Do you want me to read it?”

      He nodded and handed her the paper. The others looked on anxiously as she began.

      “Dearest friends, as you must know by now, we have left your good company and care—a most painful choice imposed upon us by the unfortunate circumstance of Josephina’s illness. We have temporarily appropriated Drifter Two for our descent back to Eriaris, where we intend to seek out immediate care at the nearest infirmary. Upon reaching solid ground we will activate our spyglasses and leave them in the hull of the craft, allowing you to re-acquire it. In doing so, we make clear our intention never to return . . .” Delia faltered, glancing up at the others for a moment before continuing. “We deeply regret any sorrow this decision may cause, but wish you to know it was in the interest of keeping you all from further worry and strain. We will never forget your kindness, your bravery, and the meaning you have brought to our lives. We are especially indebted to Simon's selfless care and attention these past few days. For the rest of our lives we will wear the name of ‘Colonist’ with pride, and not a single day will pass when our thoughts do not turn to each one of you. With all the love in our hearts, yours with gratitude and the highest regard, Wendolen and Josephina Plumsley.”

      A long silence followed. The news felt like the blow of a cannon shot. It was now clear the sisters had been planning their departure for the past few days, and that Josephina’s farewells had not merely been those of a woman feeling herself in mortal danger due to illness.

      Delia folded the note. “Well . . . I suppose we can only be grateful their names aren’t on the warrant lists.”

      “I can’t understand it,” Simon said, raking his fingers through his hair. “I was only in the next room. I would have heard them moving!”

      “They probably left while you were asleep,” Riva replied sadly.

      “But Jo was barely able to walk, much less travel in a Drifter! And there was every possibility we were going to make it to town tomorrow! Why didn’t they wait?”

      “Burden,” Jeremy said, crumpling his cap in his hands. “They were always so worried about being a burden.”

      Riva pulled the chain out from under the neckline of her dress and held the gold rim of the glass pendant between her thumb and forefinger. “But look! The spyglasses aren’t glowing yet, which means they haven’t activated their own. They must have left only a little while ago!”

      “Then it’s not too late to catch them up!” Chester cried.

      “Hold on, Chester. Hold on,” Martin said, raising his hand. “Maybe they’ve done right.”

      “Done right?” Chester shot back, his face flushing deep red.

      “These outlands are always dotted with farms and inns. They might easily come across someone who could help them, and probably faster than we ever could.”

      “But can we take that chance?” Harriet asked.

      No one knew the answer. Chester paced back and forth, clenching his fists until his knuckles turned white. Simon let out an exasperated sigh which led Delia to put a hand on his shoulder. Ink bit his lip and gazed back at the Plumsleys' house. If they were gone for good, the village would never be the same. No more operas, no more ridiculous fashions at the breakfast table, no more half-sober arias from the Music House at two o’clock in the morning. Their absence would be like an early winter, draining Riverfall of precious life and beauty.

      Suddenly, Caradoc cursed. All attention drew to him as he shot a worried glance at Riva.

      “I’ve just realized,” he said, “we crossed the Orvino this morning, north of the mountains above Split Falls. We’re over Ban-Geren.”

      The young Entress turned pale. “Oh, no.”

      “What’s Ban-Geren?” Ink asked.

      “A network of deep ravines and gorges, at least twenty miles wide,” Caradoc replied. “It was once used by thieves and murderers as a place of refuge. Bandit gangs moved in soon after and made a battlefield of it.”

      “Some Entrians call it ‘Weasel Country’,” Riva said. “But it’s since been abandoned. After the Battle of Damiras an army of Colonist-hunters went looking for us there and swept it clean.”

      “Of criminals,” Caradoc continued. “But it remains full of all the traps and snares they left behind. There’s no telling when you could suddenly fall into a pit, or trigger a spelltrap that could cripple or kill you. Not to mention how easy it is to get lost. There are underground passageways, hidden doors—”

      “God above! They’ll be sitting ducks!” Chester cried.

      “We’ve got to get them back!” Harriet said.

      Martin shook his head. “We don’t know for certain they’ve landed there.”

      “Aye, but twenty miles across would be awfully hard to miss,” Abner answered.

      “They’ve landed,” Evering said, holding up his spyglass.

      The rippled surface of the medallion shone bright. Ink glanced down and saw his own spyglass glowing through the fabric of his shirt. As soon as the brilliant light faded, Evering put the glass piece to his eye and surveyed the sky. It wasn't long before he threw a hand out towards the Music House.

      “There! I can see the beacon off the western side! Doesn't look too far away, either!”

      A brief argument followed. They needed as many pairs of eyes as possible to look for the Plumsleys, but the more people who entered Ban-Geren, the more they invited further danger and disaster. In the end, they decided on six searchers—as many as the remaining Drifter could carry down. Simon claimed priority by way of physician’s duty. Abner volunteered himself, noting that his engineering capabilities might be used to spring anyone out of a trap if the occasion called for it. He then surprised everyone by recommending Evering, who was usually barred from taking part in such dangerous adventures.

      “He’s got the keenest eyes in the country,” Abner said. “Might even be able to spot the ladies from the air.”

      Evering nodded in enthusiastic agreement. Chester also demanded to join the party, even becoming angry at the prospect of being left behind. But it was this very thing which disqualified him, for they determined he would be reckless and rash in his eagerness, qualities which practically begged for an accident in such treacherous territory.

      “And Caradoc, of course,” Riva said, turning to the Keyholder. “You and I are the only ones who know what to expect down there.”

      Caradoc looked at Ink with doubtful hesitation. His promise to protect him from the Spektors meant they could never be too far apart, whether on Riverfall or away. It was a dangerous choice, but the lives of the Plumsleys were at stake, which proved it was really no choice at all. Everyone knew this, but only Margaret put voice to the general feeling about it.

      “Good Lord, not him!” she said. “You can’t let him go! That’s madness!”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Ink said, backing away down the path. “We’ll be home before you know it. Won't even have time to think about finding any trouble. I’ll just get my coat.”

      He turned away and hurried towards the house he shared with Evering and Abner. The prospect of combing through such perilous terrain was frightening, of course, but he wasn’t about to lose face now. Besides, if they did manage to bring the Plumsleys back, it would save him the bother of having to look after Oswald.

      He heard the others split up behind him, some making for the pipeworks down below, others rushing to collect what supplies might be needed. Caradoc hung back for a moment, looking at Harriet with apologetic eyes. She glanced at Ink, clearly upset by the arrangement but well understanding the necessity.

      “Just keep him safe,” she said.

      “I will,” Caradoc replied with a nod, then hurried away towards the tower.
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      The search party was off within the next half hour. Almost as soon as the Drifter began its descent towards Eriaris, Simon stepped up to Ink and held out a pistol. Ink looked at him in surprise.

      “It’s only for show,” Simon said. “I don’t even want you holding it unless absolutely necessary. Just keep it tucked in your belt.”

      “I thought this place was abandoned.”

      “It’s supposed to be. But we’re not taking any chances.”

      “Guess not,” Ink said with a smirk as he took the pistol, “if it’s come to trusting me with one of these. Is it even loaded?”

      “Yes, it's loaded. And had better stay that way.”

      Riva and Caradoc then instructed everyone on how best to conduct themselves upon reaching their destination. They were to look ahead before every step, closely inspect anything they prepared to touch. Bridges were to be avoided if possible. Puddles might contain hidden triggers. Trip wires could be found at any height. Pieces of rope were not to be touched, nor tree limbs, nor any bits of trash or rubbish that appeared tossed away without care. In Weasel Country, nothing could be considered perfectly harmless, even if it appeared so.

      Ink peered down over the side of the airship. Below lay a wide expanse of stony crags and chalk-like earth. A tangle of deep gorges and trenches webbed across the terrain, giving glimpses of patchwork tents, shacks, and crumbling lean-tos. What plant life remained was all dry brush and thorny briars. Scatterings of gnarled trees with bone-white limbs appeared like withered hags, each one either dead or dying. In all his travels, Ink had never seen a place so fitting of the word ‘godforsaken’. Compared to the green fields he spied at the outermost limits, the entire place looked like a massive rotting canker.

      There was also an inherent sense of corruption about it, as though the land itself remembered the evildoers it had once harbored and was perfectly content of its reputation. As they sailed closer, Ink noticed a layer of morning mist rising out of the cracks and chasms, then spreading across the pallid surface as if determined to remain there. If he didn’t know any better, he might have believed the place was trying to hide itself.

      He raised his spyglass to his eye and looked through it. Near the center of Ban-Geren was a widened gap where one of the ravine walls had crumbled. It was from this place that two strong beams of light shot up into the sky, signaling the Plumsleys’ landing site.

      “Can you see them, Evering?” Caradoc asked.

      The young man leaned over the gunwale, squinting into the mist. “Not yet. Oh, but there! I can see Drifter Two. It’s in some kind of crossroads, with half a dozen trenches leading out from the middle of it.”

      “Mother’s love,” Abner said. “They could be anywhere.”

      The bottom of the ravine was comprised of sharp rocks and uneven stone slabs. It was tricky work finding a patch of ground flat enough to land on, but once settled, they secured the ship and made for the other Drifter. Ink hooked a thumb over his belt as he followed, wanting his hand close to his pistol. The feeling of something wrong was even stronger now, the dank, stale air heavy with ruin and decay. Mist rose from a dirty river which carved a crooked path towards the west. The skeleton of a deer lay on the bank, its skull only a few inches from the water.

      Evering collected the Plumsleys’ spyglasses from the hull of the empty craft, then shook his head as he stared at the medallions, bewildered. “Why would they land down here?”

      “They left while it was still dark,” Abner replied. “Probably couldn’t see well enough to avoid this place.”

      Simon stepped into the abandoned Drifter and checked the gauge attached to the tank. “Just enough fuel to get back to Riverfall. And no other signs of where they might’ve gone. The ground’s too rocky here to leave footprints behind.”

      “We can split up into pairs,” Riva said. “Take pathways opposite from each other and leave one of the spyglasses here to help us find our way back.”

      Caradoc nodded. “Sounds like a good plan.”

      They glanced around at the ravine paths leading out from the crossroads. Each one disappeared into murky darkness.

      Evering’s brow wrinkled. “They don’t look very welcoming, do they?”

      “They won’t be,” Caradoc replied. “But take it slow, and keep your course as best you can. If you get lost, trigger your spyglass and wait for someone to get to you.”

      “How long do we stay here looking?” Ink asked.

      “‘Til they’re found, of course,” Riva said. “We’re not going home without them.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “The mist in Ban-Geren grows thicker throughout the day. By ten o’clock you won’t be able to see your hand in front of your face. If we’re here when that happens, we’ll be as good as trapped until nightfall. We’ve got two hours to search for them on foot. After that, all we can do is try to spot them from the air.”

      “Should we try calling for them as we go along?” Abner asked. “Surely a few shouts couldn’t do much harm, could they?”

      As if in answer, the howl of a wild dog echoed down one of the passages. As the sound faded, Caradoc raised an eyebrow. “I’ll leave that up to you.”

      They checked their pistols, drew out their spyglasses to have them at the ready, and wished each other luck before finally setting off. Abner and Evering took a route leading southwest, Simon and Riva one to the north, while Ink and Caradoc traveled directly east. As they passed Drifter One, Caradoc took Ink’s hat from his head and tossed it into the ship.

      “Hey!” Ink cried, more in surprise than in irritation.

      “You don’t want the brim blocking your view of anything. And keep close by my side. Not even one step ahead. I’ve half a mind to hold your hand 'til we get back.”

      “Less than half, I’d say. Why not just tie a leash ‘round my neck?”

      “Don’t tempt me.”
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      Once within the eastern ravine, Ink and Caradoc were immersed in shadow. Not a single ray of the November sun reached the ground. A series of ridges and footpaths crisscrossed the rocky walls overhead. Holes and crevices pockmarked the trench on either side, while columns of stone and scatterings of boulders riddled the passage floor. It was more than any thieving ruffian or black-hearted cutthroat could hope for in a hideout.

      Farther along the path, broken ropes hung down over a large pile of splintered timber—evidence of a collapsed bridge. They edged around the rubble carefully, trying to avoid brushing against the stone wall at their backs. Something flashed in the corner of Ink's eye. Glancing up, he saw a series of mirrors wrested into the rock and aimed towards the path below. Ink scoffed to himself. These bandit gangs had thought of everything. But much good it had done them. Even burrowed into the deepest, darkest parts of the earth, they’d still been found out.

      “So,” Ink said with a nervous chuckle, “how many Spektors d’you reckon are down here?”

      “None at all,” Caradoc answered. “Not since the place was cleared out, anyway. There's nothing to feed on. No one left for them to hunt.”

      “Really? Even with all the mist and fog that's down here? Isn't that how they move about?”

      “Yes, but not every sighting of those things is cause for worry—only what gathers in unusual places or in great amounts. The mist here forms naturally, swept in from the sea and carried along the river.”

      “So much that it gets dark, you said,” Ink replied. “At ten in the morning.”

      “It's the odd landscape that condenses it. All these trenches and ravines.”

      Ink jerked back as he suddenly caught sight of a large skeleton stretched across the pathway. It appeared to have been some kind of snake, its curved fangs tinged with the color of rust. He cleared his throat as he hurried past it, hoping Caradoc hadn’t noticed his fright.

      “So then . . . how long's it been since the hunters ran everyone out?”

      “Seven or eight years,” Caradoc answered. “Took four waves of hunters to do it, too. A small company of them even stayed behind a few years afterward to make sure no one returned.” He pointed to the ground. “Watch that spot there. It’s filled with sand, not dirt.”

      Ink cursed and leapt sideways, falling against Caradoc as he did so. “What’s down there?”

      “Not sure,” Caradoc replied, steadying him by the arm. “But there’s a good chance you wouldn’t be able to pull your foot out again in one piece.”

      As soon as they were past it, Ink pulled his arm free of Caradoc’s grasp and straightened his coat. “And to think, those hunters braved all of this trying to track down you lot. Smart, though. You do seem awfully familiar with this place.”

      “Well, if you’ll remember, Mr. Featherfield, I was once a smuggler. Even that title comes with privileges in certain circles.”

      “Some privilege. Go for a walk and get your ankle snapped or a boulder on your head!”

      Caradoc stopped. The ravine walls had suddenly narrowed, leaving a gap wide enough for only one person. He scanned the path ahead as far as he was able and glanced back at Ink. “I’ll go through first. And remember—don’t touch the walls.”

      Ink nodded, then watched as Caradoc turned sideways and slid between the rock. Ink approached nervously and put his shoulder towards the gap. With his arms held stiff at his sides, he sucked in his stomach and sidled through.

      He emerged into a strange circular chamber. The ground was all sand, save for a narrow stone path which led to an archway of rock on the far side. The curving walls of the chamber were dotted with countless holes and crevices, all of which Ink imagined had once been filled with watching eyes. Near the center, two white trees stood on either side of the walkway. After surveying the scene, Caradoc stepped back towards Ink with a hand on his pistol.

      “Follow close behind. Keep a tight hold on the back of my coat and keep your eyes to the ground until we’re past that archway. Understand?”

      “To the ground? Why?”

      “I don’t want you looking at those trees. Now come on. This mist is thickening faster than I remember.”

      Despite what the Keyholder had said about Spektors likely having abandoned the place, there was an unsettled look in his eyes, and that alone was reason enough for Ink to obey without further question. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he grasped the back of Caradoc's coat and forced his gaze towards the ground.

      They moved slowly, with Caradoc testing every step before setting his full weight down. A shrill gust of wind passed overhead, making Ink shiver. The bitter chill in the air was now sinking through his coat, and he began to wish he had accepted the gloves and scarf Harriet had urged him to take along.

      Another minute later, they came to the middle of the chamber. Ink was almost startled to hear the ominous silence broken by the sound of creaking boughs. And so, as anyone possessing an unhealthy curiosity might have done, Ink looked up.

      The trees were not trees at all, but hideous imitations made from human skeletons. Leg bones made up the trunks. The branches were molded from arms and ribs, the leaves from dozens of fingers and toes. From the center of the grisly tangle, a collection of skulls grinned back at him. Ink lurched away with a choked cry and lost his footing. As his heel dipped into the sand, a metallic clicking noise sounded. Caradoc froze and looked back.

      “What was that?”

      Before Ink could answer, a loud chorus of whirring and fluttering filled the air. In the blink of an eye, Caradoc pulled him facedown onto the path and laid flat beside him. A dozen somethings twanged and whistled over their heads, like so many giant insects, and were only stopped with a series of thunks.

      When it was quiet again, they both looked up. An assortment of cleavers, hatchets, and crossbow bolts were now stuck fast into the trunks of the gruesome trees overhead, having launched from their hiding places in the surrounding walls. Caradoc breathed out a silent sigh and shot Ink a stern glare.

      “Uh . . . sorry,” Ink said.
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      When they passed through the archway moments later, it was with Caradoc carrying Ink over his shoulder. Ink braved the indignity as best as he could. It was only fair after nearly adding their own cadavers to the sinister grove.

      “All right, that’s far enough, that’s far enough!”

      Caradoc set him down. They had entered a broad clearing with half a dozen wood huts staggered in a half circle. A jagged wall of pitted rock enclosed the makeshift village, offering no further passage beyond. This was the end of the eastern path.

      They checked each hut together, looking through the doors and windows but never crossing the thresholds, calling the sisters’ names as loudly as they dared. All proved empty.

      “Guess they didn’t come this way,” Ink said.

      “No. But we might be able to get a better view from one of these rooftops. And by ‘we’, I mean ‘me’. Stay here.”

      “Glad to. I’m sure those roofs are entirely solid and sturdy.”

      Caradoc went to the nearest hut and tested his weight on a barrel set against the wall. When it held, he stepped up and searched for his next handhold.

      Ink crossed his arms. “About those skeleton trees . . . are they a kind of warning or something?”

      “A warning, a territory marker. There’s dozens of them scattered around this place, each more creative than the last.” He pulled himself onto the roof. The structure creaked beneath him, scattering drops of dew from the eaves. Slowly, he stood to his full height and took only a single step to steady himself.

      “So . . . did you do things like that?” Ink asked.

      “Like what?”

      Ink hesitated for a moment, then shrugged a shoulder. “Like those trees.”

      Caradoc looked back at him in surprise, caught off guard by the question. He shook his head. “No. I was here only once, invited by a bandit gang who wanted to barter passage on our ship.”

      Ink frowned. “Did you help ‘em?”

      Caradoc nodded. “We needed the money.”

      A gust of wind swept through the clearing. Swirls of dust rose from the ground and off the rooftops. The timbers of the ramshackle huts groaned. Caradoc turned his attention to the view past the rock barrier.

      “See anything?” Ink asked.

      When the Keyholder finally answered, there was a lilt of sorrow in his voice. “Nothing.”

      “What we do now?”

      “Hopefully the others have had better luck. If not, we still have time to go back and try another passage.” He returned to the edge of the roof and prepared to climb back down.

      Ink shuffled forward, casting a wary eye on the creaking roof. Another good gust of wind might send it crumbling. He glanced down the next moment. His left boot had made a heavy imprint, sinking nearly an inch into the ground. There was no sand to be seen, no metal triggers, no telltale sign of a trap, but he hurried back just the same. Two steps later, the ground gave way beneath him. A choked cry of surprise tore from his throat as he plunged downward. It was only a few seconds before he came to a stop on a stone floor, landing on his side and grazing his head against a rock. A shower of dust rained down on top of him.

      “Ink!” came a shout from above.

      He groaned, moving his arms and legs to see if they still worked. He shook the loose dirt from his head and glanced up.

      “Are you all right?” Caradoc called down.

      “I’m fantastic. Leave it to you to be the safe one up on a roof.”

      “Can you climb back up?”

      Ink got to his feet, already feeling the bruises swelling on his head and arm. He was in a cave of some kind, filled with smashed crates and dusty bottles. A broken ladder lay nearby, along with a small collection of spades and pickaxes. Someone had been trying to dig through the roof of the cave—a route of escape, perhaps, or a means to break into a rival group’s territory. Caradoc stuck his arm down through the hole as far as he was able.

      “Can you reach my hand?”

      There was nothing sturdy to climb on, and even with his best jump Ink still fell several feet short. “No good!”

      “Stand back. I’m going to try to make this hole big enough for me to fit through.”

      Caradoc pulled at the earth around the edges of the hole, pounded on it, stood and stomped on it. When this proved fruitless, he rushed back to the huts looking for a rope or makeshift ladder. Ink heard him curse as he returned to the hole and got to his knees.

      “We’ll have to get you out another way. What do you see down there?”

      “Not much. Just a lot of old broken things. But it’s a bit lighter down that way. Might be a way out.”

      “Which direction?”

      “North, I think.”

      Caradoc rubbed his forearm against his brow. “All right. Get to the opening, slowly and carefully. Once you’re outside, trigger your spyglass and wait. I’ll try to get to you as fast as I can.”

      Ink nodded and began to step away.

      “And Ink,” Caradoc called back. “Listen, just . . . keep yourself safe, all right?”
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      It wasn’t until Caradoc disappeared from sight that Ink realized the true awfulness of his situation. He was all alone, lost in a dark cave, in the middle of a twenty-mile wide battlefield full of hidden dangers. He took a deep breath before starting forward, trying to push away the fear pressing down on his chest. He’d been in bad spots before and always managed to escape them. This would be no different.

      Suddenly, a torch flared to life on the wall to his left. Then another to his right. His hand shot to his pistol as he froze, glancing around and straining his ears. But nothing else happened. Cautiously, he took another step forward. Whoosh! Another pair of torches lit up across from one another. He took another step. Two more torches aflame. It seemed his footsteps were triggering the lights, illuminating the path as he went along. Ink relaxed. The enchantment was probably a measure to prevent someone from sneaking around unseen. Good thing no one was around to be alarmed by his sudden visit.

      As he continued forward, more of the dark abode was revealed. There were broken casks, rusted tin plates, dirty blankets, rotting clothes, even a few dead rats. What a wretched way to spend one’s final years. A clever criminal could easily live a life of stolen luxury and comfort. One need only look to any politician for an example. But these had been criminals of a different kind—too desperate for cunning and too greedy to use restraint when it counted.

      He journeyed on until he came to a point where the path split in two directions. To his left, a narrow ravine led away to the north. The right-hand passage seemed to open out into broader and higher country. He paused, considering his choices. Left looked the best way. He was less likely to get lost in a narrow ravine, and besides that, he’d already told Caradoc the opening lay to the north. His mind made up, he started forward again.

      Soon after, the line of torches ended, and he found himself only a few dozen feet from the exit. Though the path ahead was growing heavy with mist, there was a clear view of the sky where the beacon of his spyglass was sure to be seen. This optimism was soon dashed, however, when he noticed the state of the tunnel’s roof. It had been rigged to collapse. At the point where the torches stopped, a frame of beams had been set into the rock, securing a collection of nets which held a mass of large stones. Water dripped through in several places, assuredly making the precarious structure even weaker. Ink took a step back. One wrong move, one more gust of wind, one more echo of a footstep, and the entire rig could come crashing down on his head. With the sort of day he was having, he was all but convinced to consider it a certainty.

      “Right,” he said. “East it is, then.”
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      The right-hand opening proved a much safer path. There was no mist, no precarious-looking ceilings, only a wide rocky ledge which overlooked the eastern half of the terrain. As Ink stepped onto it, he spied the top of a rope ladder at the rim which led down to a wide trench almost fifty feet below. From where he stood, there were also two side paths leading away from the mouth of the tunnel on either side. This served him well. Caradoc would have plenty of routes by which to find him. He reached towards his collar, preparing to draw out the spyglass from beneath his shirt.

      At the same moment, a large figure moved into view in the corner of his eye. He glanced over. A man stood nearby, staring at Ink with a wary frown. He wore a heavy jacket lined with black fur and toted several bags and pouches on leather straps across his chest. A number of daggers rested in his belt. Ink swallowed, trying to think of something to say. But before he could speak, the sound of dust crunching underfoot came from the right, announcing the arrival of two more strangers—a woman and a man—both dressed for the November cold and both packing a number of supplies and weapons.

      Ink felt his heart sink. They’d been wrong. This place was no more empty than a miser’s pockets. Worse still, these people’s clothing and weapons were far finer than those of any common thief or outlaw. That meant only one of two things: either they were the clever and cunning type—hardened survivors of the mass extermination of Ban-Geren all those years ago—or they were Entrians. Ink pulled the pistol from his belt as two more joined their ranks from the northern pathway. They stopped a few feet from him, wearing entirely humorless expressions. Ink gave a cordial nod as he cleared his throat.

      “Morning, ladies. Morning, gents,” he said. “Now . . . I know how this looks. Bloke all by himself, middle of nowhere, with nothing but a shoddy pistol and a nice haircut, right?” He glanced around. The group remained silent, each giving him looks of weary displeasure. He licked his lips and continued. “You might be thinking five against one is easy pickings. Under normal circumstances, you’d be right. No doubt of that. But I’ve got a bit of a secret. Turns out . . . with me involved . . . five against one makes it just about even.”

      He raised his pistol, pointing it skyward, preparing not to fire but to run. Still, they did not move. He frowned. What were they waiting for? Was he missing something? Some trap or trick? Whatever the case, it was better to be off sooner than later. He bent his knees, hoping to surprise the thieves to his right by diving straight between them.

      “Hello, Inkwell.”

      Ink’s knees wobbled beneath him, all his energy for flight stolen away. At the same time he felt his heart skip a beat and a curious fluttering sensation in his stomach. He knew of only one voice that could have such an effect on him. He turned with a bewildered expression.

      There stood the Lady Seherene, tall and cool as a queen. He was surprised to see she was clad like the others, wearing a heavy coat, trousers, and leather gloves and boots. She even sported a wide-brimmed hat which turned slightly upward on one side. He knew he was staring at her like a slack-jawed idiot, but he couldn’t help it. She was even a vision looking like a professional bandit. When he did finally find the voice to speak, it was to say the least tactful and most obvious thing imaginable.

      “What are you doing here?”

      A smile lifted the corner of her mouth. “What, no greeting for me, Mr. Featherfield?”

      “Hello. What are you doing here?”

      She stepped forward across the ledge. “We happened to be in the area, scouting out a few of the old hiding places. Wanted to make certain it remained as free and clear as we had left it.” She turned her gaze on him again. “And you?”

      Ink frowned, trying to force his mind to think properly. “Oh, nothing much. Just . . .”

      As he fumbled for an answer that wouldn’t quite be a lie, she reached out and touched the swelling bruise on his brow where he'd struck his head. A moment later, he felt the dull ache near his temple disappear. He blinked, caught off-guard.

      “Just . . . wandering, really.”

      “This is a dangerous place for wandering. Still, I see you do not go unprepared.”

      He tucked the pistol back into his belt with a nod. “I know how to handle myself. Wouldn’t have lived this long otherwise.”

      “I’ve no doubt of that,” she answered. “You know, you caused quite a bit of trouble at Mastmarner. Sixteen hunters injured, half of whom had to be sent to a hospital due to the severity of their wounds. To say nothing of the damage dealt to those ancient halls.”

      Ink frowned. “What makes you think that’s to do with me?”

      “Mr. Coram says you cried out to warn the Colonists.”

      “Mr. Coram’s a daft prig.”

      “That may be, but he was telling the truth.”

      Ink looked away as she studied his face. He’d nearly forgotten what power she had over him, even through a mere glance. “So what? You gonna arrest me?”

      “Well that’s not the deal, is it, Inkwell?”

      He glanced nervously at the other hunters gathered around them.

      “It’s all right. They know,” she said. “And they will take your word in good faith. Just as you have taken mine.”

      Ink curled his left hand into a fist, once more feeling the weight of the pact ring. “I don’t suppose . . . you’ve had any word of ‘em yet. My parents, I mean.”

      He didn’t dare look at her face to anticipate the answer. He couldn’t bear it. Besides, there was no need. The brief silence that followed held enough disappointment.

      “Not yet,” she said. “But word has been sent to dozens of contacts across the country, all of whom are working tirelessly on the case. The weather will likely slow things down a bit, but I firmly believe it is only a matter of time.”

      With his eyes still bent on the ground, he nodded.

      “As for the events at Mastmarner,” she continued. “I do not question your actions there. The motives are clear enough. I only ask that in future you consider the cost. It was very fortunate no one lost their life that day, but I fear fate will not be so kind the next time.”

      She paced another few steps along the ridge.

      “They say one of the Colonists was shot. Has he recovered?”

      “He has,” Ink said. “And what about that airship of yours? I trust it got home all right.”

      She smiled again. “We managed it. Good of you to ask. There’s even a contingent of hunters still looking for you in the Lockhorns.”

      Ink scoffed. “Nothing out there any more interesting than the nothing here, I’m afraid. I daresay I’m the only familiar face you’ll come across in these parts.”

      “So you wander Ban-Geren alone? Very brave of you.”

      “Yeah, well, I like to get away once in a while. Do a bit of exploring. Good to change up the scenery now and then.”

      “Indeed,” she replied. “And it seems you’re not the only one here with a mind to do so.”

      As she spoke, she drew a long brass cylinder from her belt and held it out to him. He frowned uneasily as he stepped forward and took it from her. She pointed down the wide trench.

      “Just along there. To the northeast. Something you may find of interest.”

      He raised the spyglass to his eye and followed her directions. There was nothing to see at first, the view blurred and hazy, but after a small twist of the lens everything became clear. A sickened feeling came instantly to his stomach, and he felt his heart sink even lower.

      There were Wendolen and Josephina Plumsley, making their way slowly up the trench. Jo was very weak, nearly doubled over with a blanket around her. Her sister supported her with one arm around her shoulder and another around the front of her waist. At least five more miles of treacherous wasteland lay ahead of them.

      “We’ve been watching them for a while now,” Seherene said. “A curious pair to find in such terrain. Sisters, by the look of them. At closer view they seemed familiar to me somehow, but I couldn’t place it. Do you know them?”

      Ink lowered the spyglass from his eye, but didn’t answer.

      “They’re certainly lucky to have gotten so far unharmed. But I’ll wager that luck won’t hold for much longer. We must offer our assistance, I think. Get them back to where they belong. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Ink’s shoulders slumped. She knew. She’d known all along, merely toying with him to see if he would offer the truth on his own. Well, she could have it. There was no point dragging out the facade any longer. He turned back to her.

      “You won’t hurt them, will you?”

      Hearing her suspicions confirmed, a knowing look came into her eye.

      “We have always treated them fairly,” she answered. “Now . . . I don’t suppose any of the others have gotten themselves lost, have they?”

      “No. They ain’t nowhere near. So you can just take it easy.”

      “Inkwell!”

      Ink cringed as his name echoed through the chasms and ravines surrounding them. The hunters pulled their pistols and clasped the hilts of their daggers, glancing around nervously.

      But the Entress stood still, all mirth and friendliness dropped away, looking as though she’d just heard the voice of a ghost. Ink tried desperately to think of something to say, but just as he opened his mouth to speak, the voice came again.

      “Inkwell!”

      As the echoes of Caradoc’s voice faded a second time, Seherene raised a hand to one of the hunters. The man approached and waited for her next command. But she didn’t speak. Or couldn’t.

      “My Lady?” he asked, watching the blood drain from her face.

      “Lord Vaddon,” she said, her eyes aflame and her voice barely above a whisper, “do everything in your power to find the owner of that voice. Raze Ban-Geren to the ground. Flood it with fire if you have to.”

      The hunter’s frown deepened as he glanced between the Entress and the boy. “Good Lord. You’re not saying . . . that was Isaac Caradoc?”

      “No! No, you’ve got it all wrong!” Ink said. “It ain’t what you think! That’s a different bloke. Hunts deer for a living. Took me along this morning. We’ve been tracking a huge buck what wandered in through here . . .”

      The Colonist-hunter glanced back at Seherene. “Are you certain, ma'am?”

      Her gaze tracked across the sky, fierce enough to rend the very atmosphere apart. “It’s been nine years since I last heard the sound of that voice. But in my heart it has not ceased to echo every day since then.”

      Quick as lightning, she drew a long pistol from inside her coat, then rushed past him and disappeared into the tunnel, heading straight for the northern opening.

      “No!” Ink cried. “No, wait!”

      He sprinted into the passage, spurred himself past her, and came to a stop just outside the second entrance. She halted, watching as several loose rocks rained down between them. Ink pulled the pistol from his belt and aimed it towards the crumbling roof.

      “Stand aside,” she commanded.

      “No! This ain’t part of the deal! You know that!”

      The rest of the hunters came running to Seherene’s side.

      “What’s he doing?” one of them cried, looking up at the precarious trap above.

      “Out of the way, boy!” Lord Vaddon ordered.

      “Get back! All of you!” Ink said. “Or I’ll bring it down, I swear!”

      Seherene took a step forward. “Don’t do this, Ink. Don’t take this chance from us.”

      He shook his head. “It ain’t time. Not now. Not yet.”

      She took another step forward. Ink cocked the hammer of the pistol.

      “Please,” she said, her eyes and voice both full of desperation. “Please. I need this to end. And I need him to end it.”

      Ink faltered, his pistol arm lowering a few inches. He didn’t want her in pain. He wanted smiles and laughter, to know she was at peace, freed of all her burdens. But it wasn’t so easy. He had his own costs to consider.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Really, I am. But I need him, too. And . . . well, no hard feelings.”

      He raised the pistol and squeezed the trigger. Seherene and the Colonist-hunters disappeared from sight as a barrage of rock and earth fell between them with a great roar. Ink hurried back, watching the rubble fill the tunnel opening in a matter of seconds. A plume of powdery dust rose high into the air.

      When all was quiet again, Ink could only stand gaping at the scene, hardly believing what he’d done. If his actions at Mastmarner hadn’t earned her full displeasure, he’d certainly done the job now. A rumble shook the ground, then another, sending a second shower of smaller stones tumbling down the slope in front of him. Muffled shouts resounded on the other side of the rock. They were trying to break through.

      Without another moment’s hesitation, Ink turned and ran through the ravine, disappearing into the mist.
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      Inside the cave, the hunters put their hands to the rocks.

      “Again!” Vaddon shouted.

      A flash of red light skittered across the walls, a third tremor shaking the very foundations.

      “It’s no use,” Seherene said. “They’ll be gone by the time we get through.”

      Another hunter spat on the rubble before them. “The treacherous imp! I’ll hang him by his ankles if I ever see him again!”

      “You were too kind, my Lady,” another said. “A great deal could be gained with more forceful methods.”

      Seherene checked the chamber of her pistol. “The Colonists will break, piece by piece. Only our patience is required. Push too hard and it may all fall apart. The boy will not fail us, I am certain. Indeed, he has served us well already.”

      She turned and hurried back towards the remaining outlet. The others followed.

      “Take the paths along the ridge,” she said. “Find them if you can. But even if they manage another escape, all is not lost. Our aim in coming east is achieved. We have found the esteemed Wendolen Plumsley. Her friends are soon to follow. Once the pair of them are in custody, I will escort them to Stalikos myself.”

      “Shall we chain them, my Lady?” Vaddon asked.

      “Only if you must. But by all appearances, I do not think they will give you much of a fight.”
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      Ink kept running until the pathway in front of him vanished. The mist had become so thick that his clothes were now damp and heavy, as though he’d passed through a cloud. He pulled his spyglass out from under his shirt and pressed his thumb to the center. Light flashed from the warped glass. Ink held it flat in his open palm, willing the invisible beam to burn all the brighter.

      After several minutes, he tucked the glass piece back under his shirt, then pulled up his coat collar in an attempt to keep the chill away. He was hopelessly lost, and he feared that at any moment he would hear the Colonist-hunters’ footsteps running up the pathway behind him. Now that they knew Caradoc was nearby, they would surely stop at nothing to get their hands on him. But how had Seherene gotten so close? Chance may have been the cause of their first meeting, but to have crossed paths again with no exchange of any communication had to mean something more. She hadn’t been at all surprised to encounter him on the ridge. Her reaction had been so casual, so even-tempered, it almost seemed as if she’d intended to find him there. Whatever the explanation, he knew he had to get the Colonists out of Ban-Geren, and fast.

      He strained his eyes, trying to make out his surroundings. At first, he could see nothing other than a heavy curtain of gray mist. But after a few minutes, a gust of wind rushed by and cleared away a good swathe of it. A clump of dead trees appeared in the distance—this time of the natural variety rather than the skeletal. Nearby was an old lean-to, its canvas roof in tatters and its timbers withered by rot. In the midst of the trees, something moved. Ink tensed, preparing to break into flight again.

      A small figure crouched low to the ground, wearing a dirty, threadbare cloak. Bedraggled tresses of pale red hair streamed past the dark hood. The woman—as Ink guessed the figure to be—appeared to be drawing something on the ground and muttering to herself. There was clearly something wrong with her, sickness or madness, or both. Had the ravine path been visible he might have hurried quietly away. But the mist hung like a thick barricade around the clearing's perimeter and did not part even at the next rush of wind.

      The cloaked figure shuddered, letting out a cry that was something between a groan and a sob, and then he began to think the person before him might be a child. Ink sighed, once more feeling his nuisance of a conscience begin to prod him. He couldn’t leave a child in the middle of Weasel Country. After a long moment of wrestling with himself, he began to approach her.

      As he passed by the lean-to, he caught sight of three human skeletons within, all still dressed in their ragged clothes. One lay sprawled across a large trunk. The second sat propped up against a broken crate. The third lay crumpled on the ground, its emaciated arms covering its head. Ink halted, alarmed by the sight and reluctant to move any closer to the muttering figure. She fell silent and tilted her head, like an animal sensing unexpected movement nearby.

      “’Scuse me, miss,” he said. “Are you all right? You lost?”

      The air around him suddenly grew heavy and thick, pressing down on his chest and making his limbs feel like lead. Something was terribly wrong. He’d felt these sensations once before, standing outside Margaret’s house in Burgess Valley.

      But by the time he’d made the connection, it was too late for retreat. The woman began to shake, slightly at first but more and more until he realized she was laughing. The sound of it incited a deep horror which raised every hair on the back of his neck.

      “Am I lost?” she repeated, her hollow voice cutting through the air like an icy wind. “Beyond all hope of recovery.”

      She uncoiled, rising to her full height. Ink’s hand went to his pistol but the effort of the action was almost too much for him. It felt as though he was trying to pull his hand through a vat of molasses. The moment he finally managed to draw it from his belt, the woman turned to face him. He felt the breath leave his lungs as his worst fears were confirmed.

      Silver eyes stared at him, unblinking. Black veins were visible beneath her paper-thin skin. The nails on her claw-like hands and feet were curled, cracked, and broken. A mass of spiked chains was wrapped around her torso and arms, cutting into the faded dress she wore, while a cloud of black vapor seeped out from under her cloak and surrounded her horrible form, pulsating and writhing with an energy all its own.

      It was all Ink could do to keep from crumpling to the ground in terror. With his hand shaking uncontrollably, and exerting all the strength he could muster, he aimed his pistol at the Spektor and fired. The bullet passed through her chest and struck a tree behind her. She laughed again, a hideous cackling. The cloud of black vapor around her shoulders flew towards him and lifted him five feet off the ground. He barely had time to cry out before he was slammed against one of the dead trees and held firm against it. The pistol fell from his hand as the wind was knocked out of him. He gasped for breath and choked on the vapor’s putrescent stench. It was almost enough to render him unconscious. His vision dimmed for a moment, then sharpened again as the Spektor began to approach. Her tangled red hair fell past her waist, streaked with white. A line of drool dripped down her chin as she sized him up, her cracked lips curving into a grin of depraved delight.

      “Well, well,” she said, her black tongue flicking out between her silver teeth. “Fresh blood in Ban-Geren? After all these years?”

      Ink struggled against his restraint but the black vapor held fast. He found himself now wishing for the sound of the Colonist-hunter’s footsteps, no matter that they’d likely kill him on the spot. Better them than the terrible creature before him.

      “Y-you can’t hurt me!” Ink said with a quivering voice. “You ain’t allowed!”

      He nearly gagged on the words. The putrid odor of the black vapor made his eyes water. The Spektor stopped in front of him and sized him up again, this time with a look of curiosity.

      “But I know you!” she hissed again. “You’re Eamon’s boy!”

      Ink held his head as far back against the tree as he could, trying to escape the fumes. “That’s right. He’s my granddad. And he . . . he gave orders I’m not to be harmed. So you best just take yourself off.”

      The Spektor gasped in mock surprise and stooped to make a curtsey, her chains jangling loudly. “Beg pardon, my Lord! But I’m afraid that’s quite impossible.”

      She gestured across the clearing. Ink watched as the mist rolled away at her command, revealing where the end of her terrible coil of chains disappeared into the ground.

      “I’ve anchored here, you see,” she continued. “And how could I not? This place . . . oh, it was beautiful once. So full of anger and fear and pride. Ripe for the picking. And how I feasted! Gorged myself until there was nothing left. Nothing left. Nothing left.”

      Ink glanced at the skeletons in the lean-to. “You killed them?”

      A scowl furrowed her hideous brow. “Killed them? What use are they to me dead? No! I tell you I feasted. They lost heart. Abandoned hope. And it was good. So, so good.” She lifted her hands over her head and swayed, as though dancing.

      Ink shut his eyes and whispered aloud to himself.

      “I do not hate. I don't despair. I do not hate. I don't despair.”

      He repeated the phrase a third time before the Spektor suddenly stopped her strange dance and began to pull at her hair.

      “And then they left me!” she cried. “Went and shot themselves, the fools! They hastened only to eternal doom. Eternal scorn! I have been there. I have seen it!” She gnashed her teeth and tugged even harder at her hair, as though wanting to tear it from her head. Then suddenly, she grew calm. Her silver eyes lifted towards Ink again. “Eamon's boy. There’s something special about you. Something important. What is it they say? What is it? Ah! Yes! You have poor Wickwire’s watch. You looked inside. And now its power is inside you. What a clever boy. Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.”

      Ink felt his stomach turn. Where were the others? Where was Caradoc?

      She moved closer, sucking the saliva between her silver teeth. “How my Mistress would love to meet you in person. I would take you to see her myself if I could. But perhaps . . . perhaps I shall keep you here instead.”

      Ink struggled against the vapor's hold. “You ain't keeping me nowhere! I'm no use to you! I do not hate! I don't despair!”

      “Yes!” she said, clasping her clawed hands together in delight. “Yes, you will stay! And then I shall have someone to play with! I will teach you all the games I know. How to draw strife to a household. How to infect the blood with rage. Yes! And drawing, of course! I am very good at drawing. Let me show you! Let me show you the soul markings!”

      She stepped away and waved her emaciated arm as if to clear the mist again. But this time, a host of rune-like markings lit up across the ground all at once, glowing bright as gold.

      “All is lost lest these are lost!” she said, spreading both arms wide.

      From what Ink could discern, the symbols were not all unique to one another, but the same five repeated over and over again. To his great horror, one in particular struck him as familiar.

      “It can’t be,” he whispered to himself.

      He shut his eyes. Yes. There it was. The symbol behind his eyelids, glowing gold. The same mark the mysterious rider had drawn on the shores of a dead Otherworld after he'd named Caradoc as his enemy. Now it lay before his feet in his own world, and in seemingly infinite iterations.

      “What are they?” he asked.

      “I told you, stupid boy! They are soul markings! True names in the First Language! All is lost lest these are lost!”

      “First Language? But . . . ain’t that forbidden?”

      Her silver eyes shot back to him, the corners of her mouth curling into a horrible sneer. “Forbidden? What is such a word to me? What care I for commands or prohibitions? There is nothing beyond my reach! Nothing denied me! Not even you!”

      She swooped towards him and rose into the air. Ink felt the blood rush to his head as she clasped her dead hand around his throat and squeezed.

      “We mustn’t hurt the boy!” she raged in a mocking voice. “We mustn’t anger the Mistress! That wouldn’t do! No! It wouldn’t do at all!”

      Ink wheezed. Stars began to dance in his eyes. When the creature spoke again, her hollow voice sounded farther away.

      “Too long have I been without sustenance! Far too long! I will have him. I will have him for my own. All to myself!”

      She opened her mouth—much wider than should have been possible—until the only light Ink could see in his dimming vision was the glint of her two rows of silver teeth.

      “Aaahhh!”

      The creature screamed. She plucked her hand away from Ink's throat and touched back to the ground, reeling as she drew her cloak tight around herself. Ink gasped the air back into his lungs and opened his eyes. Another figure moved near the edge of the clearing, dark and blurred, slowly approaching the Spektor but maintaining a cautious distance. The woman writhed and hissed like a vicious asp, spitting and cursing. Ink blinked a few times to clear his vision. The stranger was holding out his left hand towards her.

      “Release him!”

      Ink felt a flood of relief wash over him. It was Caradoc’s voice.

      “Keyholder!” she cried. “Hellfire take you! You will burn! You will burn!”

      “Release him!” he commanded again, reaffirming the gesture of his steady hand.

      The Spektor cried out as her chains tightened and bit deeper into her flesh. The black vapor released its hold on Ink, dropping him to the ground before flying back to her. He scrambled to his feet and hurried behind the tree, watching as Caradoc continued to advance.

      “This boy is under my protection,” he said. “You will not touch him again.”

      “I will do as I please! You are no master of mine!”

      “You know him. You know he’s being tracked by your kind. Why?”

      She cursed him again and spat. Ink saw Caradoc’s left hand tense. The glow of light on his palm grew stronger. The Spektor gasped as the chains tightened again. She pulled at them, the whites of her eyes growing dark.

      “No! My time is not yet come! It is not yet come!”

      “I ask again. What has he done? Why are the Spektors after him?”

      A low rumble resounded around them. Ink glanced up as a strong wind suddenly whipped past. The thick wall of fog surrounding the clearing began to spin like the vortex of a whirlwind.

      “I will flee!” the Spektor hissed. “Damn you, I will flee!”

      “No,” Caradoc said, the fierce tone of his voice matching the fire in his eyes. “You will stand where you are and answer me, or I will send you back to the Crypt this moment!”

      At this threat, the Spektor began to tremble, shrinking down under the weight of her chains. The wind died away. The whirling fog slowed. She moaned and clutched at her head. Caradoc stepped forward. His palm shone with all the brilliance of sunlight. The Spektor’s chains began to glow, brighter and brighter until they appeared as white-hot as metal in a forge.

      “No!” the Spektor screamed, falling to her knees and pulling at her chains. “The boy is marked! His eyes have been opened! He must be watched! He must be watched!”

      “Who commands this?”

      “The Mistress! The Mistress!” She fell forward onto her hands, shaking uncontrollably. A stream of obscenities issued from her mouth as vile as the vapor around her.

      “Where is your Mistress?”

      In answer, she spat on the ground, then began to claw at one of the glowing soul markings with her cracked fingernails. It was the symbol behind Ink’s eyelids.

      “Your soul will burn, Keyholder!” she cried. “Your strength is false! Your heart weak as a dying ember! You cannot stand before her, nor will you ever find her! Never!”

      Caradoc frowned, his brow glistening with sweat. He stepped forward again. “What has the boy seen? How have his eyes been opened?”

      The Spektor erupted into mad laughter.

      “What has he seen?” Caradoc demanded again.

      “Ask him! Ask! But do not trust! He is a liar! A traitor! He plays you for the fools you are! Tell him, stupid boy, tell him!”

      Ink ducked behind the tree, feeling his chest tighten with anxiety. What if she really did know everything? The name he'd given to the Wickwire Watch. His Spektor grandfather's commands. His agreement with Seherene. If she spilled everything now, it would mean the end of all his plans, all his hopes. He had to stop her somehow. Somehow.

      “Where is your Mistress?” the Keyholder asked again, his voice brimming with rage.

      She laughed once more, but the sound soon turned into a scream. Her chains had again grown white-hot. Smoke rose where the metal touched her skin. The black veins in her face bulged as she strained and thrashed, desperately trying to loosen her bonds.

      “The island! The island!”

      “Which island? Damiras? We looked there! It was abandoned!”

      She coiled inward, writhing away from the light of the Key. “She hides! She hides in—”

      A tremor ripped through the ground. Ink clutched at the tree and glanced around the trunk. The chain connecting the Spektor to the ground had suddenly become taut. Her eyes widened in horror, her cracked lips quivering. The earth shuddered again. The sound of rocks tumbling into the ravine echoed from somewhere behind them. And then, bit by bit, the chain began to slide backwards into the ground.

      She screamed with the full power of her terror and strained against the chain, pressing the metal thorns even deeper. Black blood began to seep through her cloak.

      “No! No! Mercy, I beg you! Mercy!”

      Her cries became piercing screeches, so terrible that Ink put his hands to his ears. The ground shook again and a chasm opened where the end of the chain descended. Caradoc drew quickly back as the Spektor fell and was dragged along the ground. She clawed at the earth, her shrieks growing even more frenzied. The next moment, a shaft of cold light shot up out of the crevice and engulfed the woman as she was pulled down into the earth.

      Almost as soon as the terrible creature was gone from sight, the clearing's floor began to break apart and fall away. Caradoc raced back to Ink and grabbed him by the arm, preparing to lead him to safety. But it was only in time to see the path back to the ravine plunge down into darkness. They stood back against the tree, watching as the lean-to slid into the growing abyss, taking its tortured victims at last to their burial. One by one, the dead trees began to follow, accompanied by sounds of sharp cracks and deep booms as their roots tore from the ashen earth. The fissures multiplied and split wide apart, and it soon became clear that the destruction was only spreading so far as the soul markings—which surrounded them for thirty feet on every side.

      “What do we do?” Ink cried. “What do we do?”

      “Hold tight to me. We’re not done yet.”

      It was a fine thing to say, and by Caradoc's tone of voice alone, Ink might have believed him. But the worry in the Keyholder’s eyes told the truth. There was really nothing to be done. It was far too great a distance to jump, and there was nothing to cling to that wouldn’t soon tumble into oblivion.

      But then, the tremors stopped. The last bits of loose earth crumbled away. The clearing fell silent and still. All that now remained of the Spektor’s former site of anchorage was a great bottomless pit more than fifty feet across, with only a single tree perched on a thin column of earth in the center.

      When it became clear their safe haven was truly safe, they began to breathe again. Ink sat down with his back to the trunk and rubbed at the spot on his neck where the cracked fingernails had pressed into his flesh. Caradoc examined his face and throat and determined she had done no serious injury. He sat down next to Ink and wiped the sweat from his brow.

      “I’m sorry, Ink,” he said. “I’d hoped you’d had your last glimpse of a Spektor back at Corvus Lake. And after all my talk about none being left here . . .” He shook his head in regret. “I'll give you a glass of tonic to help you sleep tonight—”

      “What happened to her?” Ink said. “Why was she dragged into the ground like that? Is that . . . is that what an expulsion looks like?”

      “Yes. Spektors swear a powerful oath to serve the Mistress. It is a Keyholder’s job to try and make them break that oath. Such a thing is considered an act of treason, and what you just witnessed is the consequence. Getting them to reveal any kind of secret is usually a reliable way to go about it.”

      Ink frowned. “Those symbols on the ground. She said they were ‘soul markings’. True names in the First Language. And she kept repeating, ‘All is lost lest these are lost’.”

      Caradoc set his forearm on his knee and gazed out across the chasm. “The Mistress has her own warrant list, made up of people who are to be tracked and watched whenever possible, all for various reasons. I can’t read the markings myself but I know my name is among them. Perhaps Mavie’s as well.”

      Ink looked up at him. “And Mr. Bash? Do you think he was on it as well?”

      After a moment's hesitation, Caradoc nodded.

      Ink glanced down into the chasm, feeling a knot form in his stomach. He put a shaking hand to it. “And now . . . mine's there, too. She said I was to be watched.” His breaths began to quicken in panic. “Does that mean they can see us all the time? Everywhere we go? Are there dozens of 'em looking at us right now?”

      “No. They're not omniscient. Their powers of sight and sense are every bit as limited as ours—if not more so—although they can detect certain things we cannot. And besides that, they have an insatiable hunger which compels them to hunt for victims. Constantly watching someone's every move—particularly a person who wouldn't give them what they crave—would only deny them the true purpose for which they returned from death. It's all the more reason to keep a close eye on ourselves, be on the lookout for any dark feeling that might turn into something worse and draw them back again.”

      Ink nodded. Caradoc reached beneath his coat and tore a wide strip from his shirt. Fresh blood had begun to ooze through the gold mark on his left hand. Ink recalled Riva's words from the night they’d returned from Margaret’s house. The Key needed blood to work, and the open wound beneath ensured a wellspring at every use.

      Ink frowned down at it. “Why did you ask Mavie to give you that thing? Why'd you ever want it in the first place? Seems all it’s brought you is pain.”

      Caradoc tied off the makeshift bandage, then pulled his fingerless glove from his pocket and tugged it carefully down over his hand. “As it comes to questions, I’ve got a far more pressing one. What haven’t you told me?”

      He wasn't angry, but worried. Ink hesitated, unsure how to answer. The Spektor had said that his eyes had been opened. And whether she’d meant his dealings with the Wickwire Watch and the mysterious cloaked rider, or his meeting with his granddad in an Otherworld, the conclusion was the same; he could tell Caradoc nothing.

      “She must’ve meant I was never supposed to see that Spektor in Corvus Lake,” he answered. “Or at least, that I shouldn't have lived to tell about it. Maybe I surprised it. And now that I’ve seen two of ‘em, I know even more things I shouldn’t. It makes me worry about Margaret, really. She saw seven Spektors. What if she's on this list, too?”

      “Hey!”

      They glanced towards the ravine path. Simon and Riva had just stepped out of the fog and now stood waving their arms.

      “You two in need of assistance?” Simon shouted. “Or did you decide on purpose to rest yourselves way out there?”

      “You know me! I always liked a good challenge!” Caradoc called back.

      “Hold on!” Riva cried. “I'm going to lay a shield across this gap!”

      Escaping their precarious situation was nearly as harrowing as the circumstance which had forced them into it. The bridge the Entress made for them was practically invisible. There was no light glittering at the edges, no sound of solid footfalls beneath them, only a faint shimmer of air like Ink had sometimes seen rising from a pavement on a hot summer's day. It meant that crossing the abyss demanded what little courage remained of his already threadbare nerves.

      Caradoc instructed him once more to hold tight to the back of his coat, and this time Ink was all too happy to oblige. Once back on solid ground, however, he felt little relief. Though they had survived one terrible danger, another lay less than a mile behind them. Worse still, he was certain Seherene and the Colonist-hunters had made their way closer by now.

      “You weren’t joking about elaborate traps,” Simon said, surveying what was left of the area. “What triggered it?”

      “We heard gunshots,” Riva added.

      “That story will have to wait 'til we're home again,” Caradoc said. “Any sign of Wen and Jo?”

      “Not that we've seen,” Simon replied. “But hopefully Abner and Evering have had better fortune. This mist is thickening by the minute. We ought to head back to the Drifters.”

      “And quick as we can,” Ink said, resisting the urge to look over his shoulder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When they met up again with father and son, it was to learn that luck had eluded them all. The hour was up, and the Plumsleys remained lost. Tears slipped down Riva’s cheeks.

      “I can’t bear to think of them in a place like this,” she said. “There must be something else we can do.”

      “We can try scouting the area from the Drifters again,” Abner replied. “Low as we can. In safety, of course.”

      “It’s worth a try,” Caradoc said.

      Simon put a hand on Riva’s shoulder. “Don’t count them out yet. For all we know they’ve reached safety already. You and I can take Drifter Two.”

      Abner nodded as he clapped Evering on the arm. “We’ll take the other. Come on.”

      Ink and Caradoc followed them to Drifter One. Once aboard, Abner ignited the burner while Caradoc untethered the anchor line. Ink hurried to the prow, his eyes searching the ravine paths around them. They’d made it back to the Drifter all right but there was still the possibility of catching sight of the Colonist-hunters from the air—and what then?

      “All set!” Abner announced.

      Caradoc stepped forward to board the Drifter. Suddenly, he froze. A look came across his face, as though he’d had a shock, and he glanced over his shoulder with a frown creasing his scarred brow. Ink watched him with concern. There was no one else in sight, but he seemed to be scanning the rocks and ridges behind him as though expecting to see something at any moment.

      “What's wrong?” Abner asked.

      It was another long moment before Caradoc turned back again. The look of bewilderment was still etched into his expression. He shook his head and blinked as if to wake himself.

      “Something’s always wrong here,” he answered. “Let's go.”
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      As the Drifter rose above Ban-Geren, Ink saw that the fog had completely flooded the eastern half—including the winding trench where he had last seen the Plumsleys. He could also see nothing of Seherene or the hunters, a fact which filled him with relief, followed by a deep and piercing stab of guilt.

      “Don’t worry, Ink.”

      He glanced up at Evering, who sat across from him.

      “They’ll be all right,” he said. “Wen can be fierce as a tiger when it comes to protecting her sister. She’ll take care of things.”

      Ink let his gaze fall to his folded hands. “Do you think they’d ever . . . talk?”

      Evering frowned. Ink rushed on.

      “I mean, if they was under pressure or something. You know. Got asked one too many questions. Do you think they’d give everything up?”

      “Nah. Not in a million years. We’re family. They’d fight tooth and nail to keep us safe, like any of us would. But it won’t come to that. Not even close. They’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

      Ink glanced out over the gunwale, watching the blight of Ban-Geren grow smaller. Anyone else might have been comforted by Evering’s words, but the truth of the matter was much less forgiving.

      He’d given them up to save his own interests, without a second thought. He hadn’t raised a finger in their defense, nor made any attempt to persuade Seherene not to pursue them. But what could he do? It wasn’t to be helped. He wasn’t the Plumsleys’ boy, after all.

      He was Eamon’s boy.
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            At the Gates of Orthys
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      Meanwhile, many hundreds of miles to the south, and following many weary days of travel, John Spindler disembarked from his coach and shut the door behind him. Entrian drivers, he had been told, were not in the habit of holding doors for Cassrian passengers, and as he was eager to be about his business he had not waited to see if the rumor held true. From where he stood, he could see the sloping roofs and domed towers of his destination rising above the treetops. A pair of wrought-iron gates stood about thirty feet down the paved pathway. Spindler smoothed his coat and turned back to the driver.

      “Can you wait for me?”

      “I can wait all day,” the driver replied. “But it will cost you five notes every quarter-hour. And I will need payment now for the journey here.”

      Spindler pursed his lips, drawing his mustache askew. That was twice as much as he would be expected to pay anywhere east of the Lockhorns; another stark reminder that he was now firmly in Entrian territory. But so be it. He wasn’t about to turn back. He would simply have to be quick about things. And so, stifling a grumble, he paid his fare, assured the driver he would return as soon as possible, and made his way down the path towards the gates.

      When he came to them, he halted and looked around. There was no one else in sight. He took hold of one of the bars and pushed, then pulled. The gates were shut fast, though he saw no locks or bolts. He glanced back towards the coach, hoping the driver might see his predicament and offer a helpful word of advice. The man had put his feet up and covered his face with his hat, dozing with his arms comfortably crossed.

      Spindler twitched his mustache in annoyance, then retreated back a few steps for a wider view of the area. Perhaps there was an alternate route or a second gate by which he might enter. But the impossibly high wrought-iron fence stretched out of sight in both directions with no other entryways in sight. Fortunately, at the same moment he tipped his hat back on his brow, he caught sight of a slender post a few feet from the gates with a silver bell and a pull chain attached to it. He hurried forward and tugged on it eagerly.

      The small bell tolled with all the power and force of a great clock tower, so much that Spindler was startled backwards. The sound of it echoed down the path beyond the gates, renewing its strident peals at steady intervals along the way as if other bell posts were picking up the message and carrying it along. Spindler cleared his throat and straightened his tie, hoping no one had noticed his alarm.

      As the sound of ringing bells faded, his gaze was drawn to the great Temple of Orthys ahead—the grandest and largest of all places of worship in the country. The name was something of a misnomer, for it was not comprised of a single building but rather a sprawling complex of prayer halls, offices, libraries, gardens, and bath houses. It was also where the eminent Chief Priest Osaias resided. Officially, he was head over all Entrian clergy members in Eriaris, though a good number of Cassrians also showed him due reverence, priests and common folk alike.

      At last, a figure appeared in the distance, coming down the steps of a many-pillared sanctuary. Spindler removed his hat and smoothed down his hair. This was the twelfth temple he’d visited in the past six weeks. Since he also meant for it to be his last, he knew he had to do everything in his power to make the visit as worthwhile and profitable as possible. In a place like this, that would mean walking a fine line between tact and determination.

      The man coming to meet him was a thin, bald man in a crimson robe, which indicated his role as a scribe. When he was close enough he proffered a nod in greeting and stopped a few feet short of the gates.

      “Good afternoon.”

      “Good afternoon, sir. My name is Spindler. I’ve come to Orthys in the hope of conducting some important research, if I may be permitted. I was also hoping—”

      “What is your house?”

      Spindler furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry?”

      “Your house. Your family’s clan name.”

      “Oh. I have none, sir. I’m a Cassrian.”

      The man’s polite smile stiffened. “Ah.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “More of a . . . complication. It is our policy that Cassrians be accompanied by an Entrian sponsor. Someone able to verify their intent and character.”

      “Oh, I see. I wasn’t aware of such a policy, I’m afraid, but I can assure you I have only the best of intentions. I run a newspaper in Harburg, up in the North Country. And following a series of rather extraordinary events, I’ve been conducting an investigation into the matter of the Spektors, hoping to speak to anyone with reliable knowledge of them.”

      The bald man looked unmoved.

      “I’ve spoken with many Cassrian clergy on the subject over the past several weeks,” Spindler continued. “Not surprisingly, they didn’t have much to tell me. But most of them directed me here, and in particular to a priest by the name of Malkimar.”

      “I am sorry, Mr. Spindler, but regardless of your motives, we cannot make any exceptions to policy. You will have to return with a sponsor.”

      Spindler frowned. “Well . . . what about my driver? I’m sure he’d vouch—”

      “Unless he is a personal friend or colleague, I am afraid not.”

      “Please, sir. You’ve no idea how long I’ve been traveling. How far I’ve come. The ridiculous amount of money I’ve spent—”

      “I am sorry, but there will be no exceptions.”

      As he began to turn away, Spindler rushed to the gates and gripped the iron bars.

      “Wait! Is Lord Malkimar available? Might I at least speak with him for a few moments? Even here at the gates?”

      “Good day, Mr. Spindler,” the scribe replied, finally walking away.

      Spindler clenched his jaw, then made his next desperate plea with a shout.

      “Would you take the endorsement of the Lady Seherene?”

      The man stopped. Spindler withdrew an envelope from inside his coat and raised it into the air.

      “Here is a letter from her, addressed to me, and set with her seal which cannot be duplicated—even by enchantment.”

      The man turned. His expression had not changed, but by virtue of the fact that he did not keep walking, he was clearly interested. Spindler held the letter out to him through the bars and tried his best to keep a smug smile from his face.

      “You may even read her message.”

      The dutiful scribe hesitated a moment longer, then strode back to the gates and snatched the envelope out of Spindler’s hand. He unfolded the letter, perused it, squinted up at Spindler, then perused it again. He looked back towards the temple with a frown, tapping the paper against his hand.

      “Wait here,” he said at last.

      Spindler blew out a silent sigh of relief as he watched the man hurry back towards the sanctuary. There was nothing in the letter than would cause any real uproar—no mention of old Mr. Bash’s murder, or of Spindler’s own encounter with young Inkwell Featherfield and the Colonists who supposedly came to ‘rescue’ him. It contained only a brief message of thanks for his efforts and a few words of encouragement in continuing his investigation. It held almost no powers of persuasion at all, save for the Entress Seherene’s signature. By that badge of honor alone, they would surely not turn him away now.

      But they did make him wait. Forty-five minutes, in fact. And with every one of those passing minutes, Spindler felt the acute pain of banknotes bleeding out of his wallet for the waiting coach. He was tempted many times to ring the bell again but always managed to talk himself down. He could walk back to Harburg if necessary, but he would probably never have a chance like this again.

      Finally, another figure emerged from the sanctuary and began to make their way down the stairs. Spindler saw it was a woman this time, younger than himself, and wearing a gray robe with a broad leather belt. It was the garb of a student priest, or ‘apprentice’, as they were called.

      She stopped at the gates, studied him for a long moment, then held up the envelope he had given to the scribe.

      “You are John Spindler?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “You are a friend of the Lady Seherene?”

      Spindler hesitated. He was now being questioned by an Entress, who would detect the slightest embellishment or exaggeration. There was no need to impress now. If anything, he would need to downplay the truth to stay in her good graces.

      “To be honest,” he answered, “I’m not entirely sure I can presume upon friendship. But we are certainly acquaintances. Even colleagues, to a degree.”

      She examined his face closely, read the signs of his body language, considered the tone of his voice. Seemingly satisfied, she raised a hand into the air. Spindler saw a faint shimmer of green light trace around the edge of the gates, then a flash of red light at the latch. With a quick motion of her fingers—as though writing a sign in the air—the gates began to swing open. Spindler started forward with a smile, but she raised her palm to stop him and passed through the gates herself. With another wave of her hand, she closed them behind her again.

      She glanced around with a searching stare. Spindler saw her take note of the coach standing a few dozen feet away. The driver was still dozing.

      “Will you walk awhile?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      He guessed that she was not keen on having anyone overhear their conversation, no matter that they appeared to be asleep. They turned and began to stroll along the fence. There was already a well-worn path through the grass, which told Spindler he was not the first Cassrian to have forgotten a sponsor. The woman offered him the envelope back. He took it and stowed it in his coat pocket.

      “My name is Yuna,” the woman said. “I am Lord Malkimar’s apprentice. I understand you are looking for him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Regarding the Spektors?”

      “That’s right. I’ve undertaken the task of finding out all I can about them. I’ve been told Lord Malkimar has a reputation for being something of a specialist in such matters.”

      “Cassrians do not believe in Spektors,” she replied. “I must then assume your interest in them is purely on the grounds of myth and legend. Stories to sell in your paper, perhaps.”

      “Actually, no. I have every intention of treating them as real beings.”

      She gave him a sidelong look. “And is it the Lady Seherene who compels you to view them as such? You act under her orders?”

      “Well, not exactly. It’s more that we came to a mutual agreement on the idea of my conducting such an investigation. Look, I don’t mean to seem rude, but I came a very long way to speak with Lord Malkimar especially.”

      “You might have saved a great deal of expense by writing to him instead.”

      “I did write. I’ve sent three letters in the past month, none of which have been answered.”

      “He is a very busy man. There are correspondences much older than yours still awaiting his attention.”

      “But I’m here now. I’m sure even a busy man can appreciate the pains I’ve taken—”

      “Had you been invited, it would have been a different matter.”

      “Lady Yuna . . .” Spindler stepped in front of her to get her undivided attention. “I understand this is a difficult situation. A Cassrian, a newspaperman, asking questions about a subject he should know nothing about. Wanting to speak with a priest whose area of expertise centers around matters which are inherently uncomfortable and unorthodox. This is also the first temple I’ve come across with gates and fences, and I feel the full meaning of them, I assure you. I haven’t come to subvert your institutions or cause any other such trouble. I am as eager to be on my way home again as you are to see the back of me.”

      The woman folded her hands together, remaining quiet.

      “But two months ago,” he continued, “an unholy scream tore through the very fabric of my soul and has not stopped echoing in my nightmares since. Add to that a kidnapped boy and a brush with the Colonists—”

      Yuna looked at him with sudden alarm.

      “And you will begin to understand why the Lady Seherene deemed it prudent to give me her support.”

      “Boy?” she repeated. “You speak of young Anthony Revore? You knew him?”

      “Just long enough to discover the existence of a link between them all—him, the Spektors, and the Colonists. We don’t fully understand it yet, which is why it hasn’t been made public. Not to mention that the Cassrians regard the spirits as imaginary, as you’ve said. That’s why I’ve had to seek the wisdom of those who know better. The Lady Seherene herself is pursuing a similar path, as is Commissioner Marlas’s own deputy. So this is not merely the whim of some eccentric, prying journalist. And you can keep trying to put me off all you like, but surely you must see now that this is no small matter. If we don’t get to the bottom of this connection—if we can’t uncover how far or how deep it goes—we may soon see the day when no one has a choice but to believe in Spektors. I don’t think anyone is ready for that. I’m certainly not. Are you?”

      The young apprentice gazed through the fence towards the central temple in the middle of the complex. Blue light burned in the four towers surrounding it. A frown wrinkled her brow.

      “Lord Malkimar is not here,” she said at last. “He has traveled north and is not expected to return for many days. Perhaps weeks.”

      Dismayed, Spindler opened his mouth to speak. She quickly continued.

      “However . . . as your business with him is of such great importance, I will tell you where to find him. This does not constitute a promise that you will be heard. He may not be disposed to receive you whatever day you find him, nor can I give any assurance that he will answer your questions. He is a very private person and has learned to keep his knowledge closely guarded.”

      “It’s true, then?” Spindler asked. “What they say about him?”

      She answered with a nod. “Lord Malkimar has devoted himself to the study of what most would call the darker powers of this world. To better understand them. To remove the barrier of fear preventing us from what wisdom and knowledge might serve us to great advantage.”

      Spindler rubbed his chin. “I got the feeling his line of work is not generally approved of. No one spoke against it outright, but there was a sense of apprehension attached to his name.”

      “This is also true,” Yuna replied. “In fact, it is the reason I sought to serve my apprenticeship under him.”

      "Really? Why is that?”

      She stared at him another moment, then turned and started back towards the gates. Spindler kept pace beside her.

      “Faith should never be a comfortable thing,” she said. “It dares us to walk paths and peer into places we would rather avoid. It is a life of tests and trials. But I have come to believe that most stop too soon in their journeys, content with victory over the easiest challenges and daring to go no further. This is weakness. Cowardice. When people speak of Malkimar in fear or contempt, it is only because they resent the courage they do not see in themselves. If I one day become even half the priest he is, I will have achieved more than I hope even now.”

      When they reached the gates again, Spindler drew out his pad and pencil and wrote down the directions she gave him. It was far. Almost the same distance he had just traveled from Burgess Valley. The cost of another airship fare would leave him practically penniless. At this point, he would have no choice but to appeal to Deputy Commission Coram for more funds.

      “Thank you, my Lady,” Spindler said. “I do have one final question I’d like to ask, if you’ll permit me. Are you aware of any reason the Spektors might begin to . . . break the rules set for them? For instance, if they were to harm or seek to harm someone who should not otherwise have drawn their notice?”

      Yuna lifted her hand. The gates swung open. “For this, I have no answer. Many of even the simplest mysteries still remain closed to me.”

      “Is there anyone else who might know? Besides your mentor? Are there any cult groups you’re aware of? Any other doors I might knock on, even if they should be down the darker paths?”

      The young apprentice passed through the gates and shut them behind her again.

      “Apart from Lord Malkimar, there are only two others who may be able to give you what you seek. But you would likely not survive your meetings with either of them.”

      “Who are they? Can you at least tell me their names?”

      She clasped her hands behind her back. “One, you would never find of your own will. They are more spirit than flesh, and far less easily summoned than any angel or demon.”

      Spindler frowned. “Though they are neither?”

      “Lord Malkimar can tell you more. I cannot.”

      “And the other?”

      “Equally mysterious,” she replied. “And perhaps even more dangerous. Over the years he has gone by many names and titles, but we knew him first as a Keyholder.”

      Spindler’s brief surge of hope died away with a despondent sigh. “And then as a Colonist. The one all the world’s been trying to hunt down for the past nine years. Serves me right for asking.”

      She lifted her hand again, re-sealing the gates with enchantments.

      “Good day, Mr. Spindler,” she said. “I pray there will be no need for you to come here again.”

      With that, she turned her back on him and strode away. Spindler stood still a moment, trying to decide whether the parting was more an insult or an encouragement. He tucked his pad and pencil into his pocket, then hurried away to wake his snoring driver.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As soon as Yuna crossed the sanctuary threshold, she saw that Chief Priest Osaias was already waiting to meet her. She approached him and stood with her hands clasped before her.

      “I sent him to Lord Malkimar.”

      The chief priest swept a hand over his long black beard and nodded. “He will know how best to act.”

      “And you, Father?” she asked. “Will you attend as planned?”

      He glanced through the open sanctuary door, passed his staff from one hand to the other, and tapped it thoughtfully against the floor.

      “I think not. Better to be cautious, especially where men like Mr. Spindler are concerned. But I will send a message ahead. Let them know to keep watch for him. As for you, continue the studies Lord Malkimar appointed. Be cautious but diligent. The time may soon be coming when you are called upon to put them into practice.”

      She nodded. Osaias began to step away but paused soon after.

      “Oh. And if Mr. Spindler should send any more letters to Lord Malkimar, inform me at once.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “How much did he know?”

      She lifted her chin by the smallest measure. “More than we suspected. But still not nearly enough.”

      The chief priest dipped his shaggy head. “Good.”
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      To the casual observer, the Isle of Stalikos was a peaceful, unassuming place. Sheep and cattle roamed its pastures. Farmers worked their ploughs and hauled their crops to the two small ports on the eastern coast. There were a few gristmills. A smattering of fishing boats. The houses were all modest abodes of stone and thatched roofs. There was nothing terribly impressive about the place. Nothing to draw attention or recommend itself to tourists. On the surface, it was the very picture of quiet simplicity.

      But the island held an open secret. Somewhere amid its rolling hills and abundant fields was the entrance to the Entrians’ only maximum-security prison. Contained within were inmates of two different categories; those holding life sentences for violent crimes, and those deemed too dangerous to await conviction in a lesser institution—a condition met by any Colonist or associated sympathizer.

      The day after the Plumsley sisters’ arrival and confinement, the warden of Stalikos, Lord Hadwin, stood on the dock of the main port and watched as a small cutter sliced towards the island from the east. He had told the guards to expect an important visitor that morning but revealed nothing more. Those standing watch over the harbor cast anxious glances between him and the approaching vessel, each trying to guess at the caller's identity. Since the new prisoners had come ashore, the general excitement had only grown among the island's inhabitants, spreading to even the most remote homesteads. It had been two full years since receiving the last accused Colonist—a young man named Oliver Pitman—who had stayed only a week before being transported to Ciras for his execution.

      Lord Hadwin smoked a cigar as he paced the upper walkway between the guard towers. Before long, the Chief of Island Security climbed up and approached him.

      “I assume this is our visitor, sir?” she said.

      “You assume rightly, Captain.”

      “And what name are we to receive?”

      “One Mr. Arthur Nance. He alone is to set foot ashore, at which time I’ll escort him to the prison myself. You and your guard will stay and see that the crew remains onboard.”

      “Yes, sir. But are you certain you wish to escort him alone? I can easily spare a few—”

      “No, Kera, this is the way it must be done,” the warden interrupted. “Lord Pallaton wishes it. And he wishes it because he wanted my personal assurance that our visitor not speak a word about the situation to another soul.”

      “Have you any idea who this Mr. Nance is?”

      “He has been summoned for questioning and that is the end of it. I don’t get paid enough to know everything. Open the gates.”

      The captain repeated the order to the towers. A moment later, the sound of grinding metal gears and squeaking hinges pealed into the air as the two gates spanning the port swung slowly inward. By the time the mechanical workings came to a stop, both Captain Kera and Lord Hadwin had made their way down to the jetty. The crew of the cutter tossed mooring lines to the dockhands as the vessel slowed to a stop alongside them. A gangplank was quickly produced.

      “Stand clear for Mr. Arthur Nance!” Kera shouted.

      A low murmur ran through the crew as they glanced at one another in puzzlement. An older man, boasting very fine clothing and a neatly-trimmed beard, pushed his way forward.

      “I speak for Mr. Nance!” he announced, then began to make his way down the gangplank, adjusting his cloak with an attitude of annoyance.

      Hadwin stepped forward and raised his hand. “I asked for Mr. Nance himself. Not who speaks for him. Return to the vessel, man.”

      “Perhaps you misunderstand me, officer,” the bearded man replied.

      “And perhaps you’re hard of hearing!” the warden shot back, his gaze growing stern. “I give none but Arthur Nance permission to set foot on this dock. Now turn around! Unless you'd prefer to be clapped in irons!”

      Kera looked behind and nodded. Half a dozen guards rushed to the head of the jetty, rifles in hand. The older man stopped at the bottom of the gangplank and gave Hadwin a look of belittling contempt.

      “You may continue bellowing at the top of your lungs as it pleases you, but I will pass freely and unopposed. Or will you not stand clear for Commissioner George Marlas?”

      The warden raised his eyebrows, dropped the cigar from between his teeth, and extended his hand. “Welcome to Stalikos, Mr. Marlas. I’m Lord Hadwin. Very pleased to have you here. If you’d like to follow me, sir, I’ll show you to your party at once.”

      The guards hurried to make way as they passed. Stepping off the jetty, the warden turned onto a dirt path and led Marlas on a short walk heading west.

      “Forgive us, Commissioner,” he said. “We take special delight in enforcing the rules when we have to enforce them, but we weren’t exactly told to expect you.”

      “Nor am I expected,” Marlas replied. “I received word of your new arrivals only yesterday and set off as soon as I could in Mr. Nance’s place. That sorry excuse for a ship was all I could charter this time of day.”

      “Have you been here before, sir?”

      “No. I’ve avoided this place for as long as I could help it. Traveling wearies my nerves. Is it very much farther?”

      “Not far at all, sir. Few minutes is all.”

      Their path soon took them through a small collection of simple houses and gardens. There were children playing on a fence nearby, and a group of men huddled around a card table outside what appeared to be a very small café. They tipped their hats to the warden as he passed. In a distant field, a handful of men worked at loading hay into wagons. Beyond lay another dozen houses.

      “This hardly seems the place for a high-security prison,” Marlas said. “It looks to be little more than a common settlement.”

      The warden nodded. “Aye, sir, it does look so. But there’s more than meets the eye. Nearly everyone you’ll see here works at the prison.”

      Marlas glanced at him in surprise. “Really?”

      “They’re all on a rotating schedule. Three days laboring down in the cells—guard duty, cooking, cleaning—and three days to work above ground, growing the food and raising the animals we need.”

      “But there are children here!”

      “You’ll find many families around. It’s their choice, of course, but a wise one, this being the safest place in the country. Law and order is unparalleled here. Any worker who breaks the rules gets sacked almost immediately, but the pay is so good it rarely ever happens.”

      “You make it sound like a paradise. But it can hardly be so.”

      Hadwin smiled. “I admit it’s not always easy. I had to earn the gray hairs on my head and not by the gentlest means.”

      “Oh,” Marlas said with a sigh. “A consequence I know all too well myself. I tell you, there are days I feel like the warden of the world. Everyone demanding my time. Asking for aid when they can’t wipe their own backsides. Draining the years out of me. Some days I wonder how much longer I can hold out.”

      He drew a silk handkerchief from his cloak and dabbed his brow. The warden barely held back a sneer, watching the commissioner’s jeweled rings flash in the sunlight.

      A few minutes later, the path came to an end at a small stone building. Wooden shutters covered the windows on either side, and a rectangular opening in the upper part of the front door had been set with iron bars. Marlas frowned as he peered at it.

      “Is this it? The famous Stalikos Prison? It looks like a smokehouse!”

      “This is it, sir,” the warden replied as he strode up to the door. “Take a deep breath of fresh air. It’s the last you’ll have in a while.”

      He knocked four times. A guard came up to the barred window to confirm the warden’s identity before opening the door. Hadwin stood aside and gestured into the dark room.

      “After you, Commissioner.”

      Marlas hesitated, glancing at him with suspicion before finally entering. The room was bare, save for a few chairs and a fire burning low in a hearth on the far side. In the center was a circular platform ringed almost to the ceiling with a wall of iron bars. The warden opened a small gate and stepped onto it.

      “Up here, sir, quick as you like.”

      Marlas gathered his cloak and followed, looking around in bewilderment as the guards stationed themselves at a series of levers. The warden leaned down and spoke to them in a hushed voice.

      “Slow us down halfway. I want to see him sweat a little.” He straightened again. “All right, here we go. Stay calm and hold on to the railing.”

      Marlas frowned. “Stay calm?”

      A great shudder nearly threw him off his feet. He cried out and clasped at the railing with both hands, wide-eyed as the platform began to descend with a clamor of groans and squeaks. They were soon engulfed in utter darkness. The warden leaned casually against the bars and began to whistle.

      Marlas’s breaths grew panicked. “Didn’t anyone have the sense to install a light in here?”

      The warden waited a good thirty seconds, then reached up and turned the knob on an oil lamp. “There we are. Knew it was here somewhere.”

      The platform continued to descend. Marlas grew paler all the while, his grip becoming tighter and tighter around the metal bars. “How far down does this go?”

      The warden crossed his arms. “Oh, about half a mile, I think.”

      “What? You dug half a mile into the ground?”

      “No, not into the ground, sir.”

      As if on cue, the darkness suddenly lightened. The warden watched as Marlas’s eyes widened again, his mouth dropping open in pure astonishment. They were traveling down a long glass tube, beyond which lay the depths of the Western Sea. Pale blue light filled the chamber as the speed of the platform’s descent slowed to a crawl.

      “Good God,” Marlas said. “What is this?”

      “This is what you do with the world’s worst people, Commissioner,” Hadwin answered. “Build an underwater prison with the thickest stone walls ever made, held up by iron supports and hundreds of enchantments, then take them down and give them a long look at the crushing deep that will surround them for the rest of their lives. Makes quite an impression.”

      Marlas nodded. “Indeed. T-tell me something. Am I expected to stay the night here?”

      “Well,” the warden said, fixing him with a grin, “we’ll see how it goes.”
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      The commissioner had only just stopped shaking by the time he was shown to Hadwin’s office. Seherene and Pallaton rose from their chairs with expressions of surprise as Marlas bowed to them with a hand on his heart.

      “Commissioner! We were not expecting you,” Seherene said.

      “Forgive the intrusion, madam. It is not my habit to visit such places without invitation, but I found myself with no other choice. I have come on behalf of Mr. Nance.”

      “On his behalf?” Pallaton echoed with a frown.

      “Yes, I . . .” Marlas faltered.

      Seherene took him by the arm. “You look unwell, sir. Sit down.” She guided him to a chair, then glanced up at the warden. “Thank you, Lord Hadwin.”

      “Yes,” Marlas said with a distinct note of bitterness. “Thank you for the . . . tour.”

      “Any time, sir,” Hadwin replied with a smile. “I’ll leave you to your business now.”

      “Any sign of Lord Drystan?” Pallaton asked him.

      “Not yet, but he is expected within the hour. I'll inform you the moment he arrives. My Lady. My Lord.” Hadwin nodded to each, then left the room and shut the doors behind him.

      Marlas drew out his handkerchief and mopped his face. “I don’t suppose you have anything to drink here, do you?”

      “Help yourself, Commissioner.” Seherene gestured to the table between his chair and Pallaton's. “Nothing so grand as the wine you shared with me at the Great Hall, I’m afraid.”

      “It’ll do, my dear, it’ll do,” Marlas said. He filled a glass of brandy to the brim, then took a long draught and breathed out a sigh of relief. “Oh, that’s better. Goodness me. Now . . . I suppose the pair of you must be dying to know why I’m here.”

      “Yes, we're in agony,” Pallaton replied dryly, earning a look of reproach from Seherene.

      “I received word of the sisters’ arrest two days ago, and straight away began making plans to meet you at your offices in Ciras to discuss it. Not two hours later, however, I was visited by an old acquaintance who’d received a summons to appear at this prison for questioning. The man was Arthur Nance, as you may have guessed, and let me tell you he was absolutely beside himself. Wracked to the last nerve with fear. I nearly had to call my physician for him. I told him, ‘My good man, you’ll simply have to pull yourself together and make the best of it.’ And what does he do then but fall to his knees and beg me to make his case. Well, what could I do? My heart went out to the poor fellow. And so, here I am.”

      Pallaton frowned and crossed his arms. “Mr. Marlas, did you inform him of the identity of the women we detained?”

      Marlas raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Well, yes. I felt it was pertinent information for him to be made aware of. If it was meant to be secret, I do apologize.”

      Pallaton pinched the bridge of his nose and did his best to hold in a frustrated sigh.

      Seherene picked up a newspaper from the table and handed it to Marlas. “Commissioner, this is the paper from the day of their arrest. It announces a performance at a music hall in Burgess Valley which was to have taken place later that night.”

      Marlas glanced at the front page. An artist had done a drawing of two portly ladies wearing fine gowns and feathers in their hair. The facial features had been left out.

      “The odd thing,” the Entress continued, “is that the event proceeded as planned, to a sold-out theatre and glowing reviews, while I had the real Wendolen and Josephina Plumsley in my custody.”

      Marlas sighed as he set the paper down. “Alas. What greed can move a man to do. Nance told me of his little ruse—hiring look-a-likes to perform to old recordings. It was for this very thing he feared a cell of his own.”

      Pallaton laced his fingers together. “We had no intention of condemning his business practices. Our only wish is to know the reason for his deception, and the moment it began.”

      The look on the commissioner’s face became almost coy. He set down his glass, dabbed his lips with his handkerchief, and rested against the arm of his chair. “I will not dance around the subject. The reason was money, and money alone. When a manager’s two most popular entertainers go missing, he likes to fill the void as quickly as possible.”

      “Missing?” Seherene echoed.

      Marlas smiled at her. “Yes, for about nine years now. Rest assured, my Lady. All your suspicions stand correct. The sisters are Colonists.”

      Seherene and Pallaton exchanged glances.

      “You’re certain?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “You need only present me to them and watch their reactions. They’ll have no love for me. Call me a traitor, I imagine. Besides, all the other pieces fit the puzzle. Except, perhaps, what the devil they were doing all alone in Ban-Geren.”

      “We’ve yet to determine that,” Pallaton said. “They speak to us very little and have answered even less. It seems the younger sister caught a fever a week ago and passes in and out of delirium. The elder seems more concerned with that than anything else, even the fact that she’s in prison.”

      “Perhaps they had left the others looking for care,” Marlas replied.

      “They were not alone, Commissioner,” Seherene answered. “I neglected to tell you in my letter, but there were other Colonists in Ban-Geren that morning besides the sisters.”

      “Really? Are you sure? You saw them?”

      “I met the boy there. And . . . heard another’s voice.”

      “How extraordinary,” Marlas said. “It would appear your little deal with Mr. Featherfield is proving fruitful after all. I congratulate you.”

      “I think it a bit too early for congratulations myself,” Pallaton replied, glancing at Seherene. “He refused to lead on to the others. He was also responsible for their escape from Mastmarner. I think he’s decided to play the game only when it suits him best.”

      “Lord Pallaton believes it unwise to put so much faith in him,” Seherene answered, returning Pallaton’s look, “but I am content to be so unwise if the results are such as these.”

      “No doubt, madam,” Marlas said. “A shame about that business at Mastmarner, though. Poor Mr. Coram being so savagely attacked. They say it will be months before he can walk again. Has to do all his business from a hospital bed in Altan. I fear he’s no nearer to closing the second investigation into Mr. Bash’s death, but he did tell me of the head librarian’s appalling confession of treason. You witnessed it yourself, did you not, my Lady?”

      “I did,” she answered. “We decided not to arrest her in the end but keep her under strict observation. Political reasons, you understand.”

      “Of course, of course. And I expect you sent a small army of Colonist-hunters into Ban-Geren as soon as possible.”

      “With another army on the way as we speak,” Pallaton answered.

      “Good. Very good. The rats are running out of places to hide. I’ll wager you’ll flush them all out soon enough.”

      “I assume you’ll remain in Ciras to attend the sisters’ trial?” Seherene asked.

      Marlas frowned, then rose from his chair and paced a few steps, stroking his beard. “And so . . . we come at last to the case I must make.”

      He cleared his throat, clasped his hands behind his back, and in general did everything but continue on with his case. Pallaton crossed his arms again as if to keep from grabbing the old man by the collar. Seherene waited silently but fell to wondering how soon Lord Drystan might arrive and relieve them with more pleasant company.

      “The fact is,” Marlas began at last, “the Plumsleys are wildly successful. Whether the real thing or the frauds, their shows always rake in a great deal of money, much of which goes to the theatres and opera houses. Now it so happens that many of these establishments are financed by high-profile individuals—bankers, wealthy merchants, even politicians. If you were to reveal the truth about them, it is very likely that a sizable fortune would be lost, ruining many a business and possibly those who invest in them as well. It would certainly scandalize half the Assembly, not to mention our illustrious entertainment industry.”

      Pallaton's face hardened in anger. “Is this some sort of joke?”

      Marlas let out a chuckle as if to diffuse the tension. “How can you accuse them of being dangerous criminals when they’ve been appearing on stage once a week for the past nine years? If you make this public the people will only be confused by it. Don’t you see?”

      “Then what are you suggesting? A quiet execution?”

      Marlas rested his hands on the back of his chair. “In my . . . humble opinion . . . these women are far too valuable to be put to death. I suggest a more diplomatic solution. Make them pay for what they’ve done, of course, but through labor, through their talents. Let them serve their sentence by doing what they do best.” He returned to his chair and sat forward. “In exchange, you will have the Assembly’s eternal gratitude, and find a world of resources opened to you such as never before. Boundless influence! Inexhaustible finances! Nothing shall be denied you!”

      “Mr. Marlas,” Seherene said, “our people demand justice, not entertainment. Or do you truly mean to put a price on the blood shed at Damiras?”

      “My dear Lady, I mean to imply no such thing. I only present an alternate path. Act as you wish. But consider the repercussions. Should you anger the Assembly and those connected with it, you may very well find yourselves without a leg to stand on. Doors may be closed to you, connections cut. What would you do without Bill Stone, for example? He makes more arrests every week. An invaluable fellow. I should hate to think of anything so paltry as pride hindering your progress.”

      Seherene took a step forward, her eyes shining with anger. But before she could reply, Pallaton rose from his seat and placed a hand on her arm.

      “I think the Lady and I need to have a private word on the matter. Excuse us.”
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      Outside the office, Seherene and Pallaton stood at a circular railing which looked down on five floors of prison cells. The shield enchantments separating each level gave off the faintest hint of blue light. Seherene grasped the railing as though she would tear it in two.

      “Money. Why is it always money?”

      “I like it as little as you,” Pallaton said, “but I think we must do as he suggests.”

      She looked at him in dismay. “How can you say that? Only yesterday you advised us to let Josephina’s illness finish her off! This scheme of his is nothing but a bribe to protect the Assembly’s reputation, not least of all his own, and all through some very thinly-veiled threats.”

      “You know I bear no love for the Cassrians, but we can’t afford to lose any connections. There has always been a level of reluctance in their dealings with us.”

      “And yours with them,” Seherene added.

      “True enough. But raising our standing in their eyes can only help our cause. Now that we know the Colonists have the ability to travel by air, we might gain the use of the Cassrians’ air fleet to track them down. We need every last resource at our fingertips, now more than ever. Bill Stone is an ignorant ass, but . . . he does deliver from time to time, though we may not agree with his methods. Rather like your little friend, Inkwell.”

      “Do you suppose mockery will change my mind?”

      “Sparing the sisters for now does not save them indefinitely. Appease the old man and his incompetent Assembly so long as it will serve us. Then, when that time is over, we expose them for what they are.”

      “That is not justice.”

      “Then call it temporary mercy. If only for . . . political reasons.”

      The Entress's gaze dropped to her hands, almost in shame. “You’ve never asked my reasons for sparing her—”

      “Seherene,” he interrupted, his tone becoming gentler. “We’ve been hammering away at this wearisome work for nine years now, side by side nearly every step of the way. And while I’ve sometimes been quick to argue, I have never doubted your judgment. I am wrong to disparage your deal with the boy. Forgive me. In fact I should very much like to meet him at the next opportunity. As for the librarian, she is under your protection, and that is reason enough for me. I only ask that you extend that same security to the sisters, if only for a little while. Or is it too much to hope that you trust my judgment in turn?”

      Her eyes searched his face as she wrestled with her feelings. She did not like the fact of Marlas’s deal, but Pallaton was right. They could not continue the campaign alone. More than this, she'd begun to remember Mavie's final warning before they had parted ways at Mastmarner. The old woman knew the great secret Seherene kept and had claimed she would not reveal it. But she had also advised “the utmost caution” in the event of another Colonist arrest. And so, moving quite against her conscience, she nodded in reluctant agreement.

      “Very well.”

      Pallaton smiled. “This will come to good in the end, mark my words. It is only a delay of justice, not a denial. We may even continue to reap the rewards long after this is over.”

      He returned to the office door and pushed it open. Seherene hung back for a moment, catching sight of the commissioner in the room beyond.

      “This will never be over,” she murmured to herself.

      Marlas rose from his chair as they entered. “Ah. I trust you came to a decision?”

      Seherene found she didn’t have the heart to answer. Pallaton nodded as he stepped forward. “Yes, Commissioner. We have decided to take your recommendation after all.”

      “Excellent!” Marlas cried, clapping his hands together. “You’ve made the right choice. Oh, come now, my Lady, don’t look so forlorn. Politics is a messy business, that’s the sad truth of it. But we can’t make everybody happy, now can we?”

      “You may find it much more difficult convincing the Plumsleys of your plan, Mr. Marlas,” Seherene said. “Lord Pallaton and I will be paying them another visit shortly. I should like you to accompany us. Their lives may very well depend on your powers of persuasion.”

      “Of course,” Marlas answered. “I am only too happy to oblige.”

      A knock came at the door. Upon Pallaton’s invitation, Dr. Tyrus entered the room with a nod of greeting. Seherene felt a wave of relief at his familiar presence. Only by his kindness and encouragement had she been able to endure her stay at Stalikos.

      “Dr. Tyrus,” she said. “I don’t believe you’ve met Commissioner Marlas of the Assembly. He’s just arrived on account of our two newest guests.”

      “An honor, sir,” Tyrus said, shaking the commissioner’s hand.

      “Doctor, is it?” Marlas replied. “You attend to all the prisoners here, I assume?”

      “Only to a Colonist in residence. I was summoned yesterday to appraise the sisters’ state of health.”

      “How are they?” Seherene asked.

      “The eldest appears to be of sound mind and body. Answered me directly, despite her fear. The youngest, however, is in a very serious condition. I have begun treatments, but she may already be too far gone. This night will determine her fate, I believe, for better or worse. Her will to live is quite strong, but that may change if she becomes aware of her circumstances.”

      “Oh, I'm sure a visit from me is all that's needed to rouse their spirits,” Marlas said. “Hate can be a very powerful motivator, you know. What are they doing now, Doctor? Weeping? Praying? Cursing?”

      Tyrus glanced at the others before answering.

      “No, sir. They are singing.”
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      A few minutes later, Lord Hadwin led them all down through the inner levels of the prison. After passing through a series of shield enchantments and guarded gates, they arrived at a large circular chamber containing several cells. Only two were occupied, and from them issued a pair of voices singing in perfect, resonant harmony. The guards greeted the arriving party with bows, each member of which came to a halt and stood listening in wonder.

      “Oh, yes,” Marlas said. “Those are the acclaimed Plumsley sisters. No doubt of that.”

      Seherene nodded at Hadwin, and they approached one of the cells. The noise of the warden’s brass key and the iron door swinging open did nothing to diminish the elder sister’s singing, but the higher voice—which had been weak from the start—now dropped away entirely. Seherene glanced back at the others.

      “I’d like a word with her before bringing you in, Commissioner.”

      “Of course,” he answered.

      “Dr. Tyrus and I will break the new arrangement to the younger sister,” Pallaton said, “if she is lucid enough to hear it, that is.”

      Seherene nodded her approval, then entered the cell.

      The room consisted of a single lantern, a thin mattress on an iron slab, and a chamber pot in the corner. Wendolen sat upon the mattress, shackled to the wall. The length of her chains allowed her only enough movement to lie down. As the final words of the song left her throat, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall. Her upswept hair had become unkempt. There were heavy rings under her eyes and tearstains on her cheeks.

      “That was always one of our favorites,” she said, her voice weary and drawn. “I think this is the first time I’ve ever had to finish it alone.”

      Seherene moved a few steps closer. “I’ve heard it before. At an opera house in Altan, a long time ago. You and your sister were farmer’s daughters who’d become lost in a forest.”

      Wendolen opened her eyes. A glimmer of light twinkled in them. “And . . . did you enjoy it?”

      “Very much. Apart from having to disguise myself just to enter the theatre, as Entrians were suddenly unwelcome after the Separation Decree.”

      The gleam in the elder sister's eye died away. “I never approved of that decree. But I suppose we were all so frightened in those days. Many still are.”

      Seherene clasped her hands in front of her. “I will make this a short visit. We have made inquiries into your identities and have just received confirmation. We know you are the real Wendolen and Josephina Plumsley. We know you are both Colonists. And we have made a decision regarding your future.”

      “A decision?” Wendolen echoed, her voice and expression both filled with panic. “What? Will there be no trial? Are we not allowed representation?”

      “You will eventually be brought before the High Council to make your case, but not for a while. You have been granted a stay of judgment in favor of a more diplomatic solution, should you choose to cooperate.”

      “Well, I can tell you now—without hesitation or reluctance—that we have no interest in the terms of your solution. My sister and I will neither do nor say a thing to betray our friends.”

      Seherene looked hard at her face, reading her sincerity. “That is good to know, Miss Plumsley. And time will tell if you continue to hold to that assertion. A delegate from the Assembly has just arrived. I will leave it to him to explain the details of the arrangement.” She turned towards the door and raised her voice. “You may enter, Commissioner.”

      The moment Marlas set foot inside the cell, the face of the portly lady flushed a deep red. The commissioner came forward with a humble gait and a genial smile, but his bright eyes were cold and hard.

      “Wendolen Plumsley. Such a delight to see you again.”

      “Traitor!” Wendolen spit back, her eyes shining with fury. “Spurious fraud! You are not fit to speak to me! To any of us!”

      He glanced back at Seherene with a smirk. “You see?”

      “He is a liar!” Wendolen shouted. “A cheat! A gutless worm of a coward! I will hear nothing from him! Remove him from my sight!”

      “My dear girl, try to understand, I have come here to save you,” Marlas replied. “I have convinced them to delay any unpleasantness by instead utilizing your great talents. You shall embark on a grand tour! All new songs! Costumes more spectacular than ever! It will cause a sensation such as this country has never seen before! The days of adoration and glory will return to the true Songbirds of Eriaris once again!”

      “While caged? While under threat of having our necks wrung? And who decides where we go and what we sing? You? The Entrians?”

      Marlas answered with a shrug. “I suppose it will be up to them, but your repertoire always included a colorful selection of material. What does it matter?”

      The furrowed lines in Wendolen’s brow deepened. “It matters because you are a liar. Because you mean to make us puppets and pawns! After all this time, all the blood and tears, do you really think we’d dishonor ourselves for a bit of fame? Those things mean nothing to us now! And you are no savior. You abandoned us at our hour of need, and you have been climbing to the top using our corpses ever since! You are the great imposter! You are the slayer of the innocent! Not us! It was never us and well you know it!”

      Marlas moved closer and crouched down as if speaking to a child. “You are well-practiced at spouting noble sentiments, Wendolen. After all your time in the theatre, how could you give any other performance? But I think you are being very selfish. It is by the care of these Entrians that your sister may recover her health. And it is by their mercy that they offer you a chance at a second life. Will you take that away from poor Josephina? All her life that dear girl has looked up to you, for protection, for companionship, for love. Would you tear yourself away from her now? Would you rather she suffered in pain and misery, wasting away in these dark holes? All for pride?”

      Wendolen’s lip quivered. “She . . . she would say the same as me.”

      The commissioner looked at her grimly. “That is a dreadful assumption to make. Can you speak for her with absolute certainty? Without a single shred of doubt? Because it is you who holds both your lives in your hand at this moment. You must make the choice. Will you lead her once more to the heights of glory and adoration? Or to a high platform surrounded by a jeering crowd, under a cold sky and a sharpened blade?”

      Seherene looked between them. The Plumsley sister shut her eyes again. A tear slipped down her cheek.

      “You needn’t answer now,” the Entress said. “We’ll give you time to think on it.”

      Wendolen’s breathing became deeper, as though she were trying to keep herself from sobbing. “Get him out of here.”

      Seherene nodded at Marlas, who left the cell with a small smile. He’d done it. He’d won her over. It was a hard woman who could condemn a beloved sister to death, and Wendolen Plumsley was made of no such stuff.

      “I will see to it that you have more light,” Seherene said to her, “and a basin to wash in. We will do what we can for you sister, rest assured. I know no better physician than Dr. Tyrus. I am certain she will pull through.” She turned and made for the door.

      “I have heard it said,” the sister replied, “that you were very beautiful.”

      The Entress paused and glanced back, but did not answer.

      “I have even heard people call you an angel.” Wendolen opened her tear-filled eyes and shot Seherene a terrible look. “But if you are . . . I think you must be an Angel of Death.”
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      By the time Seherene arrived at the younger sister’s cell, Pallaton and Tyrus had finished their attempt at conveying the new plan to her.

      “How did she take it?” Marlas asked.

      Dr. Tyrus drew his eyebrows together. “She’s fallen under full delirium now. We’re not sure how much she understood, or if she heard us at all.”

      “Did she say anything?” Seherene asked.

      “Nonsensical babbling,” Pallaton answered. “Something about a cat and a feathered hat. She can barely form whole sentences.”

      “Perhaps I might make an attempt, my Lady?” Marlas said. “The sight of me may incite a strong enough reaction to rouse her, even if only for a few moments.”

      She glanced around at the others, then nodded. Marlas hurried into the cell.

      Josephina lay on her mattress, drenched with sweat. Lanterns surrounded her, and a table full of vials and medical instruments had been set to one side. She jerked her head to and fro, muttering under her breath. Marlas went to her and knelt by the cot.

      “Josephina? It’s George Marlas, your old friend. Can you hear me?”

      There was no reaction. Marlas reached for her hand.

      “Oh, my poor girl. How sad it makes me to see you this way. I will hold you in my prayers, and Wendolen too, of course. If only there was something more I could do for you. “

      At the mention of her sister’s name, Josephina’s eyes briefly fluttered open. “Wen . . . len.”

      “Now listen, my dear, I am here to help you. I am here to help you all. But I can’t do that unless you tell me what I need to know.” Marlas glanced over his shoulder. The others were speaking together just outside the cell door. He turned back. “Where are the rest of your friends? Where are they hiding? If you tell me, I might be able to keep them safe. Do you understand? Where are the other Colonists?”

      “Col . . .Col-nists . . . home . . .”

      “Yes, the Colonists, that’s right. Can you tell me where they are?”

      “S-stars. By . . . stars . . .”

      Marlas frowned and leaned in closer. “They live by the stars?”

      She jerked her head to one side. Marlas felt her hand shaking.

      “Oswald . . . take . . . take care . . . please . . .”

      “Is Oswald with them? With the Colonists? Where is he, Josephina? Where is Oswald now?”

      Her lips quivered. The neckline of her dress grew even more damp as beads of sweat ran down her neck. Marlas pressed her hand tighter.

      “Tell me, Josephina. Tell me where to find Oswald. Where is he now?”

      She tried to speak, forming words with her lips but struggling to put breath to them. Marlas waited, trying to anticipate her speech.

      “B . . . b . . . b . . . box.”

      “Box?”

      “Box . . . away to the box . . . must go . . .”

      “Away to the box? The Colonists are away to the box?”

      “The box . . . Tinderbox . . .”

      Marlas frowned and leaned even closer, still clutching her hand. “What tinderbox? What does that mean? What is the tinderbox?”

      “Tinderbox . . . must find . . . where's my hat?”

      When he was certain she would say nothing more, Marlas released her hand and withdrew a small vial from inside his coat. After removing the top, he tipped it over into Josephina’s mouth. She swallowed, then frowned with a groan. He shushed her.

      “Calm down, calm down, my dear, just something to help you sleep. It won’t hurt you.”

      Seconds later, her head fell to one side as her body went limp and her muttering ceased. Marlas stared down at her, contemplating what she had told him.

      “Thank you, Miss Plumsley,” he whispered. “Your words will reach no one else. I promise you that.”

      He slipped the vial back into his pocket and returned to the others. A guard shut the cell door and locked it behind him.

      “Success?” Pallaton asked.

      Marlas shrugged. “None, I’m afraid. It seems I am not so influential as I believed. The poor thing’s out cold now, fast asleep.”

      “We will leave her alone until she is recovered, then,” Seherene said. “Shall we return to the office?”

      “Lead the way,” Marlas replied.

      He was eager now to leave the island entirely, and as soon as possible. The Plumsleys had played their part. Now it was time to play his.
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      The loss of the Plumsley sisters was a terrible blow. Their house on Riverfall now stood like a hole in the air, an un-fillable void at the southern end of the stone path. For several days Oswald wandered through the village with an air of confusion, gazing around with his good eye, flicking his gray tail in agitation. Even before the sisters’ departure, Delia had taken to leaving a bowl of milk outside the door of the dairy room for the cat’s convenience. After a week of searching for his rightful owner, Oswald took up permanent residence there. Delia didn’t mind.

      Fortunately, there was a hope which dulled the ache—at least some of the time. As far as anyone knew, they were still alive. They had found the help they sought, found safety and protection. The Colonists clung to this belief, though they knew nothing about the sisters’ fates was certain. In the end, no one could decide whether it was better knowing or not knowing.

      The upper level of the Music House remained silent for the first time in years. Evering lamented that they would never know the end of the story of Reneste and Zaviche. Abner admitted he would miss Josephina’s ridiculous fashions at the breakfast table. Simon, who blamed himself for their leave-taking, tormented himself by poring over his medical books again and again, questioning every decision he had made for Josephina’s treatment. Ink alone knew the truth about their fate—into whose hands they had fallen. And while he had no intention of revealing it himself, he knew it was only a matter of time before the others found out.

      In the meantime, his guilty conscience was already exacting a price. For the past four nights he’d suffered terrible nightmares. The Spektor he’d met in Ban-Geren was always first, screaming like a banshee, wrapping him in her chains and opening her mouth three feet wide to devour him. Sometimes she did. His grandfather was also a frequent visitor, as big as twelve-story Mastmarner, and with his terrifying silver eyes following Ink wherever he tried to hide. It was only a small variation on Ink’s early life with Eamon. He had been just six years old when his parents had gone missing, and the transition from their kind and gentle caretaking to his grandfather’s menacing callousness had often sent Ink in search of a safe haven, however small.

      The past two nights he’d dreamt he was on his own again, wandering through an endless maze of corridors and hospital rooms, calling for Samuel and Elizabeth Revore, asking anyone he saw where he might find them. But no one spoke a word. They had no mouths. No faces at all, in fact. And then his grandfather’s voice would boom overhead like a peal of thunder, shaming him for his failure, jeering his paltry efforts, and declaring that a boy so careless and thoughtless surely never deserved to have parents in the first place.

      Twice he had even met the Plumsleys, both confined to sickbeds by chains and either unable or refusing to hear him. Sometimes he heard the other Colonists’ voices through closed doors, all of which remained locked despite his knocking and pleading to be let inside. Caradoc was always in the nightmares as well. Ink had never once been able to lay eyes on him, but he felt his presence close behind, like a foreboding shadow following him wherever he went. Sometimes Ink would try to turn his head quickly enough to catch sight of him. Other times he would address him directly, trying to draw out even the smallest word or sound. He was never successful.

      Last night’s dream had been worst of all. He’d found Seherene in a dark desert, on her knees with both hands over her heart, sobbing. In a heart-wrenching voice, she’d accused him of betrayal. Of abandoning her. She would die in that desolate place, alone, and it was all his fault. Then she had pulled her hands down from her heart, and he saw that she was bleeding. He had taken the Wickwire Watch out of his pocket and showed it to her, explaining what he had done, how he had cursed her worst enemy and sealed his fate. Her reaction was far from expected. Instead of relief and gratitude, she had looked at Ink with unmitigated horror. And then with hatred. Even the memory of it gutted him to the core.

      He’d often had nightmares prompted by guilt or anxiety, but these were much more vivid and far longer than usual. He wondered if meddling with the Wickwire Watch was to blame. The device had already shown him a true vision of the past. What if these were in his future? He couldn’t bear to think so. He wouldn’t. Besides, the mark behind his eyelids hadn’t glowed any brighter afterwards, as it had the night of the first vision. So it wasn’t the same.

      But even after Ink managed to convince himself of this, it left him with little comfort. How could he feel anything but dread for the next night? Since their return from Ban-Geren, the real Caradoc had offered him a glass of sleeping tonic almost every night—the same he himself used to ward off dreams. Ink had always refused, certain he’d had his last night terror and wouldn’t need it. But he was resolved to accept a dose tonight. He would beg for it, if need be.

      Going about his chores that evening, he hurried past the Plumsleys’ darkened house as quickly as he could, trying to avoid even the sight of it. He wouldn’t sweep that balcony. Not for a while. He kept straight on instead and made for the Fortescue residence. There he found Chester, sitting on his front steps and smoking a cigar. Three bottles of wine lay at his feet, two of which were empty. Oswald lay curled up beside him.

      No one had been more affected by the Plumsleys’ absence than Chester. They’d been his comrades and confidantes, matched in their zeal for laughter, music, and good food. In the wake of their parting he had turned inevitably to the familiar comfort of alcohol, and as Ink approached, he raised his head and sang a verse of song in a voice that was nowhere near sober.

      
        
        
        Been at sea for one long year

        Breaking my back for pay

        Got a little tired of being hired

        Got a little too close to the bay

        Must’ve drank a little too much salty water

        Must’ve got a little scurvy too

        Next thing I heard was “man overboard”

        And I was swimming home back to you

        Swimming home back to you

      

      

      

      As Ink approached him, the old gray cat suddenly rose on all fours, arching his bristling back and uttering a low, throaty growl. Chester took the cigar from between his teeth and frowned.

      “Whatcha doin’, Ozzie?”

      As if to answer, the cat spit out a hiss, jumped down the steps, and raced off into the darkness. Ink and Chester both stared after him in confusion.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Ink said.

      “Daft beast,” Chester replied. “Don’t you pay him no mind. Just spit back the next time you see him. Drink?”

      Ink hesitated. The last time he’d been caught swigging a mouthful of wine, Delia had given him a scathing earful. He shook his head. “Not tonight, thanks.”

      “It’s good stuff. Been waiting a long time on the shelf. The best wine is patient wine, you know.” Chester took another swallow, then burst into song again.

      
        
        
        Sweet May, what do you say?

        After all that I’ve gone through, hey

        Sweet May, toss your worries away

        Don’t you make me wait around all day

        Don’t you make me wait around all day

      

      

      

      He tapped his finger against the cigar, spilling most of the ash onto his coat. He didn’t seem to care. After a long drag he craned his head back and peered at the sky through the smoke.

      “You know something, Ink? I’ve been sitting here for a good spell, and it’s just now occurred to me . . . them stars up there? People use ‘em in lots of different ways. They make up stories. Read signs and omens. Map things. They use ‘em for guidance, you know? Going from one point to another. Using them to light the way. Like . . . like tiny little lamps. Tiny little lamps of light. All lit up—”

      “Yeah, I got that bit,” Ink said.

      “Well, it occurs to me . . . that we are different, us Colonists. We stand apart from all those other people, and I’ll tell you why.” He leaned his elbow on the step behind him and pointed toward the heavens with the cigar. “You see . . . we travel in the space between the stars. Between those little lamps. We’re off the path. Off the charts. Going from one dark place to another. One bad thing to another. That’s what our lives are all about now.”

      His gaze dropped from the sky, and what little mirth the alcohol had given him threatened to turn entirely sour. Ink sat next to him on the steps and set down his broom.

      “Aw, come on. It ain’t all bad. Your meals are made for you. Got all the wine you could ever want. And there's no one after you for rent or taxes. I’d say things are pretty decent.”

      Chester scoffed as he flicked the ashes from his cigar again. “Decent, yeah. Decent’s the word, all right. Nothing but decent people trying to live decent lives up here. There’s only one problem—we ain’t all decent people.” Another drink from the bottle sent a small stream of liquid spilling down his chin. He shook his head bitterly. “Mind your mouth, Chester. Don’t smoke so much, Chester. Don’t drink so much, Chester. Don’t drink at all, Chester. Comport yourself like a gentlemen, Chester. Hell, it’s like they don’t know what people are really like. I tell you, sometimes I feel fit to burst. Like there’s a kettle boiling hotter and hotter inside me ‘til I can hardly stand it. And all the while I can’t make a peep. Do you know what that’s like?”

      Ink raised his eyebrows. “Think I’ve got some idea.”

      A door slammed shut, catching their attention away to the Pipeworks House. Abner emerged from the shadows and trudged towards them down the stone path. His face was grim and haggard, and the stubble on his chin threatened to blot out the muttonchop whiskers on which he prided himself. Chester nodded as he came near.

      “Evening, Mr. Hart. You’re callin’ it an early day. It’s not even midnight yet.”

      “Yes, well, you can only pretend to be busy for so long. Give me that bottle.”

      Chester handed him the wine. Abner took a long draught of it, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Do you ever feel like we’ve fallen under the slowest-working curse imaginable? Like we’re being picked off one by one?”

      Without waiting for an answer, the burly engineer joined them on the front steps and took another swig from the bottle.

      “Those ladies didn’t deserve what they got. They were good people. Good to each other. It always cheered me to see that.”

      “We don’t know anything bad happened,” Ink said. “They could be all right.”

      Abner scoffed. “Lost in the middle of Weasel Country, and one with a serious illness? I never took you for an optimist.”

      He leaned forward and rubbed a hand across his face. Ink had never seen him in such a state before. It disturbed him, but he held off trying to say anything else hopeful. He knew such things could sound like mockery in times of grief.

      “It was me, you know,” Abner said, gazing into the dark sky.

      Ink and Chester exchanged a glance of confusion.

      “Jeremy’s brother, Patrick, came to me asking for time off,” he continued. “I was head foreman at the factory where we all worked. Of course I had to know why. Had to demand the details. He told me him and his brothers were off to do a little job, out west in Entrian Country. It was such an odd thing to say, I must have looked at him like he’d gone off his crumpet. So he got nervous and rushed out with the rest of it. ‘To rescue the Entrians from being slaughtered,’ he said. I thought he was joking.” He hung his head with a deep sigh. “I could’ve said ‘no’. Could’ve stopped them. Then Patrick wouldn’t have been arrested and marched to that chopping block. Bernard wouldn’t have been killed on Damiras. Jeremy wouldn’t have lost himself.” He clenched his hands into fists. “Do you realize . . . I’m responsible for the destruction of that entire family?” He flung the empty wine bottle down, then stood and paced a few steps away.

      “I feel just as bloody awful as you do,” Chester said. “But it was them who shouted ‘Colonists, arise’ that brought all the trouble down on us. Not you.”

      Abner turned back to them. “And then, after that talk with Patrick, I went home and told Theresa everything. Then she gets an idea in her head, how it would be so good for us all to take part in something like that. Something so selfless and important. Even Evering, no matter how young he was. And I . . .” His lip quivered for a moment, but he set his jaw to make it stop. “I let them go. I let them all go.”

      He dropped his gaze, looking embarrassed by his sudden display of vulnerability. Without another word, he stepped back onto the stone path and strode off into the night. Chester cursed under his breath. Ink twisted his mouth, wondering if he had ever seen the Colonists in such low spirits before. After all that had happened since joining them, he couldn’t remember.

      “It was the Plumsleys who got me into this mess,” Chester said. “For a few years I’d been earning a living selling makeup and costumes to theatres and acting troupes—I wouldn’t advise it, by the way, not the most lucrative career. But the sisters were regular customers. One day I went to the theatre where they were performing, and I’m setting up my wares and racks of clothing and things, and I hear ‘em talking about a leave of absence and chartering passage to some island. And Josephina’s arguing with her sister, and Wendolen’s arguing back and says to her, ‘Jo, how can you let all those people die? How can you just pretend like nothing’s wrong?’ And I’m listening to this and I have no idea what they’re talking about, but all the same, I start wondering . . . bloody hell, what if I had to answer those questions? Would I have the guts to stop terrible things from happening if I could? Is Chester Fortescue made of such stuff? And all the while I’m getting angrier because I realize . . . I don’t know. I don’t have the slightest clue.”

      He looked down and brushed the ashes from his coat.

      “So what happened?” Ink asked.

      Chester shrugged. “Well, there was only one way to find out, wasn’t there? I went to the sisters and said I wanted in. They were nearly as shocked as I was to hear it. But I’d never had the chance to do anything important before. Thought I might as well jump at it.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “I must’ve second-guessed myself a dozen times afterward. Even started unpacking my bags just before I was due to set out.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Hanged if I know. Maybe I was running low on cash and thought the job might pay something. But whatever the reason, I finally know the answer to that first big question. And it ain’t what all the others think, if they think it at all. There ain’t no nobility in me. Nothin’ honorable or straight or true. Not a scrap. Took me all these years to realize it, but it’s just the way I am, like it or not. End of story.”

      He flicked his cigar onto the bottommost step and ground his boot heel into it, nearly losing his balance in the process. Ink put a hand on his arm to steady him. A moment later, Chester began to search through his pockets. He leaned towards Ink.

      “Say, you wouldn’t happen to have a smoke on you, eh?”

      “Uh . . . I’m fresh out. Sorry.”

      “Hey! You two!”

      They looked up. Martin was marching towards them from the garden grove, looking even more cross than usual. Chester did his best to sit up straight again.

      “We ain’t doing nothing wrong here! Just having a chat is all!”

      “A likely story,” Martin replied. “I need you two as witnesses. Come on. Get up.”

      Ink frowned. “Oh, well, I’d like to help and all, but I’m in the middle of chores—”

      Chester nodded. “And, uh, I’ve got a pressing engagement with a mustache trimmer—”

      “Jeremy’s in trouble,” Martin said, then turned and walked away, fully expecting them to follow.

      Needing no further motivation, Ink and Chester both got to their feet and started forward. After only two steps, Chester’s legs buckled beneath him and he sank to the ground. Ink rolled his eyes and attempted to help him up again.

      “Oh, steady on, steady on,” Chester said with a groan, supporting himself with an arm around Ink’s shoulder. “I think . . . I’m in need of assistance here, Master Featherfoot. If I might be so bold as to appeal to your good graces . . .”

      Ink strained under the drunk man’s weight as they began to stagger down the path. “Let’s just make it there as quick as we can. But I’m warning you now—you’re on your own if that wine comes back up again.”

      Chester patted the boy's cheek with a crooked smile. “Good lad. Good lad.”
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      By the time they caught up to Martin on the far side of the grove, he’d recruited Simon, Delia, and Riva as well. They asked him what was wrong, worry rising at the thought of Jeremy in trouble, but he didn’t bother to answer until they were gathered outside Margaret’s house. Light glowed around the edges of the drawn curtains.

      “What’s this all about, Martin?” Delia said.

      “What’s wrong with Jeremy?” Riva asked. “Is he all right?”

      Martin glared at the house as he turned to them. “When Margaret first came to this village, I warned everyone it would bring nothing but misfortune. And as usual, my concerns were dismissed. But now that misfortune has come to bear. Earlier this morning, I chanced to overhear Miss Wallis invite Jeremy to a game of billiards, where she would be providing refreshment from the latest harvest of the vineyard.”

      Simon frowned in disbelief. “She couldn’t.”

      Martin’s glare turned bitter. “Since I knew I would not be believed, I decided to wait until tonight and bring you personally to the scene of the crime. Perhaps now you'll be convinced that something must be done about her, and soon. We can’t afford to lose order and discipline up here, and I mean to set us all on the right tack again.”

      Chester burst out laughing—so hard that tendrils of hair came undone from his oiled head.

      “You see, Ink?” he said. “It’s just as I told you! We may not have much, but by God, by all that’s holy, by all the black spaces in the sky, we will have decency! Decency or death!”

      He lost his grip on Ink’s shoulder and fell backwards.

      Martin ignored him and turned to the house. Without so much as a knock or a word of warning, he threw open the door and barged down the hall into the parlor room. They were just in time to see Jeremy raise a glass of dark liquid to his lips. Margaret was dealing a hand of cards. They both looked up in bewilderment as the unexpected visitors rushed into the room. Martin pointed to the glass.

      “Put that down, Jeremy! Not another drop!”

      “But—”

      “Now!”

      Jeremy set the vessel down. “What are you all doing here?”

      “It’s all right. We know this isn’t your fault,” Delia said, shooting Margaret a fiery glare.

      “Come on, Jeremy,” Riva said, “we’ll take you back to your house.”

      “I think he’s all right where he is,” Margaret answered in a piqued tone of voice. “Tell me, Mr. Whistler, is it usually custom here to lead a posse into a neighbor’s house in the middle of the night?”

      “When the occasion calls for it. You well know he’s not allowed any alcohol, yet you’ve seen fit to defy that directive, putting his health in danger and betraying our good will.”

      Before she could answer, Chester faltered again under Ink’s support. Ink helped him to the chair beside Jeremy and dumped him into it. Chester clutched at the edge of the table, trying to remain upright, and gaped in bleary-eyed astonishment at the wineglass.

      “Jeremy! Dear Jeremy, what’s this? You know drink can get the better of you! Good God, man, you can hardly sit straight, look at you! That's the fiendish demon liquor, that is! Oh, fie upon it! Fie!” He struck the table and nearly toppled from his chair.

      Simon put a hand on his shoulder to steady him. “Thank you, Chester. Why don’t you keep quiet for a while now?”

      “I don’t know why you’ve sought to ensnare this innocent man,” Martin said to Margaret, continuing his indictment, “but it stops here and now. I understand you’ve come from a different life, a different world. But this is not a pub or a gaming house, and Jeremy is not your customer. He’s been through more than you know. The least you could do is show some consideration, difficult as that may be.”

      “You seem to comprehend a great deal of what I know,” Margaret replied. “It must be incredible to have such insight. I think now I understand that permanent grimace on your face.” She looked to Delia and Riva. “And you two, possessing such powers of discernment as to judge my actions despite never having said more than a few words to me since I arrived.”

      “It is your own actions which judge you, Miss Wallis,” Delia answered, raising her voice in anger. “You might well save your bitter reprimands for yourself.”

      Margaret set the cards down and sat back in her chair. Her blue-eyed gaze shifted towards Simon. “And you, Mr. Wentworth . . . what do you have to say?”

      He glanced at Jeremy with a wrinkled brow. “I’m disappointed, I must confess.”

      “Disappointed? Is that all?”

      “Martin,” Jeremy said, looking up at him with pleading eyes. “Please, don’t do this. She hasn’t done anything wrong—”

      “She’s poisoned you long enough. There’s no more to be said on the matter. Now come on. Let Riva take you home.”

      Margaret rose from her chair, taking up Jeremy's wineglass. She moved towards Simon and held it out to him. “Before you go and forever besmirch my name in this village, would you have a taste of this, sir? Then you may inform Mr. Whistler and the others of the true nature of my crime.”

      He eyed the glass warily. “Why me?”

      She hesitated a moment before answering. “Because I trust you to tell the truth.”

      Simon glanced at the others, all of whom wore expressions of suspicion, including Ink. But despite the general feeling in the room, as well as his own reluctance, he took the glass.

      “Simon,” Martin said, “you don’t have to bow to her demands.”

      “No. No, it’s all right.”

      He took a sip, then creased his brow and drew it quickly away from his lips.

      “What is it?” Riva asked, ready to jump into action if needed.

      He looked at Margaret with a frown. “It’s . . . grape juice.”

      They all stared at him in astonishment. The next moment, Chester broke out into even heartier laughter, hooting and wheezing until tears were running down his face. A smile broke across Jeremy’s face. Even Ink couldn’t help but smirk.

      “Grape juice!” Chester cried, his face turning red. “Martin on the warpath for grape juice! Oh, I can’t breathe!”

      “I’m having trouble myself,” Delia said, bringing a hand to her brow.

      “You see, Mr. Whistler,” Margaret replied, “I happen to know a little about pain and loss, and how to deal with thoughts that turn towards darkness. I thought to show some kindness to Mr. Stockton here by providing a bit of distraction. And if that is something you must punish me for, then by all means, I will bear that punishment.” She took her seat again and stacked the deck of cards. “Or . . . you could just have a seat and join us in a game.”

      Chester laughed again and slapped the table. “Bloody good show, Miss Margaret! I like a girl who can hold her own in the ring. I tip my hat to you. Deal me in!”

      “Certainly. And you, Mr. Wentworth?”

      Simon hesitated a moment, then took the chair next to Chester, looking somewhat guilty.

      Margaret glanced up at Ink. “Mr. Featherfield?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Well . . . thing is I got chores to do, but . . . oh, sod it, yeah, I’m in.”

      She smiled. “Good man.”

      “Well, I’m off to bed. Good night,” Delia said, quickly excusing herself from any further embarrassment. Riva followed her without a word.

      Jeremy looked at Martin, who stood silent with a hard look in his eyes.

      “Martin? Will you join us?”

      Martin’s expression changed from anger to offense, as if the very question denoted a betrayal. After a final glance at Margaret, he gave his answer by marching out of the room and slamming the door shut behind him.
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      By dinner the next evening, Ink saw that Martin was still brooding in his bitterness over having been shown up at Margaret’s house. He said very little, and saved most of his acerbic glances for Simon, who either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      In spite of this underlying tension, spirits were higher than they’d been all week. They had made the decision to believe the best about the Plumsleys, and it did a great deal of good in lifting away some of the darkness that had been pressing in around them. Ink even found himself taking part in the joking and teasing that usually went around the dining table. Caradoc had given him a double dose of tonic the night before, and though the stuff tasted worse than pigswill, it had done the job. He’d had no dreams at all. Better still, Caradoc had let him sleep in as long as he liked that morning to take full advantage of the tonic’s effects. By the time he woke, Ink felt as though he’d never been more well-rested in all his life.

      Halfway through dinner, the topic of conversation turned to the next step in their search for answers. Riverfall had been hovering over the Entrian city of Vaterra for nearly twenty-four hours, and the time had come to decide who would travel down to investigate the mysterious Blue Flames. Two of them would enter the Tinderbox Café to attend the meeting, while three others would serve as lookouts nearby.

      “But is there a need to go down at all?” Harriet asked. “The Spektor in Ban-Geren said the Mistress was hiding on an island.”

      “But which one?” Delia replied. “We turned over every stone on Damiras looking for her. That leaves us with fourteen islands we haven’t searched, not to mention those that may not even be charted. We need more information. And if we can't pry it from a Spektor, we must get it by other means. This meeting is our best chance.”

      “But it is going to be dangerous,” Riva said. “Far worse than any of our raids. Remember what Mavie said. These Blue Flames came to her for knowledge about the Spektors, and Bash discovered enough about them to believe they couldn’t be trusted—even made arrangements to warn us about them in the event of his death.”

      Abner nodded. “Whoever goes into that café ought to possess a knack for diplomacy. Know how to tread lightly.”

      “Well, that’s me out,” Chester replied. He held a damp cloth to his brow, attempting to ease the effects of his tremendous hangover. “But mark me down for lookout duty. I can snoop around for news about Wen and Jo while I’m down there and without rousing too much suspicion, my name still being absent from the warrant lists.”

      “I’ll go to the meeting,” Simon said.

      Caradoc frowned. “You sure? You remember what happened the last time.”

      “All too well,” Simon replied, flushing slightly with embarrassment. “But as long as there are no passwords to recite, I should be fine.”

      Margaret hid a smile behind her water glass.

      “Afraid I’m not one for diplomacy either,” Jeremy said.

      Abner leaned forward and clasped his hands on the table. “Nor me. But I’ll be a lookout. I can help Chester ask around about the Plumsleys as well.”

      “Then I’m going too,” Evering said. “I know you don’t like it, Dad, but—”

      “Evering,” Abner interrupted, “I understand.”

      Evering glanced back at his father in surprise, as did the rest of the table. The engineer had always been quick to protect his son, despite the young man being well into his twenties. Abner nodded his gray head with a mixture of sadness and resignation.

      “I understand,” he said again.

      Only Ink and Chester discerned the reason for his change of heart. Abner had mostly recovered from the dark doldrums into which he’d sunk during his confession of guilt the night before, but there still lingered about him an air of melancholy. It now appeared his painful feelings had spurred him to even greater conviction to do all he could to help make things right. How could he prevent his son from doing the same?

      Chester leaned back in his chair. “Well, that leaves one more man to attend the meeting. Ought to be you, Caradoc, right? Secret group looking for Spektor secrets. Only makes sense.”

      Caradoc shook his head. He sat with his left hand clutching his right arm. The Spider Key was still hidden under a bandage. “I’m not entirely recovered from the excitement in Ban-Geren yet. Better someone else go.”

      Ink looked up from his plate in surprise. Caradoc never passed up the chance to get involved in the action. Of course, the Keyholder had promised never to be far enough away that he couldn’t protect him, but up until now this had never held either of them back from dangerous circumstances. Why now?

      Then he caught two things. The first was Riva making a strange face at Caradoc from across the table, pursing her mouth with a frown while dropping her gaze. Ink had seen such a reaction from her before. It meant she had caught someone in a lie but declined to announce it, which meant the Keyholder really had recovered from the expulsion at Ban-Geren. The second thing he caught was an exchange of glances between Harriet and Caradoc. It was brief—very brief—but enough to answer the riddle. She had asked him to stay behind, certainly for Ink’s sake, but he knew it was also for Caradoc's as well.

      Margaret dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Well . . . I suppose that means I’m the second man for the meeting. Where do I sign?”

      The room went dead silent, everyone either gaping or frowning.

      “Are you serious?” Abner asked.

      “Of course she is,” Martin said. “What better chance to run off and report us?”

      “And what then?” she countered. “Start a new career begging in the streets, or worse? I’ve told you before, there’s no place for me to go. So why shouldn’t I chip in and help out? You’ve all done just as much for me.”

      “Three weeks ago you were threatening us with an axe!” Evering cried.

      “I’d say I’ve managed to calm down since then.”

      “I think it’s very good of you,” Harriet said with a smile. “And you’re the best person for the job, I’m sure of it.”

      “Hear, hear!” Chester said, raising his glass. “She’s sharp as a tack, she is! It's a grand idea!”

      As no one was willing to argue any further, conversation turned to other matters. Abner talked about the heating apparatus he'd rigged for the chicken coop to prevent the loss of any more chicks. Evering relayed an adventure he’d had earlier that morning when he’d found himself chasing hens who had wandered into the garden grove and decided to go for a swim in the stream. Delia wondered aloud how long it would take to build a spinning wheel.

      “I’m sure we’d all love to have some warmer things for winter,” she said.

      “I could help with that,” Harriet replied. “My aunt taught me how to spin yarn.”

      Abner nodded towards his son. “Evering can help, too. He used to work with his mother at a cotton mill.”

      “Is that true, Evering?” Harriet asked.

      The young man cocked his head with an air of swagger. “It’s true, all right. Got to be something of an expert. Nearly lost a few fingers in the process, too.”

      “And this is something you’re proud of?” Riva asked.

      “I can have a spinning wheel knocked together in a week or two,” Abner said. “I also need to fix a few of those ladders you use in the orchards, Jeremy.”

      Jeremy nodded. “That would be a great help. We can also make some mulch from the bark of those trees that fell on the western side. Spread it around the fruit trees.”

      “Ink and I can help with that,” Caradoc said.

      “I don’t know how to make mulch,” Ink replied.

      “You use your teeth. Like a beaver.”

      Jeremy laughed. “You use a drawknife. Be useful to have a second one, though.”

      Simon nodded. “We can pick one up in Vaterra.”

      “I need a wool cap, too,” Evering said. “My ears are always half-frozen this time of year, and I'd say the weather is looking to turn a lot colder next week.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame,” Harriet said. “I suppose I’ll have to make time for a few more evening walks while I can. Would you care to join me after dinner, Martin?”

      Martin remained quiet, filling the room with an awkward silence. His face was like a storm cloud. The humiliation he’d suffered the night before had been building all day into a deep anger, and Ink knew something was about to go very wrong. The one-armed man set his fork down on the table with a thunk as he breathed out an equally frustrated sigh.

      “No,” he finally answered, his voice low and cold. “I would not like to join you. Just as I didn’t want to join you yesterday, or the day before that, or any other time you’ve asked me.” His eyes flashed as his voice rose. “What is so difficult to understand? Can’t you take a hint? Will you never stop asking? Will you never get it through your head that I don’t have the slightest interest in ever going for a damned walk!”

      The others stared, aghast. He might as well have struck Harriet across the face.

      “You unfeeling brute,” Margaret began, her face flushing red. “Do you honestly think—”

      “Margaret,” Harriet said, stopping her with a quiet voice.

      Margaret bit her tongue but glared at Martin as though she meant to make him burst into flame. Beside her, Ink was surprised to feel his own face flush with anger. After a long minute of wounded silence, Harriet set her napkin on the table and rose from her seat.

      “Excuse me,” she said, then hurried around the table and climbed the stairs to her room.

      Dinner was over. No one had the heart to continue eating. Delia threw her napkin down, rose from the table, and rushed up the stairs after her. Riva followed, her eyes filled with angry tears. Martin sat back against his chair, deflated and sullen. With a great heave, he pushed himself away from the table, stood with his fist clenched, and strode out the front door.

      Another long minute of uncomfortable silence followed. Then, a loud clattering broke the spell as Caradoc threw down his fork and stalked outside after Martin. Those who remained at the table exchanged nervous glances and soon hurried out of their seats to follow him. The Colonists weren’t ones to miss out on a good fight, after all.
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      Martin had gone to the back of the Dining House, and when Caradoc found him he was using his pocketknife to cut away the vines climbing up the wall near the kitchen door. Caradoc stood behind him, the very air vibrating with anger.

      “Creeping vines can be a serious problem, you know,” Martin said, slicing and ripping away the leafy cords. “They can clog chimneys, break through windows. They shouldn’t be allowed to get this bad. Someone ought to be taking care of them.” He stepped back from the wall. “So what now? Are you going to lecture me?”

      “Do I have to?”

      Martin gritted his teeth. “Let me save you the bother. You’ve got no ground to stand on. No ring on your finger. You know nothing beyond whatever nice and noble ideas you’ve decided on. So don’t dare think you have the right to say anything to me.”

      “No one deserves to be struck at like that. Her least of all.”

      The one-armed man scowled and stalked past him. “You’re a bleeding heart.”

      “And you’re better than this. You know you are.”

      “Let me tell you what I know!” Martin cried, whirling back. “She has been living in delusion since the day we came to this place! And it’s high time for her—for all of us—to start accepting our situation! Going on this hunt for the Mistress is sheer insanity! What can it accomplish in the end? You know we can never win back our freedom! Don't you understand? This is it for us! This patch of ground right here!”

      Caradoc’s frown deepened. “I had no idea you’d given up.”

      “I am trying to protect us!”

      “Yes, and yourself most of all.”

      Martin reached out and grabbed Caradoc by the collar, his face twisted almost in a snarl. “Why did you bring them here? Was it because Margaret begged? Because poor little Inkwell tugged on your heartstrings? Why? They’ve brought us nothing but trouble, and yet you still refuse to see it! What’s next? Meeting a few Colonist-hunters for tea? Preparing a room for Cousin Frederick?”

      With one sharp motion Caradoc plucked Martin’s hand from his collar. The banker's face shined with rage. The Keyholder's had become hard as flint, and when he spoke again it was with a taut, low voice which sounded like the growl of a wolf.

      “I don’t have time to stand here while you rant and rave about all the things you fear and refuse to reconcile. And no, I don't wear any ring on my finger, but I know enough to understand the importance of treating a fellow human being with dignity and respect.” He took a small step closer. “And you're right. I do have a bleeding heart. But I would not trade it for your brittle one. Not for all the world.”

      Caradoc turned to walk away. Before he had gone two steps, a sudden change came over Martin. Something in his face had gone wrong, and a roar tore from his throat as he staggered back and clutched at the stump of his left arm, letting the pocketknife slip to the ground. As he looked on, Ink felt a sinking feeling of dread. He had seen this before. Within moments, red and purple veins began pulsing up Martin’s arm, bulging through his skin.

      “Oh, damnation,” Chester said.

      Simon started forward. “Ink, run and fetch the chloroform—”

      He barely finished the sentence before Martin sprang forward with a cry of rage and knocked Caradoc to the ground. They struggled, each attempting to gain the advantage. The others looked on helplessly, all of them stunned to see how well Martin was holding his own despite missing half a limb. Then, something flashed through the air, and with a collective gasp of shock they realized Martin had picked up his pocketknife again. Jeremy grabbed Ink's arm and pulled him back. Simon and Abner rushed forward, but before they could reach the brawlers, someone let out a cry. And then it was over.

      No one was sure who had made the sound, but when the dust settled it was Caradoc who kneeled over Martin. Instead of anger, however, the Keyholder wore a look of confusion. The fire in Martin’s eyes had gone cold, replaced now with a look of horror. Caradoc rose and stumbled back a step, touching his hand to his ear. It was covered with blood.

      Abner and Simon ran forward and pulled Martin to his feet, keeping a tight hold on him as they did so. But the fight had gone out of him as he stared at what he’d done. The knife had sliced Caradoc’s ear almost in half.

      “It’s all right,” Caradoc said, avoiding the looks of alarm around him. “It's all right. It's nothing.”

      “Evering, run upstairs and get Riva,” Simon commanded.

      The young man ran off at once.

      “Come on, Mr. Whistler,” Abner said, guiding Martin away. “Let’s get you to your room.”

      “Wait.” Caradoc stepped to one side, trying to catch the banker's eye. “It's all right, Martin. You hear me? It's all right.”

      Martin appeared to be dazed. He said nothing more but let himself be taken back to the Dining House. Caradoc pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and approached Margaret, who looked at him in astonishment.

      “Margaret,” he said, “would you be so kind as to take Harriet into the kitchen and tell her what’s happened? I think it’s best if she doesn’t see Martin quite yet. And . . . no need to mention how it ended.”

      “Of course,” she said with a nod, then hurried back to the house.

      Caradoc held the handkerchief to his ear. “Ink, would you go and fetch the bottles for the sleeping tonic from the cupboard in my room?”

      Ink stared at him, amazed. How could he be calmly giving out orders when his ear was practically severed in half? The pain must have been excruciating.

      “Uh . . . yeah, sure,” he finally replied.

      He turned and made for the tower, feeling in a daze himself.
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      Back in the kitchen, Margaret told both Delia and Harriet of the incident. Delia put a hand on Harriet’s shoulder and tried to think of something comforting to say. They heard the front door open, followed by the deep timbre of Abner’s voice as he and Simon helped Martin up the stairs to the bedroom. Harriet started forward, but Margaret stopped her.

      “They think it best if you don’t see each other right now. Give things a bit of time.”

      “A bit of time? He’s had a rage attack! I can’t just sit here while—”

      “It may be for the best, dear. For now,” Delia said. “Why don't you get out of the house for a while? Take that walk. Try to stay calm. We’ll take care of the dinner things.”

      “But—”

      “He’ll still be here when you get back. Go on.”

      Harriet’s eyes filled with tears for her husband, the memory of her own injury at the dinner table now completely forgotten. She hesitated for a long moment, then reluctantly picked up her cane and walked out through the back door.

      “Poor thing,” Margaret said. “I can’t imagine what I’d do if I were in her place. I’ve never seen anyone lose their mind like that before. For a moment he didn't even seem human.”

      Delia donned an apron and scanned the small pile of pots and pans on the counter. “Sometimes I wonder if the Spektors are really done with him.”

      “Do these attacks happen often?”

      “Often enough.” With a sigh, Delia dropped the kitchen knives into the sink and turned back with a hand on her hip. “What is your game, Miss Wallis?”

      Margaret frowned. “My game?”

      “You’ve never seen fit to concern yourself with our problems before. Why now? And why this show of generosity helping us in Vaterra tomorrow? What do you seek to gain?”

      “What makes you think there is something to gain?”

      “Because I’ve seen your kind before. Quick to spot out the advantages, everything and everyone who may be ripe for the picking. Men, especially. Oh yes, I know. There is always some prize to win, something to turn to your favor. Well, let me be clear. This little village may not mean much to you, but it's our home, and these people my family, no matter how difficult they may sometimes be. So if you have any ideas about using or manipulating them, I suggest you abandon them now, or you will have me to deal with, I promise. There are too many cracks in the walls for us to bear much more damage.”

      She brushed past Margaret and disappeared into the dining room. Margaret glared after her, but could not reply.
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      By the time Ink returned to the Dining House with the ingredients for the sleeping tonic, he was surprised to find the table already cleared. He glanced into the kitchen and spotted Delia at the sink, scrubbing a pot with angry vigor. He turned and hurried towards the staircase in the corner of the room.

      He had never been in the Whistlers’ room before. Theirs was the only house without a balcony, and as such his sweeping services had never been required. The room was immaculately clean and filled with several decorative touches placed with care. There were embroidered pillows, lace doilies, patterned curtains, even a collection of pressed and dried wildflowers. It was nothing fancy or elaborate, but it gave the place an air of welcome and familiarity. It felt like a real home.

      Martin sat on the edge of the bed, his face buried in his hand. There was a small spattering of Caradoc’s blood on his shoulder. Simon was leaning against the dressing table but straightened as Ink appeared in the doorway.

      “Thank you, Ink,” he said.

      He took the ingredients and set them on the table, then began to prepare the tonic with a bottle of wine he'd retrieved from the kitchen. Ink stood awkwardly by, unsure if he was still needed. For a long while the clink of Simon’s spoon against the glass was the only sound in the room.

      “How could I have done such a thing, Simon?” Martin said, his hand sliding from his face. “A little while ago it was me who was mixing that tonic for him.”

      Simon set the spoon down and glanced first at Ink, then at Martin. “I don’t pretend to understand what’s happening to you. I only wish I knew how to help. We all do. But I can tell you what I've always told Isaac in moments of distress. You are not alone. And never will be.” He stepped to the bed and handed him the glass of tonic.

      “I want to see him,” Martin said. “If only for a moment. And if . . . he’ll see me.”

      Simon nodded. “Of course he will.”

      He collected the bottles from the dressing table, then motioned for Ink to go ahead of him to the stairs.

      “Ink,” Martin said, stopping them both, “I’d like to speak with you for a moment. If you don’t mind.”

      Ink looked at Simon and nodded, signaling his willingness to stay. As soon as Simon disappeared down the stairs, Ink almost began to regret his decision. Martin was the only person on Riverfall with whom he'd never had any real conversation. Apart from the random violent outbursts, all he'd ever heard from him were complaints and reprimands. Admittedly, his curiosity was piqued, but as an added safety measure he resolved to stay near the open door. Martin remained staring down into the tonic.

      “You see me now,” he said, “when I am at my worst.”

      Another long moment of silence passed. He fidgeted with the glass, his dark eyes roaming the room as if looking for his own escape route. He sighed in agitation.

      “And how quickly the pride rises again to cover it. To hold everyone else at fault except myself. It seems I can only see the truth of this by the light of humility—but it's a light all-too-fleeting, which only seems to stir in me by being brought so low.” He finally lifted his gaze to Ink. “I know you're afraid of me. You have every right to be. And I don’t mean to keep you here listening to speeches. I only thought to take the chance—while the light shines through—to tell you to look on me as a warning. Even if you never learn why the Spektors are after you, even if they hound you all your life . . . you mustn't let them do to you what they've done to me.”

      He drank down the acrid tonic with a grimace. Ink ventured away from the door and stood by the window. As he looked at Martin, he recalled the tragic story Harriet had told him about her husband's long descent into despondency and erratic temperament. They hadn't known about the Spektors then, but that had been no obstacle to the one who eventually found him. The parasite did not require the host's permission.

      “But you must have fought back,” Ink said. “Even when it had driven you almost to madness. Or else you wouldn't have let Caradoc help you get rid of it.”

      This invoked a brief look of suspicion from Martin, which told Ink that Harriet had not admitted revealing their history to him. Ink would say nothing of it, either. Perhaps Martin would think it had come from Caradoc or one of the others. Fortunately, the suspicion soon turned to resignation, and he let the matter pass. With another sigh, he stood and set the glass on the dressing table, then leaned against it, hanging his head to avoid his reflection in the mirror.

      “I had no fight left in me,” he said at last. “Its claws were so deep by then I think it was more a cry of desperation, from the utter depths of whatever part of my soul still remained to me.”

      Ink frowned. “Whatever it was, it must have done something. What did you say?”

      Martin sat back down on the bed and set his hand on his thigh with his eyes firmly on the rug. Ink wondered if he had pushed his luck too far. It was an intensely personal question about a terribly painful time. But it was important. If he assumed rightly, Martin was the only person he knew who'd fended off the oppression of a Spektor without a Keyholder anywhere near. Even if it had only been for a few minutes, it was precious information Ink knew might serve him in his next encounter—if any. God forbid.

      Finally, after what seemed like an agonizing hour of silence, Martin began to speak.

      “I'd left the house in a rage,” he said, his voice quiet and low. “Wandered for two days around town, hiding from anyone I saw, clinging to the shadows like some fiendish creature. I was hearing things that weren’t there. Seeing things. And at the worst hour of it all, I found myself on the outskirts of town, standing on the edge of a bridge at three o’clock in the morning.”

      He paused for a moment. Ink thought he saw a gleam of moisture in his eye. He took a deep breath and continued.

      “The Spektor hadn’t led me there, you understand. They reap no reward if their victims become corpses. It was my decision. I thought it was the only way to . . . make it stop. The moment I reached that bridge the Spektor went quiet, afraid I would jump and bring an end to its control. And then I was alone. Utterly alone. It filled me with relief and terror all at once. But I found I could suddenly hear myself again, gather my own thoughts without any obstruction or contradiction. And then this word left my lips, strong and clear, almost before I knew it. ‘Liar,’ I said. ‘Liar.’ Over and over again, every word a rejection of all the horrible things it had been trying to make me believe—about myself, about Harriet, about the entire course and measure of my life. 'Liar, liar, liar.' And as I spoke, I stepped away from the edge of the bridge and climbed back over the railing. Then the Spektor returned, and it was angry but afraid. It shouted at me, cursed me, tried everything in its power to regain its authority. But I just keep saying that word, ‘Liar, liar’, over and over. And then . . . I found myself heading home. Even though it hadn't yet occurred to me to do so. Like something else was leading me there.”

      Ink twisted his mouth, considering the tale. On the surface, it sounded like Martin had merely been defiant. Ink himself had done the same when confronted by the Spektor in Ban-Geren, and even before that in the Otherworld. Perhaps it had given the dark spirits pause, but there had been no real power behind it, not as there'd been with Martin.

      Because he'd believed it. That was the difference. Ink could spout off a brash speech or a smart remark almost without thinking. But those were empty words. Hollow. He'd tried to shout how the Spektors weren't allowed to hurt him. That he harbored no hate or despair. That Eamon was no longer his granddad. But now that he thought about it, he'd never actually believed it.

      “Well,” Ink said, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “I s'pose this means I oughta try not being so nervous 'round you. Not afraid, to be clear. Never quite that far. Just nervous was all.”

      The smallest hint of a smile played around the corner of Martin's mouth.

      “And maybe,” Ink continued, “just maybe you could . . . try not to hate me so much.”

      “God, no, Ink,” Martin said with a pained look. “I've never hated you. My outbursts and bad behavior have only ever been my fault. Working my fears and insecurities into anger I should have directed towards myself and no one else. But that damned pride always seems to win out.”

      Ink suddenly felt a small surge of anger. He frowned.

      “Do you hate Harriet?”

      Martin looked cut to the heart. He bowed his head, his stubbled jaw quivering. “Far . . . far from it.”

      Ink dropped his own gaze, astonished to feel his anger turning quickly into pity. A gentle rapping sound came at the open bedroom door. They both looked up to find Caradoc standing at the threshold. His ear had been completely healed, with not a trace of blood to be seen.

      “All right, Ink?” Caradoc asked.

      Ink looked back at Martin and nodded. “Yeah. All right now.”

      He turned towards the door and hit Caradoc playfully in the arm as he passed.

      “Think I'll go sharpen my teeth for a bit now. Get ready to make that mulch tomorrow.”

      The Keyholder smiled.
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      As Ink disappeared down the stairs, Caradoc stepped into the room. Martin’s head drooped almost to his chest.

      “Caradoc,” he said, his voice suddenly hoarse. “How can I begin to say . . . sorry is nowhere near enough—”

      “It’s all right, Martin. I know you didn’t mean it. You don’t have to apologize.”

      “Of course I do. The combination of fear and pride can steal a man’s courage clean away. I saw it coming and still I let it happen. Only a coward would lash out at the man who saved his life. And only a monster would so badly treat the woman who’s stayed by his side all this time.” He clasped his hand over his knee and shut his eyes. “There’s just something about the hope in her that galls the fear in me.”

      Caradoc took the chair from the dressing table, set it across from Martin, and sat down. “I don't think any of us likes the idea of searching for the Mistress. I think only a fool would feel no fear at the prospect. I'd be only too happy never to see her again or hear her name. And you're not the only who thinks we ought to lay down arms and commit ourselves to living out our lives up here. Mavie and I talked about that very thing when we met.”

      Martin rubbed his jaw and nodded. “Talked of it. But still knew in your hearts it wouldn't be right. Not really.” He sighed. “As I know it in mine.”

      They fell quiet. The setting sun had turned the drawn lace curtains a deep bronze. Caradoc leaned back in his chair and drew a hand across his brow.

      “Martin, I am so sorry.”

      He frowned. “You're sorry?”

      “I know I must be responsible in some way for these attacks. I'd never expelled a Spektor from a person before you came to me, or since. If I’d had more time to learn, more experience, more skill—”

      “No,” Martin replied, stopping him with a firm voice. “I've told you before, Caradoc, and I'll say it again. Losing my arm meant saving my life. Any pain I suffered then or since is on account of the Spektor, and the Spektor alone. But since we're on the topic of wrongdoing, I do have a very serious charge to lay against you.” He gestured towards the empty glass on the table. “That tonic you drink is an abomination. I swear it could burn the wings off an angel. Why in God's name haven't you come up with something better by now?”

      Caradoc laughed, mostly out of relief. “I know. I've tried everything I can think of to make it more bearable. I was going to say you didn't have to drink it when I got up here but I see it's already gone.”

      Martin nodded. “Well, despite the awful taste, I think I'll be grateful for it tonight. In fact, I can already feel it working. But . . .” He paused, then scoffed at himself in embarrassment.

      “What? What is it?”

      “Well . . . I feel like a child for saying this, but I’m always fearful another attack will come on the heels of the first, and I don’t prefer to be alone if that were to happen. Would you sit with me? Until I fall asleep?”

      Caradoc nodded. “Of course I will.”
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      A little over an hour later, Harriet opened the door to the bedroom and looked inside. Both men had fallen asleep—Martin on the bed and Caradoc in the chair by the dressing table. Stepping quietly, she crossed the room and blew out the candle on the nightstand. Martin was already halfway under the covers. After pulling them up to his shoulders, she gazed at his face for a moment, then lightly kissed his cheek.

      She moved next to the foot of the bed where a blanket lay folded on top of a trunk. It wasn’t long enough to serve as a proper cover, but she brought it to Caradoc anyway and placed it over him as best she could. The pale moonlight filtering through the window illuminated the scars on his face. As she looked at him she felt a sudden swell of emotion. Sadness was first to arise, but it was fast overtaken by gratitude and affection. She bent down and kissed him, her lips brushing tenderly against his scarred brow.

      She then went to a small dresser in the corner, pulled another blanket from the top drawer, and departed, quietly shutting the door behind her.
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      Dusk fell over the old city. Flames blazed to life inside the lanterns along the street. Vendors and merchants packed up their wares as the passersby turned towards home. Fishing boats were already heading for the docks, appearing as black silhouettes on the rolling tide. Lord Malkimar watched them from the back porch of the Tinderbox Café, resting his hand on one of the pillars. As the fishermen came ashore, they called to one another, lighting lanterns of their own and hauling their nets into the backs of carts and wagons. City regulation forbid them to clean and process their catch out in the open. It was too unbecoming for a place like Vaterra.

      Malkimar’s nervous blue-eyed gaze traveled along the row of streets leading away from the shoreline. Workmen and laborers were headed home, some to boarding houses, some to pubs. A few had already started up a game of dice outside a billiards hall. He chewed his lip as he looked at them. That would be frowned upon. Seen as loitering and lingering. Such activity required a permit, and it was highly doubtful they were in possession of one. They were probably Cassrians, come to Entrian Country looking to feed however they could off Vaterra’s riches and prosperity. He sucked on a tooth and looked away. Scavengers, he thought.

      “Evening, sir,” one of the fishermen called out from a wagon, tipping his hat to the priest as they passed. Malkimar didn’t answer but turned and began pacing up and down the porch with his hands clasped behind his back. The waters of the gulf lapped gently below.

      A few minutes later a carriage came into view. Malkimar hurried forward to meet it as the driver eased the horses onto a wide delivery ramp adjoining the porch. A footman descended from the back and opened the door, while a second brought down a small set of steps from inside the coach. Malkimar put a hand over his heart and offered a stiff bow as a lady emerged, her face concealed by a black veil. She regarded him silently as she disembarked. A tendril of his shoulder-length hair fell from behind his ear. Only a year ago it had been blond. Now it was almost entirely white. He tucked it back as he straightened again.

      “My Lady,” he began, “may I say how great an honor it is to have you here once more. I hope your journey was pleas—”

      “My journey was long, Lord Malkimar,” the lady replied, cutting him short. “Too long to be met with any disappointment.”

      His pale brow wrinkled. “Oh, no, madam. There will be no cause. I predict we will have great success tonight. The air is ripe and the hallowed Veil between worlds perilously thin.”

      “Save the priestly jargon for the proper hour. I require plain speech or none at all. Now lead the way inside. I will not conduct business on a soggy stoop.”

      He gestured towards the back door. “Right this way, Lady Madara.”

      “Speak my name again and you will lose your tongue!” she hissed, stepping closer with an air of menace. “I’ve no wish to be known here, neither inside nor out. There are no safe places anymore. Or have you forgotten?”

      He gaped at the sudden threat, then quickly shook his head.
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      Malkimar led her to a lavish office at the back of the café. A large picture window looked out on the water. Gold-tipped waves glistened in the setting sun. Birds flocked to a collection of rocky outcroppings in the distance. Madara rolled up her veil as soon as Malkimar shut the door, then seated herself in the chair behind the desk without waiting for an invitation. She gazed out the window with a cold stare.

      Malkimar clasped his hands together as he ventured closer. “I must admit, I was quite surprised to receive word of your visitation.”

      “An unfortunate necessity,” she replied. “We have been without guidance for near seven years, left only to guess at how we might advance our cause. Times being what they are, events playing out as they have, we cannot accept the silence any longer. The thing needs proper doing. Proper representation. So here I am.”

      Malkimar narrowed his eyes, perceiving the insult. She blamed him for their repeated failures. Thought little of his expertise in the matter or the value of his steadfast persistence. Of course, if she'd had any true faith in the proceedings, she would have made it a point to regularly attend. Her being here now only meant the great Lady Madara had finally grown desperate.

      “Well,” he said after a long pause, “I can promise no more than my best, as I have always done. We may cry for answers as long as we have breath, but if no one replies, there is little else to do but wait upon patience.”

      Her gaze turned from the window and searched his face. He stood the examination like a professional soldier, having undertaken such trials before by countless temple leaders and fellow priests.

      “You are an odd creature, Malkimar,” she said. “Does it never give you pause to consider the things you do? The rooms into which you pry? Venturing where others dare not, even forbid? You have been a priest for near thirty years now, am I correct?”

      “You are, my Lady.”

      “And you’ve earned a certain reputation along the way. A faithful scholar of the holy texts, of course, but also an expert on the occult and a self-taught student of exorcisms—though never once successful, I hear. Not a safe path for a priest to tread.” She narrowed her eyes at him and seemed to consider him even more carefully. “But I do not believe you are a man of faith. Only of curiosity. So why weigh yourself down with the trappings of organized religion?”

      Malkimar folded his arms. “I would not say that I am without faith, madam, only that it does not interest me so much as other things. I joined the priesthood because it offered me the chance to reach farther and see deeper into matters other paths could not afford me. As for religion itself, it’s all very much a matter of choosing sides. My own career, however, has been built on a position of strict impartiality. Of studying not one party but all. And when I was asked to join our noble mission, I was given the promise of achieving even greater insight. The chance to peer into the stranger, more obscure corners of creation. As a lifelong devotee of knowledge and understanding, I could not refuse.”

      Madara’s icy gaze seemed to thaw for a moment, her wrinkled features softened of their hard edges. “And do you never fear for your soul, Lord Malkimar?”

      The priest smirked at the word and shuffled his feet before answering. “No more than you do for yours, my Lady.”

      The hardness returned. Madara rose from her seat and paced from the desk.

      “Isaac Caradoc is after the Crypt.”

      The smirk dropped away from Malkimar’s face. “What?”

      “My daughter had the goodness to inform me during her last visit. It is a theory she had been musing over for some time, which was then confirmed by her encounter with the orphan child. I presume you are familiar with the legend concerning the site.”

      “Well, yes,” the priest answered, still in shock. “But . . . the location of the Crypt has been lost. No record of it exists, nor any living soul who might still remember it.”

      Madara lowered her gaze, tapping her fingernails impatiently on the desk. “I thought if anyone was to know, it would be you.”

      “I have heard theories. Heard tell of a dozen or more possible sites—Mount Jubal, the High Country, the Isle of Fenmire—but not one with any solid evidence.”

      “If we are successful tonight,” the elderly woman said, “I want you to pose the question. Apart from our own cause, no effort is more important. If the last Keyholder sets foot inside that Crypt, all is lost. I want it found, and I want him dead. The order makes no difference to me.”

      Another wave of uneasiness rippled across Malkimar’s brow. When he remained silent, Madara raised her chin.

      “If you have something to say, Priest, do not hold it from me.”

      “There was a man here, about six months ago, asking questions about the Crypt.”

      “What man?”

      “He did not give his name. He was a Cassrian, I think. Very old. He had to be helped down the stairs. But he knew about the meetings and said he wanted to attend. He was very interested in the whole process. Even took notes. I thought to confiscate them before he left, but there was some commotion in the café afterwards and he slipped away in the confusion.”

      “Do you recall anything else about him?” Madara asked. “Any details, however trivial?”

      “He was quite thin. Stood a bit hunched as well. I remember he had ink stains on his fingers and down the front of his coat.”

      Madara faced the window again, bringing her hand to her chin.

      “Bash,” she said, spitting the name like a curse. “Iophulis Bash. The prying snake.”

      Malkimar’s eyes widened. “The Colonist?”

      “The dead Colonist. No threat to us now, and you can thank your God for that.”

      A knock came at the door. Malkimar went to it and put his hand on the knob.

      “Who is it?”

      “Annyulan,” came the reply.

      He cracked the door open and let her inside. Lady Annyulan was the owner of the Tinderbox Café, a small woman in her late forties with an eye for fashion and a flair for schmoozing with those from the uppermost tier of society.

      “Welcome, my Lady,” she said, greeting the elder Entress with a small curtsey and bow of the head. “You are looking very well. And what a beautiful new cloak. It becomes you.”

      “As does your gift for sugarcoating lies, Lady Annyulan,” Madara answered. “Now listen. I want the rules of these meetings amended. I do not approve of having just anyone walk into them. You must admit only those invited by and known to us.”

      Annyulan’s brow wrinkled in concern. “My Lady, our numbers would dwindle. And we have already gained many advantages from those members who first came to us unknown and uninvited. The undesirables are weeded out quickly enough. Besides, there is nothing to be heard here but the mere whisper of our cause. All else is touted as a harmless experiment with the supernatural.”

      “There was a Colonist under this roof, madam,” Madara shot back. “Six months ago. Taking notes and reporting God-knows-what back to his fellow vipers.”

      Annyulan gaped, glancing between Malkimar and Madara in astonishment.

      “What has become of us if the likes of them can slip past unseen?” Madara continued, stalking across the room. “We will be infiltrated. Corrupted. I want changes put in place. Some process for evaluating newcomers. Decide the details amongst yourselves but final approval rests with me. Is this understood?”

      Malkimar and Annyulan assured her it was. There was never any arguing with their superior.

      “Well,” Annyulan said, “it is half an hour before closing. Can I get you anything while you wait, my Lady? Tea, perhaps?”

      “No. You both have a job to do in the time that remains. I received word that a man by the name of John Spindler is intent on paying a visit here this evening. I want him barred. Turned out. He is a snooping newspaperman from the North Country. One of many Cassrians my foolish daughter has seen fit to employ. I have no information on his physical description but I leave it to you to determine his identity.”

      “Of course,” Malkimar replied. “And perhaps, if I may say so, it would serve the Lady Seherene better to . . . acquire a bit more education in the art of diplomacy and association.”

      “I agree,” Annyulan said. “She may be using the Cassrians as nothing more than simple-minded pawns, but they could do a great deal of harm if left unchecked. A short conversation with someone from the High Council may be enough to encourage her in the right direction.”

      Madara pursed her wrinkled lips. “I have already spoken to her on the matter, but she remains stubborn and self-righteous. I cannot begin to tell you the revulsion I felt upon learning of her arrangement with the Inkwell boy, but she insisted it was for the best. I could not dissuade her. As for the High Council, they are little better. Always afraid of causing offense or stepping out of bounds where there should be none. They did not learn their lesson the first time. None of their clans did. Perhaps the time draws near to teach them again.”

      Malkimar stepped forward, his mouth twitching nervously. “With all respect, madam, I advise the greatest caution with regards to that course of action. Taking such drastic measures nearly led to our ruin once before. We must tread carefully. We must be certain the people are ready.”

      “We must also consider,” Annyulan said, “that many of the Elders remain wary of our first great leader. The mere memory of him is oftentimes enough to provoke the old fears.”

      Madara scoffed, anger reddening her pale cheeks. “Darian was the nearest thing to a saint this country has seen in a millennium! That boy was wise beyond his years, and never once squeamish about what had to be done. Those gutless Elders feared his power and strength. Things they could only dream of possessing!”

      She turned away, fiddling with the gold locket that hung from her neck. When she spoke again, it was as if she meant the words only for herself.

      “But for my perfect daughter they have only the highest regard. Their darling Angel of Reckoning. Virtuous. Spotless. Oh, if they but knew. If they could see how soiled and stained she truly is. They would strike the head from her shoulders in the very next breath.”

      Malkimar and Annyulan exchanged a worried glance.

      “My Lady?” Malkimar asked, his curious tone urging explanation.

      The old woman shook her head, stifling the fire in her breast and assuming her cold glare once more.

      “Find Spindler. And bring me a brandy.”
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      In view of the café, on a street leading away from the shoreline, Walter Fleck, Charlie Watkins, and Chester Fortescue loitered outside the billiards hall, doing their best to blend in with the dice players. Whenever the game would favor someone, they’d cheer and clap along with the rest. Before long, Chester grew impatient with being a mere spectator and stepped into the rotation, throwing the dice with a whoop and a grin. A cry of raucous cheers rose up around him.

      “Watch it now, Mr. Fortescue,” Abner warned, tipping his hat. “You know how gambling can get you into trouble.”

      Chester laughed as he swept up the dice again. “Everything gets me into trouble, Mr. Fleck. So I might as well just keep on as I am.”

      Abner stepped back toward Evering and spoke in a low voice. “They in, yet?”

      Evering glanced over his shoulder. At that moment, Wentworth Douglas and his wife, Mary, were ascending the stairs of the Tinderbox Café, arm in arm. A doorman welcomed them with a small bow.

      Evering nodded. “They’re in.”
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      The Tinderbox Café was one of many singularly opulent buildings in the city of Vaterra. The walls and ceiling of the main dining room were made mostly of glass, offering a unique vantage point for every patron. The best view was a breathtaking panorama of the Gulf of Er Haen to the east. Those who sat closer to the street, however, enjoyed the benefit of being seen by all the people passing, thereby providing themselves an easy boost in social standing. The Tinderbox was not the most affordable place to dine, and as such, not everyone could gain admittance.

      Inside, the café boasted expensive furnishings, well-dressed staff, silver cutlery, and even a string quartet playing in the corner. But the most eye-catching feature was its unusual decor. The entire room was lit by thin rivulets of fire which ran through etched courses and patterns in the glass, alternating between blue and purplish hues, as well as deep yellows and reds. The flames had just passed overhead as the newly-arrived couple were seated at a table overlooking the water.

      “Your waiter will be with you shortly,” the host said. “I must inform you that the café will be closed in half an hour, but please . . . don’t feel rushed. Enjoy your stay.”

      “Thank you,” Simon replied with a weak smile, knowing perfectly well that they were meant to feel rushed. As the host walked away, he stifled a nervous sigh and fidgeted with his green satin tie. Margaret smiled at him from across their small table.

      “You’re not very good at this undercover business, are you?”

      “Well it’s hard to relax when you’re wearing a prosthetic face and a false beard. Not to mention Chester’s most expensive costumes. He’ll throw a fit if we get anything on them.”

      A lanky waiter with a bored expression approached.

      “Evening, madam. Evening, sir. How may I serve you?”

      Simon opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came out. He’d forgotten—they had no money.

      “Oh, well . . . w-we don’t . . . uh . . .”

      Margaret leaned forward and laid her hand on Simon’s. “What my husband means to say is that we don’t have much of an appetite. We’ve mainly come to enjoy the view. Two cups of tea will be perfectly fine.”

      “Of course, madam.”

      As the waiter retreated, Simon leaned an arm on the table and lowered his voice again.

      “We can’t even pay for tea.”

      “Relax, dear Wentworth,” Margaret replied with another amused smile. “Your sensible wife had the foresight to collect a few coins before leaving the house this evening. Now try not to worry. Take a look out the window. Isn’t that view absolutely gorgeous?”

      He gazed at her and nodded. “It is.”
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      Malkimar entered the dining room and looked around. The café was nearly empty. Good. That would make it much easier to pick Spindler out from the rest of the patrons, if he had arrived yet. A high table in the corner of the room would be the best watch post. He could observe the entire room from there.
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      When the tea was brought to the Douglas party, it took Simon a great deal of focus merely to lift the cup to his lips without his hand shaking. Feeling Margaret’s eyes on him did nothing to help. He set his cup down again.

      “All right, it can’t just be me. Aren't you feeling the least bit nervous?”

      “We’re only going to a meeting. Not a fight to the death.”

      “But a meeting for whom? Or what? We have no idea what this is all about.”

      “Which is precisely why we ought to stay calm. There’s no reason to become nervous until there’s something to be properly nervous about.”

      Simon let out another frustrated sigh and nodded. As he made another attempt to drink his tea, Margaret glanced nonchalantly out the window.

      “You really ought to take an example from our son.”

      Simon choked, spluttering loud enough to draw the attention of another couple nearby. He set the cup down and stared back at her. “Our what?”

      “Well if I understand this family tree correctly, Edward Douglas—or ‘Little Eddie’, as you like to call him—was the son who accompanied you to Burgess Valley a month ago. That makes him our son, does it not?”

      His bafflement melted into mirth. He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose it does. And wouldn’t he be appalled to hear it. But of course you know this also means my Aunt Fanny is your Aunt Fanny.”

      Margaret’s smile dimmed at the mention of Delia’s alter ego. She could still feel the sting of the elder woman’s harsh words from their altercation in the kitchen the day before. “So she is. If she hasn’t already seen fit to disown me.”

      Simon’s mirth sobered. “She’ll come around. I know she will.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      “Because she’s an old friend of the family. I’ve known her since I was a child. Her instinct to protect has always been very strong—even forceful at times. But she means well.”

      Margaret’s gaze shifted to the window again. “In my experience, good intentions are of little use if the actions serving them are ill-chosen.”
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      On the far side of the café, the doorman raised his hand, barring entrance to a mustached newcomer in a bowler hat. Malkimar observed the exchange from his seat, noting the sour expressions and adamant gestures. The man withdrew a letter from his coat pocket and held it up for the doorman to see, pointing at the seal with a self-satisfied lift of his eyebrows. The doorman stiffened, then instantly drew aside to allow entry.

      Malkimar shifted from sucking on a tooth to chewing his lip, watching as the man strode into the café and seated himself near the door. A troublemaker had just arrived. It wasn’t hard to guess his identity.
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      “Blast!” Simon exclaimed in a loud whisper, bringing his hand to his face as if to hide it, despite the fact he was in disguise.

      Margaret frowned. “What's wrong?”

      “That man! That man over there in the bowler hat! I know him. And he knows me!”

      She glanced over her shoulder and soon spotted the source of trouble. By his dress, he was most certainly a Cassrian. He also appeared to be anxious about something as he continually referred to his pocket watch whenever his eyes were not surveying the room.

      “Who is he?” she asked.

      “He was with Ink the day we picked him up in that flat—in his flat. I think his name is Spindler. He’s a newspaperman from Harburg. For all we know, he was the one who spread the story about Ink being kidnapped. But how on earth can he be here? And why?”

      “Well . . . why don’t we go and ask him?”

      Before he could stop her, she rose from her seat and made her way over to his table. Unfortunately, this was also the same moment Malkimar had decided to make his move. The priest had nearly crossed half the dining room before noticing Margaret, but instead of rushing to get to the man first, he simply made a quick loop around a pillar and returned to his table.

      Margaret smiled as the man glanced up at her. “Excuse me. I don’t mean to intrude, but are you Mr. Spindler, by any chance?”

      “I am,” he answered, looking at her with surprise.

      “I knew it,” she said, placing a hand on her heart. “I recognized you as soon as you walked in, but my husband didn’t believe me. We read your paper whenever we’re in Harburg. I’m Mary Douglas. Lagging behind is my husband, Wentworth. We’re great fans of your work.”

      “Well, thank you,” he said, beginning to smile as he stood to take her offered hand. “Thank you. I’m amazed anyone this far has even heard of Harburg, much less of me.”

      “That piece you did on the kidnapping of that poor orphan boy was simply heartbreaking. Moved me to tears. I sent a copy to all my closest friends and family. What a supreme tragedy!”

      “My dear,” Simon said, trying to catch her arm while keeping his face turned away. “I think you’ve bothered this poor man enough. Let's leave him in peace.”

      “No, no. It’s perfectly all right,” Spindler said. “In fact, would you two care to join me?”

      “How very kind!” Margaret replied. She took a seat beside him and smiled knowingly at Simon, who looked as though he would be sick.

      “It isn’t often one comes across fellow Cassrians in this part of the world,” Spindler said, glancing around at the other patrons. “I presume by your names you are not . . .”

      “Entrians? Goodness, no,” Margaret answered. “Simply travelers, and more often for business than pleasure, unfortunately. My husband’s wig-making company keeps him very busy. Sit down, dear.”

      Simon had only just reached the empty chair but was still hesitating over what to do with it. He cleared his throat anxiously and finally sat, his eyes firmly on the surface of the table.

      “So, Mr. Spindler,” Margaret said with an enthusiastic smile, “what new intrigue brings you to the Tinderbox? Business or pleasure?”

      “Well, business, to be honest.”

      “How exciting,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling brighter. “Some new investigation, no doubt. Something about the orphan boy, perhaps?”

      Spindler glanced away for a moment, hesitant.

      She reached forward and laid an apologetic hand on his. “Oh, do forgive my curiosity. You don’t owe us an answer, of course. It’s just that I find your line of work frightfully fascinating. And I cannot help but suspect we may both be here on common purpose.”

      “Mary . . .” Simon warned.

      “It’s perfectly all right,” she said, then lowered her voice. “We all know the value of discretion between friends, do we not?”

      Spindler leaned forward with his arm on the table and looked around the room, trying to appear casual. “You have . . . something you wish to tell me, Mrs. Douglas?”

      “Nothing to tell, Mr. Spindler. We are not here to tell, but to listen. To learn.”

      “Learn what, exactly?”

      “Whatever hidden knowledge there is to be found in an exclusive café at a secret hour.”

      Stunned, Spindler glanced between the couple. Simon did not return his gaze, but Margaret met it, unafraid.

      “We do not mean to interfere in any serious business, of course,” she continued, “only to have a little adventure ourselves. Shake a bit of the tedium out of our lives. Likely we have overstepped our bounds by coming here at all—”

      “Very likely,” Simon replied dryly.

      “But if we can be of assistance, in any way, I hope you would not hesitate to employ us.”

      Spindler sat back in his chair, considering her offer. Simon tried hard not to fidget. It was risky to admit they were Cassrians who were snooping in on secret affairs in Entrian Country, much less for their own amusement. Would he really believe there was nothing more to it? To them? After a long silence, the newspaperman finally smoothed down his mustache, then sat forward and laced his fingers together.

      “I’m here to see a man by the name of Malkimar. A priest. I’ve been told he knows a great deal about the more mysterious corners of the world. I’m hoping his knowledge will help me get to the bottom of a few matters that continue to be frustratingly elusive.”

      “How did you know to find him here?” Simon asked.

      “I went to see him at the Temple of Orthys—or tried to, anyway. His apprentice told me he’d taken a trip to this area and that I could find him at this café. She also mentioned something about overturning my teacup at closing time, but I’ve no idea what that’s all about.”

      “Then you don’t know about the meeting?” Margaret said.

      “Meeting?”

      “Yes, the reason we’re here. Through a little detective work of our own—as well as a heap of luck—we discovered the existence of a group of people in Vaterra associated with some kind of . . . dark spirits. Complete rubbish, of course, but we were fascinated enough to make the journey and find out for ourselves.”

      Spindler frowned. “A short time ago, I met with another priest who suspected there might be people who worshipped such creatures. Cultists of some kind. He advised me to 'look in all the wrong places' to find them. From what you’ve told me, it sounds as though I may have finally come to the right spot.”

      “Well,” Margaret said, “then it’s lucky we ran into one another. A paper with such a story would surely be snatched up by every person in the North Country, if not all of Eriaris.”

      He took a sip of tea and shook his head. “And not a moment too soon. My finances are all but dried up. If things don’t turn around, I’ll have to return to my office and do what I can from there. I was hoping to swing by the Mastmarner Library before beating a retreat but that’s been botched as well. I’m sure you’ve heard what happened there.”

      Margaret shrugged. “Bits and pieces. Some kind of scuffle or something?”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “Some kind of scuffle with the Colonists.”

      She forced a gasp of surprise. “You’re joking!”

      “You didn’t hear?”

      “We must have been traveling through the Lockhorns at the time,” Simon replied.

      Spindler grunted. “Yes, well, fortunately no one was killed. But now the place is under strict observation, and no one is allowed to see or speak with the head librarian. The official press release was careful to steer clear of the words 'house arrest' but I get the feeling that's exactly what's happened.”

      Margaret and Simon exchanged an anxious glance. Mavie had been found out.

      “So anything you can do to help would be much appreciated,” the newspaperman continued. “Whatever you can catch about the people at this meeting—names, places, details. Anything. We can meet up afterwards to compare notes. Perhaps at that pub down the street?”

      Margaret smiled. “Count on us, Mr. Spindler. We’ll do all we can.”

      A woman in a fine gown and expensive jewelry appeared at the back of the café and strode to the center of the room. At a nod from her, the string quartet stopped playing, and the host and servers all stood to attention.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” she called aloud, “the café is now closing. We thank you heartily for your patronage, and wish you all a good evening and a safe journey home.”

      As the customers began to rise from their tables, Margaret nodded at the two men across from her. They overturned their teacups, then began to make a show of leaving, dabbing their lips with napkins, straightening coats, gathering hats. Spindler shot a glance across the room.

      “Seems we’re not alone.”

      Simon and Margaret followed his gaze. An older man and woman had also overturned their teacups, both looking nervous. When the last unassuming patron had left the café, the well-dressed woman gave a sign to the doorman, who then locked and bolted the door from within. Waiters began collecting up dishes and wiping down tables. The woman raised her arms and appeared to meditate for a few moments. Suddenly, the glass walls of the Tinderbox café went dark, leaving only the faintest traces of colored fire for illumination.

      “This way, ladies and gentlemen,” she called, beckoning to the remaining guests.
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      Malkimar stood at the entrance to the back corridor, watching silently as the guests filed past him. Spindler was last in line. As he passed, the priest stepped forward.

      “Mr. Spindler, I presume?”

      “You know me, sir?”

      “I was told to expect your arrival around this time, following your visit to Orthys.”

      “Ah, yes. Then you would be Lord Malkimar.”

      “I am.”

      Spindler glanced down the hall, waiting until the other guests had passed out of hearing range. “I was advised to seek you out on a delicate matter concerning a private investigation. I’m told you are an expert on the Spektors.”

      It was Malkimar’s turn to glance down the hall. “That is a generous claim. I have made it my life’s work to explore such things in depth. Though I do not pretend to be all-knowing, I will certainly do my best to answer what questions you have.”

      “That would be greatly appreciated. Perhaps I may conduct an interview after this meeting?”

      Malkimar’s calm expression wavered into panic for a moment. “Meeting? Oh, there’s no need to bother with that, Mr. Spindler. It would be a waste of your time. But I would be more than happy to give you my free and undivided attention at a later date. Shall we meet, say, tomorrow at noon, in the café?”

      Spindler nodded. “Tomorrow at noon it is. Now if you don’t mind, I believe I will head down to this meeting. Waste of time or not, I’m afraid my curiosity has been piqued. And once that happens there’s no going back for a man of my profession. You understand.”

      Before the priest could stop him, Spindler whirled off down the hall and hurried to catch up with the others. Malkimar wrung his hands, bewildered. He glanced towards Annyulan’s office, only to meet the icy gaze of the Lady Madara. Her expression held pure condemnation. After a long moment, she snatched the veil down over her face, turned out of the office, and swept down the long corridor.
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      The corridor ended at a set of steps leading down to a second and much shorter passage. As the structure below had been built into sand instead of soil, the air felt cold and damp. Simon noted that the narrow hall was illuminated by light orbs enclosed in glass lanterns rather than common flame. At the end was a single door. The well-dressed woman led the way inside.

      The room was spacious—almost the size of the café above it—and its four walls were made up of huge mirrors extending from floor to ceiling, giving each visitor an infinite number of self-copies in every direction. Flickering candles lined the base of each wall. In the center of the room was a raised marble platform, and atop this a golden throne which seemed to glow in the light of the surrounding flames. Four gold posts had been set around the platform, each with a bowl-like censer at the top.

      Once everyone was inside, two waiters from the café were posted as guards outside the door. The woman then instructed everyone to stand in a half-circle before the throne. Simon made sure to plant himself at the end of the curving line, casting a wary glance at his fellow visitors as he did so. The older man looked interested in the goings-on, but the woman beside him—most certainly his wife—appeared a good deal more anxious. Mr. Spindler was obviously intrigued and seemed to be noting every aspect of the strange chamber. Margaret assumed an air of relaxed calm, trying as she always did to look as though she belonged there. The woman in the dark veil stood as still as a statue, only turning her head when a tall, thin man with shoulder-length hair stepped onto the platform and addressed them.

      “Welcome, friends,” he said. “I am Lord Malkimar. Tonight, whether by providence or chance, you have found your way to a very special place. A meeting of the Blue Flames.”

      So this was Malkimar—the priest Spindler had sought, and a supposed authority on the supernatural. It would be interesting to see what he actually knew.

      “When I first encountered this group, many years ago,” the priest continued, “it was little more than a small band of dreamers, men and women who believed that the power of unity could change the world for the better. It was an attractive vision for many, especially those who had grown tired of so much needless violence and loss during the time of the clan feuds. Now that time is no more, yet the vision remains, still far from its state of perfect completion. Only now, instead of dreamers and wishful thinkers, we have become doers and agents of action, grinding the gears, paving the roads, and lighting the fires of change.”

      “Question,” Spindler said, raising his hand. “What specific changes are you trying to bring about? And for what reason? Social gripes? Religious? Political?”

      Malkimar regarded him with a thin smile. “There are some tales that cannot be told in a day, much less an hour. Suffice it to say . . . we seek to shape our beloved world into the paradise it was always meant to be.” He shifted his gaze to the rest of the party. “But because our methods may be viewed as unusual, even unorthodox, we have found it necessary to be very cautious. We do not make ourselves public, nor do we share our ideas freely. We show ourselves and speak only to those who are willing to listen. Willing to look past convention. To embrace new possibilities. Even to test the very foundations of faith and belief. If you have made it to this place, to this moment, it is because you are among the few who are truly willing. If you please, Lady Annyulan.”

      He beckoned to the well-dressed woman, who came forward carrying a velvet sack.

      “By virtue of our broad vision and open-minded approach,” Malkimar said, “the Blue Flames have been privileged to witness a miracle. Shortly after the birth of our company, our founding member made contact with a holy being. A benefactor who has become our guiding light, known to us as the Oracle Melinoë.”

      “What?” the older man asked. “Do you mean . . . an angel?”

      “She has never answered to that title. It may be that there are many heavenly creatures yet foreign to us in role and concept, besides that of angels. But I can most assuredly say that she is of that immortal realm, and as real as any of us standing here now. Tonight, we will attempt to contact her. To ask for any wisdom she may impart to make whole again the wounds of the world.”

      “And, uh, how long has it been since the last impartation?” Spindler asked, barely disguising his cynical tone.

      Malkimar answered with another strained smile. “Well, the oracle is not on call, Mr. Spindler. She does not appear by our will, but by our faith. And if we are truly able to cast away our fleshly cares and concerns, I believe we will again see a miracle tonight. And if you, ladies, and you, gentlemen, should choose to join our great cause, to encourage its laborers, to aid and advance the heavy work, you will find there is great reward to be had. Now, if there are no objections, we will begin.” He turned to Annyulan, who held open the velvet sack.

      “I am so far beyond regretting this,” Simon muttered.

      “It’ll be fine,” Margaret said, though she no longer sounded so certain.

      The priest stepped to the nearest censer and withdrew a vial of oil from the sack. The moment he removed the stopper, a strong, heady aroma filled the entire chamber. It was wild and sweet, something which sharpened the senses and made the blood pulse with excitement. When Simon realized how much he enjoyed the scent he nearly drew out his handkerchief to hold over his nose. It was dangerous to believe nothing bad could happen in a room that smelled so wonderful. Malkimar poured the oil into the first censer nearest him, emptying the vial. When this was done, he reached into the bag again and withdrew a handful of rose petals, which were then cast into the second censer. The third received a sprinkling of incense.

      The object offered to the fourth censer was a jeweled pendant on a gold chain, the bright sapphire fashioned into the shape of a blue flame. Simon felt an involuntary shiver. Of course, it was reminiscent of the small image printed at the bottom of the card Mavie had given them. But there was something else about this particular item. He was sure he had seen it somewhere before.

      With all the items in place, Malkimar stepped down from the platform and took his position in line beside the veiled woman. Lady Annyulan followed, but before resuming her own place she turned and raised her hands into the air. Fire burst to life inside all four censers, consuming the objects within. Simon glanced at the others. The worry and nervousness had gone from their faces. Annyulan and Malkimar had closed their eyes and were breathing deeply. A white haze began to fill the room, but there was no smell of smoke or burning, only the intoxicating scent of the oil, now twice as strong.

      “Concentrate,” Malkimar said, his eyes still closed. “Cast away all cares and worries of this world. All pain and darkness. Come to your center. To your soul. Find the light inside of you, focus on it, then turn it outward, like a beam of pure radiance.”

      By this point, Simon was focused on everything but his center. Movement caught his eye to his right. It was his own image in the mirrored wall nearest him, but there was something wrong. The reflections had begun to ripple and quiver. As he watched, the walls began to turn into liquid, swelling and melting into one another like a churning river of molten glass. Before long it was flowing in one constant stream around the room, dazzling the air with flashes of broken light from the candles on the floor, now waving and flickering low. Simon was only able to tear his eyes from the spectacle when he heard someone fall to the floor.

      “Mr. Spindler!” Margaret cried.

      Simon hurried to the man’s side and knelt, feeling for breath and a pulse. The newspaperman had fainted.

      “Have no fear!” Malkimar called out. “He will recover. Some are simply not strong enough to tread so near the Veil.”

      “Veil?” Simon echoed.

      “Begin again!” the priest cried. “We must not lose our momentum! Begin again!”

      The older man and his wife returned obediently to their meditations. Margaret faced the throne again with her head bowed, but now with a face rife with worry. Simon looked back at the woman in the veil. She had not so much as turned her head during the incident. He pressed his hands together, trying to control his fear.

      The river of mirrors began to flow faster around them, culling wisps of white smoke from the room. A breeze came to life, tossing their hair and clothing about them. After only a few seconds, it had turned into a wild, rushing gale. The priest raised his hands.

      “I call upon Melinoë! Muse of Heaven! Protector of Eriaris! Whose beauty and grace have no equal across the worlds! Grant us your favor once more! Grant us the light of your wisdom! The blessing of your strength! We beseech you to look down upon us, to show a kind and merciful face to those who stand before you, humble and adoring!”

      A crack of thunder resounded. Streaks of fire had joined the swirling vortex at the edges of the room, evidently torn from the candles which were no longer lit. Suddenly, the older woman's eyes went wide with terror as she raised her hand towards the platform.

      “Good heavens! Look!”

      The smoke from the censers had collected around the golden throne and now swirled like a small whirlwind, spewing its own streaks and flashes of fire. In the midst of it, a dark shape had begun to form. Malkimar opened his eyes.

      “To your knees!” he cried. “All of you!”

      They did not hesitate to obey—all except Simon.

      Margaret tugged at his sleeve. “Get down!”

      “No! I’m not bowing down to that! I won’t!”

      “Just pretend, then!” she said, finally pulling him to his knees.

      The wind died away. The river of mirrors became still and solid. The cracks of thunder faded into silence. When Simon dared to look again, his breath was stolen away.

      A woman now sat upon the throne. She wore a long golden robe which shimmered like silk and seemed to shine with a light all its own. Her skin was as smooth as marble, her lips as white as crystallized frost. A band of tiny but brilliant gems marked the right side of her face, running from her brow to her cheek like jeweled tears. Her hair looked like fine filaments of gold-spun straw, interwoven with curious metal adornments. Around her neck was a gold chain bearing a sapphire jewel in the shape of a blue flame, identical to the one Malkimar had placed into the censer.

      “Rise,” she said. Her voice echoed strangely.

      Simon, now rigid with terror, barely found the strength to stand. The others stared at her with similar awe and fear. She swept her unblinking gaze from one face to another.

      “Who calls me ‘Melinoë’?’”

      Malkimar’s mouth quivered. “I-I, my Lady.”

      “No living soul has known me by that name for a thousand years. How did you learn of it?”

      Malkimar hunched his shoulders and looked warily at the others.

      “Speak,” the oracle commanded.

      “F-from Armagost. I summoned the soul of Lord Armagost. In his private journals he mentioned once meeting a divine figure who was said to watch over Eriaris. I . . . wanted to find out what more he knew of you.”

      She tilted her head. “That priest died twelve hundred years ago. Are you in the habit of speaking to the dead?”

      Malkimar lowered his gaze, ignoring the looks of alarm from the others. “It was the only time I’ve ever been successful with such an effort.”

      The woman rose and stepped to the edge of the platform. As she moved, they saw there was something transparent about her, as if she were no more solid than the haze of white smoke which had settled at the base of her throne. The diamond markings on her face glittered as she again surveyed them. The brilliant light of her robe—now the only source of illumination in the room—flashed and sparkled as it was caught by the mirrored walls.

      “I know you,” she said. “All of you. And I can see the desires burning within. I cannot be with you for long, but I will suffer you to beg of me a single question.”

      She stepped down from the platform, her bare feet making no noise, and approached Lady Annyulan. The Entress was remarkably self-possessed but could not help betraying a hint of fear in her eyes. She pursed her lips for a moment, reluctant to speak until she was certain she would not stutter.

      “Where shall we find the Colonists?”

      “I did not expect a woman like you to ask something so insipid,” the oracle replied. “'Tis a pity you have wasted your chance. But do not despair. You have discovered the secret to survival. Make certain you never forget it.”

      She moved next to the older man, who made no attempt to hide his bafflement.

      “I-I’m sorry, madam,” he said. “If allowed only one question, I would need more time.”

      The oracle looked at the woman beside him. She was far too terrified to speak—or even meet her gaze.

      “That is unfortunate, Doctor,” the oracle replied. “Time is the one thing you no longer have. Neither you, nor your dear wife.”

      She stepped down the line to Malkimar, who had nearly chewed through his lip. He stuttered a few times, then clasped his hands together to stop himself. “M-my Lady . . . I . . . I wish to know the precise location . . . of the Crypt of the Spektors.”

      She stared at him, expressionless, with only the slightest narrowing of her eyes. Without a word, she moved past him. Margaret was next. Stopping before her, the oracle's frost-like lips curved into a smile.

      “Dear child. I have come to know you very well. Your pain. Your disappointments. You were nearly lost a time or two. I even saw you step through the Veil. What spirit and fire you showed there. What courage. Hold fast to what remains, for not all your new friends are what they appear to be.”

      Margaret tried to mask her terror by summoning what defiance she could muster, which wasn't much. But the oracle had already forgotten her. Simon was last in line, and her piercing eyes had become fixed on him as though he was the only other soul in the room. He kept his gaze squarely upon the floor.

      “And you,” she breathed, almost in a whisper. “The doubter. The non-believer. Long years have passed since you first stood before me.”

      She moved closer. Simon stiffened and turned his head.

      “I waited,” she said. “I waited for you both to return, but you never did. Were you so afraid of me even then? Did you think I was angry after the blood and dust had settled? After I discovered how cruelly you had deceived me? Perhaps I was. But that is over now. I am Melinoë, and I forgive your sins. It was for this very reason I came here tonight.”

      When Simon finally met her gaze, it was with a mixture of rage and disgust. He nearly shook with it, balling up his fists and feeling his breath grow short.

      “Where do we find you?”

      She smiled. “Now here is a question worth asking. Yet the answer is difficult to comprehend, for my dwelling place is as moveable and changeable as your own. An island, a cave, a river, a house—all these are true. But if your companion seeks what he sought from the beginning, you will not go astray. Remember. And do not keep me waiting much longer.”

      She moved away. Simon returned his eyes to the floor, feeling the curious gazes of all the others on him. The oracle drifted towards the opposite end of the line with an almost casual air, smirking at the veiled woman as she approached her. She did not seem the least bit concerned by the unconscious Spindler lying a few steps away.

      “Last,” she said, “but never least. Do not think I have forgotten you. Whoever could? Yours is the blood that nearly reshaped the world. And may yet again.”

      The veiled woman seemed to hesitate a moment, then raised her chin. “You told me once . . . how I might put right what has been wronged. And I have toiled at this work with all of my strength.”

      “Toiled and made no profit,” the oracle replied sharply.

      “The firestorm is coming. We only need to know where to set the flame.”

      A strange look flickered across the golden woman's face. She inclined her head to one side, as if listening to something, then slowly raised her eyes to the black veil again.

      “Long ago, I was given three precious gifts to aid me in keeping watch over Eriaris. Two were stolen, and since scattered to places unknown. Find them, return them to me, and when I have covered all this world in endless glory and honor, unmatched since the beginning, I will make you its immortal keeper.”

      “What are these gifts?” the lady asked, sounding perturbed. “How are we to know them?”

      “As any are known. By their name.”

      The oracle drew back and returned to the golden throne. As she stood gazing down at them, shreds of white vapor began to form around her. The wind whipped to life again.

      “Do not waste my wisdom,” she said. “And keep careful watch on the Inkwell boy. He holds a power you cannot possibly imagine.”

      The vapor thickened into a swirling cloud, obscuring her completely. A peal of thunder cracked across the room. The ground shook beneath them. Then, with a bright flash, the cloud vaporized into thin air, and the Oracle Melinoë was gone.

      The guests stood in stunned silence. The doctor’s wife held her hands to her face. The woman in the veil gazed at the throne. Everyone else looked as though they might be sick. Lord Malkimar drew in a deep, shuddering breath, then staggered forward.

      “Friends,” he said, “I thank you for being here tonight. I must urge you not to forget the words we have heard, though we may not yet fully understand them. I believe the boy of whom she spoke is the orphan child kidnapped by the Colonists. That he is somehow of special interest to her makes it all the more critical that we be diligent in our search for him. Anthony Revore is his legal name, but he is also known as Inkwell Featherfield. Be on the lookout, stay vigilant, and inform us the moment you come across so much as a hint of his whereabouts.”

      Simon and Margaret exchanged a look of horror.

      “The poor child,” Annyulan said.

      “We’ll certainly do all we can,” the doctor replied, putting an arm around his wife. “These matters are . . . clearly far more important than any of us know.”

      “Indeed, Doctor,” Malkimar said. “And now I think it best we all leave by the back door.”

      “What of Mr. Spindler?” Margaret asked.

      “Oh, yes. Well, we will bring him to Lady Annyulan’s office. Perhaps the good doctor could spare a moment to attend to him before departing?”

      The doctor, of course, agreed. As Simon helped to carry Spindler away, he noted that the man did not appear harmed, though it was unusual he had remained insensible for so long. Then again, considering what had occurred, perhaps it was for the best.

      As soon as Spindler was resting safely on the office sofa, and knowing there would soon be questions about them, Simon and Margaret hurried towards the nearest exit and disappeared.
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      A little while later, Madara and Malkimar stood on the café’s porch, watching the doctor and his wife climb into their small coach. The moon had risen over the gulf, and the chill night air felt like a slap in the face after the hazy dream they’d had in the chamber below ground.

      “That was quick thinking, my Lady, to cast that enchantment at just the right moment,” Malkimar said. “God knows what sort of damage Spindler might’ve done if he’d witnessed this.”

      “It might have been done sooner if you’d had the sense. Don’t allow him to recover here. Have him drugged, then send him home before he can wake. With any luck he’ll consider this entire adventure nothing more than a dazed dream.”

      “What of the other two? The younger couple? She knew them.”

      “Do we have their names?”

      “Wentworth and Mary Douglas, or so the staff said. They were speaking with Spindler just before the café closed.”

      Madara drew a pair of black gloves from her cloak and pulled them on. “Keep an eye out and an ear open. We can press this Mr. Spindler for what he knows of them if the need arises.”

      Malkimar nodded, then bit his lip. “It seems there are a great many people we are now keeping watch for.”

      “Not for long. Keep after the Crypt, as we discussed. I will find out what I can about these gifts, though we are likely better off chasing after shadows.”

      He drew his eyebrows together. “After our great success tonight, you still do not believe?”

      She lifted her eyes to the stars. “Belief is one thing. Trust is another entirely.”
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            Between a Stone and a Hard Place
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      Simon and Margaret took the long way back to the rendezvous point. They crossed a few vacant streets, passed down a narrow alleyway, and doubled back again before finally coming within view of the billiards hall. Chester was in the middle of the throng, hooting and cheering, while Abner and Evering looked on from a few feet away. Simon started towards them, but Margaret caught his hand and pulled him back.

      “Wait a moment,” she said. “What happened in there? Who was that woman? How did she know you? And why did no one mention anything about the Spektors? I thought that was the sole interest of these Blue Flames.”

      “I can’t explain it all. Not here.”

      “Listen, Wentworth, the day I found out where I was and who I was with, I warned Mr. Rawlings that if even one hair stood up on the back of my neck there would be trouble. That line was just crossed. Spectacularly.”

      “All right. All right.” Simon stepped closer and glanced around. “You remember what Wendolen told you about Isaac and I getting word of the plot on Damiras? From a woman we found living in an old ruin?”

      “Yes, but . . . you don't mean . . . that was her? The divine oracle?”

      “She's nothing of the sort,” Simon said, a touch of anger in his voice. “Though she takes great pleasure in thinking herself so wise and exalted. You ask why no one brought anything up about the Spektors. It's because there was no need. That woman is their Mistress.”

      Her eyes filled with horror. “Mistress?”

      He raised a hand to quiet her and looked around again. She clutched at her throat and staggered back a step.

      “That's how she knew about me. The Spektors in my house. Crossing through the Veil. Oh, God! She knows everything! Not only about me, but why Ink is being hunted! Why Mr. Bash was killed! If only I'd known—”

      “She wouldn't have answered you, or else I would've asked as well. She was toying with us. There was not one true or solid reply to any question asked back there—not even about these precious gifts she claims to have lost. All she wanted was to preen and pose and be admired, which that fool Malkimar was only too happy to do.”

      Margaret remained silent. She was thoroughly unsettled, so much that she made no further demand for answers. Simon reached out and touched her lightly on the arm in a gesture of reassurance.

      “Once we’re home again, we can talk about it all you like. Whenever you're ready.”

      She searched his face. “Do you mean that? You'll tell me everything?”

      He nodded, a touch of pain in his eyes. “I don't intend to keep any more secrets between us. Cost me what it may.”

      His sincerity was genuine, and somehow it checked her rising fear and panic. For a moment it looked as though he might say more, but instead he wavered, bowed his head, and nodded back towards the billiards hall.

      “Come on. Let's get back to the others.”
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      Abner nudged his distracted son in the arm as he noticed Margaret and Simon approach, then hurried to meet them on the opposite pavement where they wouldn’t be overheard by the dice players.

      “Evening, Mr. Douglas, Mrs. Douglas,” Abner said. “So what’s the word?”

      “Terror, Mr. Fleck. Pure unholy terror,” Simon replied.

      “Did you get a location?” Evering asked. “Or a lead or anything like that?”

      “I'm not sure, but I think she may have referenced the Middling House.”

      Abner frowned. “Middling House? What’s that? And ‘she’? Who is ‘she’?”

      “We can discuss it later. We need to get home as soon as possible. Did you scout out a decent place to do a bit of shopping?”

      Abner gestured down the street. “Three stores that way. All quiet inside. Already picked the lock on the back door.”

      “Good. You and I will duck in. Ten minutes at most.”

      “What about Chester?” Evering said.

      Simon glanced back just as the oily-haired man hooted and threw another pair of dice. “Margaret, pretend Chester’s your rash, spendthrift brother. Evering, drag him out of that game and act as though you’re helping to get him home.”

      Evering raised an eyebrow. “It’s not too far from the truth, anyway.”

      Simon nodded. “We’ll meet you back here in ten minutes.”

      As he and Abner stepped off into the shadows, Margaret gazed back at the Tinderbox Café, standing still and quiet against the dark water. In a thousand years no one could have guessed its frightful secret, not even if they already suspected there was more to the place than tea and cakes. A roar of laughter flared up from the gamblers as Chester stumbled back, red-faced and slinging good-natured insults.

      “Now’s our chance,” Margaret whispered to Evering.

      He hurried forward and put his hand on Chester’s arm with a broad smile. “All right, I think that’s enough fun for one night. Come along home now. Your sister’s waiting.”

      Chester looped his arm around Evering's neck. “Well, that would be quite the trick, lad, considering I don’t have a sister. Besides . . . a sister ain’t the thing to entice me home!”

      He burst into laughter, accompanied by the men around him. Evering’s smile turned uncomfortable as he pulled at Chester’s arm. “All right, now. You’ve been enough trouble tonight. Let’s be going. Get yourself a nice cup of tea and then off to bed.”

      “Oh, my dear boy, loosen up the shackles a bit, eh? Make your own rules tonight! Come on, I’ll teach you how to throw. Make that wall bend to your will.”

      Before Evering could protest, he was dragged into the middle of the gamblers. Margaret looked on helplessly, racking her brain for something to do or say to put an end to it. But before she could, her attention was caught by a shadow moving down the opposite street.

      The figure was huge, and the stalking gait was so familiar it made her blood run cold. She backed away down the pavement, aware she needed a place to hide but unable to turn her gaze to anything else. The man came nearer, indifferent to the revelry in front of the billiards hall. He paused for moment beneath a street lamp and fumbled for a match to light his cigar. She saw him clearly then. Thin hair hanging down to his massive shoulders, crooked nose, scarred jaw, and those cruel, hard eyes that could not have belonged to anyone but him; Bill Stone.

      She told herself to run—to fall back into an alleyway or hide among the dice-throwers—anything but stand there like a signpost. But her legs would not obey, and by the time he’d tossed away the match and taken his first puff on the cigar, he saw her. A look of amazement spread across his broad face, and the cigar drooped from the corner of his mouth.

      They did not stand staring for long. Margaret knew she had to act before anyone else could see him. She gathered her skirts and hurried across the road, passing him by and striding back into the same alleyway where she and Simon had talked. Bill waited until she had gone into the shadows, then followed her.

      “Margaret? Blazing hell, is that really you?”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “I thought you were dead! Your house . . . it was burned all to ashes and nothing seen or heard of you since!”

      “For God’s sake, Bill, just because my house was finished doesn’t mean I was as well. What are you doing here?”

      He flicked the tip of his cigar and shrugged. “You know how it goes. Meet a contact. Do a little business.” A chuckle crossed his lips like a cough. “Damn my eyes. Margaret Wallis alive and well on the wrong side of the world. No need to ask you your business. I saw you coming from that billiards place across the way. Which are you this time? Owner or employee?”

      “Never mind what I am,” she replied. “I'm done with Burgess Valley and that’s all there is to it. No need to spread it all over town, either. Not like they’d care anyway.”

      Bill grunted. “Nearly true, but not quite. Leonard Lime might care very much. You did toast his house, after all.”

      “My dealings with Lime are done. He won’t get a cent more from me as long as I live.”

      “Wouldn’t be so sure of that. He’s the type to go outhouse-diving for pocket change. Most moneylenders are, you know. If he wants it badly enough, he’ll have it.”

      Even in the dim light, she could see his yellow, tar-stained teeth. She raised an eyebrow, eager to deliver a blow that would wind his flippancy.

      “I read about you in the paper,” she said. “Shame about that business at Mastmarner. I heard the Colonists gave you a proper thrashing before waltzing off. Who would’ve thought it? The great Bill Stone, cudgeled by his own prey.”

      The grin dropped from his face. The familiar anger that replaced it—threatening towards violence—made her change the subject.

      “Still, I suppose you’re luckier than that young deputy. What was his name? Coram? Poor thing. I do hope you left him well.”

      Bill responded by lobbing a glob of blackened spit onto the ground. “I left him in the hospital. Woulda been a coffin if up to me. That bloody Commissioner Marlas insisted we travel together. It was due to him I lost my payload that day. He never shut up. Never pulled his weight. Kid gets lucky one time and it’s worth his weight in gold.”

      “Then perhaps it’s time for a change. Go back to chasing after things with four legs.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t do that. I find bounty hunting a great deal more sporting to my tastes. Besides, fortunes change all the time. You’re proof of that. Now that I’m free of the poncy little brat, back on my own again, there’ll be no rules but mine.”

      He took another drag on his cigar, leering at her as he did so. She dropped her gaze.

      “Be a shame for us to part ways again,” he said, “such good friends as we are. Why don’t you tell me where you’re staying? We could play a hand of cards. Have some tea and biscuits.”

      “That’s all over, Bill.”

      He smirked, letting out a breath of smoke. “Is it now?”

      “Yes.”

      He moved closer. Cigar smoke encircled her, but she hardly batted an eyelash.

      “Why?” he asked, his tone almost petulant.

      She looked him in the eye. “I have new friends now.”

      “New friends, eh? Glad to hear it. Nothing like new friends to liven things up.” He took the cigar from his mouth and flicked away the ash. “I could give ‘em a test. See if they really are your friends.”

      “Leave them alone,” she said, meaning to sound tougher than the weakened voice that came out of her. “Please.”

      “I could tell ‘em what you are. See what they think of you then.”

      “What I am . . . is free. I don’t need you anymore, Bill. So you’ll have to find someone else to be your friend from now on. If you can manage it.”

      He reached forward and put his hand on her face. His thumb rested on her jaw while his other two fingers touched her opposite cheek, the cigar still glowing between them. Flecks of oily ash landed on her skin.

      “You, my dear,” he growled in a low voice, “were merely one of many docks in a very large port.”

      Margaret fought to maintain her composure. “Oh? And tell me . . . is your wife still one of them?”

      In the blink of an eye, Bill drew back his hand and struck her hard across the face. She gasped, feeling her cheek sting as tears came to her eyes.

      “You tryin’ to hurt my feelings?” he said. “Well, how’s this feel? I never needed you, darling. And from what I hear, neither did your husband.” He stepped back and took another drag on his cigar, squinting at her through the smoke. “Enjoy your friends while you can. Before they figure out the only thing you’ve got to offer is as common as weeds in the gutter.”

      This time, Margaret did not return his gaze.
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      Back on the street, another round of raucous cries and applause filled the air. Evering had just gotten the hang of throwing the dice. Chester whooped and clapped him on the back.

      “Hey, hey! You’ve got it! Now you’ll be raking in all the coin you could ever want!”

      “Another time, Chester,” Evering said, stepping back from the wall but grinning despite himself. “We really ought to be heading home now.”

      “Ah, perhaps you’re right.” Chester sighed and put his arm around Evering's neck again as they turned and started down the street. “Hey, we can celebrate with an old vintage when he get back. Best stuff in the world! Far better than the kind of pig slop you get at these places.”

      “Wait a minute, where’d she go?”

      “Who?”

      They paused and looked around. Evering frowned. “Margaret. She was just here.”

      Chester swatted a hand through the air. “Aw, she’ll turn up again. Say . . .” He leaned closer. “Did we manage to, uh . . . glean any barley from the field?”

      “What?”

      “Oh, you know! Did we get anything from that meeting?”

      “I don’t know. They wouldn’t tell us much. Just said something about a place called the Middling House.”

      “Middling House? What’s a Middling House?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I do,” said a voice.

      They glanced back. One of the gamblers had left the group and now stood slumped against a streetlamp behind them. He lit a pipe and gazed calmly into the night sky.

      “Excuse me?” Evering said.

      “I know of it,” the man replied.

      He was old, maybe in his late seventies, mostly bald but with a long silver beard and a lame leg for which he used a crutch. His face and clothes were ragged and dirty, as though he’d been working in a coal mine. He nodded to them, inviting them to come closer. Chester and Evering shared a wary glance but soon started forward, curious.

      “Evening, gents,” the man said in a soft voice. “Didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but since I did, I thought I might as well do you some good.”

      “How so?” Chester asked.

      “About this house you’re wondering after. Not just any old place. Special it is, as well as secret.”

      Evering frowned. “How'd you learn of it?”

      “Oh, you hear of such things in a funny little town like this. I've lived here . . . I s'pose nearly thirty years now. And truth be told, I can't say I know very much about the place—only the location. But you're welcome to it, if you’re interested.”

      “Everything helps, sir,” Chester replied. “Especially in our line of business.”

      The man drew out a handkerchief and wiped his nose. “Well, . . . you’ve got to head for the town of Harroway. Ever heard of it? No, I didn’t expect you had. It’s a tiny place a good walk north of here. Thirty, maybe thirty-five miles. Up in the Kurna Mountains near the coast. I’ve never seen the house myself, but I’ve heard the people there talk about it. They should be able to take you straight to it.”

      “Really?” Evering asked. “Just like that? But didn't you say it was a secret?”

      “Yes, but an open one in Harroway. I'm not sure of the reason. Perhaps they're merely protective of it. They're also not terribly fond of strangers up in those parts. But if you treat 'em well, show your eager interest, maybe flatter 'em a bit, they should be accommodating. In fact, you can tell 'em Old Saul sent you. They'll know my name. Made a lot of friends when I worked there as a younger man. Even had a kind word from the mayor once.”

      “Well, thank you, sir,” Chester said. “That saves us a lot of heartache.”

      “Happy to help,” the old man replied, shifting on his crutch. “Just remember—Harroway is the name of the town. You'll miss it if you blink. Look for a road at the eastern foothills. It'll be the only one around.”

      “We will,” Evering said. “Thanks again.”

      The stranger nodded and returned his attention to his pipe.

      Chester and Evering moved off down the street and came to the corner where they were supposed to meet Simon and Abner.

      “Well,” Chester said, “what a night of luck this has been! The others will hardly believe it! Drat, now where’s Margaret run off to?” He strained his eyes down the adjoining street.

      Evering turned back and scanned the road down which they’d come. He was just in time to see a woman emerge from an alleyway beside a hulking figure. As they passed beneath a streetlamp, a chill ran up his spine.

      It was Margaret with Bill Stone. The Colonist-hunter spoke a few words to her with a short nod, then moved off down the street. She hurried away in the opposite direction, trying to hide her face. But it was too late. As she neared the corner, she raised her eyes and caught Evering’s horrified gaze. A look of dread passed between them.

      He had seen. And she knew he had seen.

      “There you are!” Chester said, turning back from his search. “Thought we’d lost you for a moment there.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “Got sidetracked by a shop window.”

      She glanced at Evering, waiting for him to blurt out the truth. But the young man was too stunned to speak. A moment later, Simon and Abner returned from their shopping excursion, carrying boxes and parcels of stolen merchandise.

      “Good, you’re all here,” Abner said, then dumped half his cargo into Evering’s arms.

      Simon nodded towards the road leading out of the town. “All right. Let’s be off. By the way, did you manage to catch any word about the Plumsleys?”

      Chester shook his head sadly. “Not one blesséd word.”
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      The walk to the Drifter may have been a short one, but it felt like an eternity. Chester prattled on about what he and Evering had learned about the Middling House, as well as how much he had won (and lost) in the dice game. Abner chided him for his behavior. Simon asked questions about the old man. Evering walked silently, never once glancing in Margaret’s direction.

      Margaret felt a growing fear weigh down her every footstep, as though she were walking to a scaffold with a waiting hangman’s noose. For a brief moment, and for the first time since joining the Colonists, she considered slipping away and heading back to Burgess Valley. The thought was interrupted when she realized that Chester had fallen to the back of the group and was trying to talk to her.

      “I’m sorry, Chester, what were you saying?”

      “I was just noticing how tired you looked. Not that your appearance is diminished, not by any means. Quite to the contrary, in fact. Especially here in the moonlight—”

      “Chester,” she said, slowing him with a hand on his arm. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      She hesitated for a moment, but finally ventured on. “If all your friends up there in that village turned against me . . . would you as well?”

      “Turn against you? Impossible!”

      “Humor me. Please.”

      “Well, of course I wouldn’t! You’re one of us now, just like Ink. Part of the family. Things may have been a little tense at the beginning, I grant you, but if anything were to go wrong now, half that village would be standing beside you. Sure and certain!”

      Margaret’s steps grew heavier, her heart filling with dire apprehension, as though she had just heard the judgment of a court.

      “Only half?” she whispered to herself.
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      Martin stifled a sigh as he struggled with his newspaper. He couldn't hold it in his right hand and reach for the corner with his left anymore. He had to set it down on his lap, turn the page, and then hold it up again. It had been three months since he’d lost his left arm at the elbow, and it was still a trial to relearn even the simplest tasks.

      He looked up from his seat in the main chamber of the Great Hall. The representative from the mining company had been prattling on for over an hour, petitioning for the right to open several new quarries somewhere in the West Country. The ten presiding Assembly members looked down on him with expressions of utter boredom. Two had started doodling on their copies of his petition. One at the end was nodding off.

      “Mr. Castor,” an assemblywoman interrupted, removing her wire-rimmed spectacles with a pinched look of irritation. “West Country is Entrian territory, as was made clear at the start of this session. I fail to see how a lecture on production costs and profit margins will change that fact. It is the Entrians who must hear your petition.”

      Castor raised his hand. “Pardon me, madam, but the West is not legally recognized as official Entrian territory. It is disputed territory, and it is by this view we make our application. Allow me to explain . . .”

      A collective groan went up from the other petitioners. The assemblywoman sank her chin into her cupped hand as he launched into another long-winded speech. Martin adjusted his position in his chair and returned to his newspaper. It was bold of Mr. Castor to bank on the Assembly having any sense. If they had, they would’ve shown the fool out a long time ago.

      A few minutes later, someone cleared their throat beside him. It was Mr. Quibly, the clerk from the front desk.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Whistler,” he said. “I know you follow Mr. Castor to present your business, but there are two gentlemen requesting an immediate audience with the Assembly. Would you consider allowing them to go ahead of you?”

      Martin furrowed his brow. He’d already been waiting for three hours. “Urgent business?”

      “So they say. It’s the two men down there, sir, waiting at the back.”

      Martin directed his gaze to where the clerk gestured. The men in question stood just inside the main doors. They were both dressed for travel and sported enough stubble to suggest the situation was too important to spend time trying to look respectable. The first man he did not recognize. The second, however, made him sit forward in his chair and peer even closer.

      Quibly pressed his hands together. “Of course, you have every right to refuse—”

      “Let them ahead,” Martin replied, surprising the clerk with his vehemence. “Do something about that ridiculous Mr. Castor and get those two in front of the Assembly now. If anyone complains, refer them to me.”

      “Uh, yes, sir. Right away, sir.”
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      Castor was soon escorted from the room by two Assembly guards. He went graciously enough but not before handing out another dozen copies of his proposal to those around him, including Mr. Quibly. A court official stepped up to the podium and addressed the chamber.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a last-minute addition to the proceedings, claiming urgent business. We now hear Mr. Simon Elias and Mr. Isaac Caradoc. Gentlemen, you may approach the podium.”

      Martin glanced around the chamber. An undercurrent of sour looks and discontented murmurs swept through the waiting petitioners. The sleeping politician on the end was nudged awake. Once the two men reach the podium, Caradoc nodded a greeting to the committee.

      “Thank you for seeing us. I’m afraid I don’t have Mr. Castor’s gift for eloquent speeches, so I’ll get straight to the point. Three days ago my colleague, Mr. Elias, and I were on the island of Damiras, undertaking a survey of the terrain for the new maps commissioned from me by this Assembly. In the course of that work, we came upon information concerning an impending attack on the Entrian people, meant to kill as many as possible.”

      Another wave of mutterings and whispers rumbled through the chamber, accompanied by looks of skepticism and anger. Only a few appeared somewhat concerned.

      “There are plans in motion for a great council to be held on that island in a fortnight,” Caradoc continued, “where the Entrians intend to discuss the resolution of their clan feuds. It is then the attackers will make their move. We implore the Assembly, every government office, every post of power, to act in their defense.”

      The chamber grew quiet again. The politicians gazed down at the men with almost blank stares. The woman who had attempted to silence Mr. Castor now cleared her throat and leaned forward on her elbows.

      “So, Mr. Caradoc,” she said, “have you finished the map yet?”

      The men frowned in disbelief.

      “Madam,” Simon replied, “we thought it imperative to bring this information to you without delay.”

      “The sooner we act, the better chance we have to prevent a massacre,” Caradoc said.

      The woman arched a sardonic eyebrow at the man sitting beside her. “Urgent business.”

      “How did you learn of this impending attack?” another assemblyman asked.

      “From a woman residing on the island,” Caradoc answered.

      “Residing on Damiras?” a younger woman replied. “I thought it was uninhabited.”

      “Did this woman give you her name?” another man asked.

      Caradoc and Simon exchanged an uneasy glance. Martin knew the look. It evinced a feeling that they would not be believed, even though they spoke the truth.

      “No name,” Caradoc answered at last. “But she called herself an oracle.”

      Another round of whispers and murmurs rose up, this time with a fair bit of snickering.

      “An oracle?” said the woman with the wire-rimmed glasses. “So I suppose this makes you two her prophets, then, does it?”

      “Ma’am, I know how ridiculous it sounds—”

      “Do you have any idea of the identity of these soon-to-be attackers?” the man beside her asked.

      “No, sir, not exactly, but—”

      Another man interrupted with a derisory chuckle. “What is this, Mr. Caradoc? An attempt to wriggle out of your commission? Surely there are easier ways.”

      “Sir, I don’t expect you to take it on our word alone. Investigate the matter. Talk to her yourselves. I only ask that you not ignore such a horrific threat.”

      “Young man, have you even bothered to take these concerns to the Entrians?”

      Caradoc shook his head. “They wouldn’t hear us.”

      A portly man at the end of the row scoffed aloud. “Well, if they don’t give two figs about it, why should we?”

      “Sir,” Simon replied, stepping forward. “With all due respect, this is no time to be making arguments for shortsightedness.”

      The man’s face flushed red as he jabbed a finger at him. “No, sir! It is no time to be rousing panic for a danger that does not exist! Based on a vague prophecy made by some brainsick fortune-teller who’s had you both for a laugh! Thank you very much for wasting the Assembly’s precious time. Now perhaps a long rest is in order.”

      “Or a dry spell from the bottle!” a man called out from amongst the petitioners. The chamber erupted into laughter.

      Caradoc paced away for a moment, then returned to the podium with eyes burning bright with anger. “What you say may be true, we must allow. But consider . . . if you heard talk—even the slightest hint of a rumor—that there were plans in place to murder your wife, your sisters and brothers, your children, your friends, wouldn’t you do everything in your power to make damned sure it would never happen? Wouldn’t any of us?”

      No one was laughing now. Martin glanced back at the Assembly, feeling his own anger rise. The eldest stateswoman in the center of the panel laced her fingers together with an air of what appeared to be either worry or curiosity.

      “Do you call the Entrians our friends, Mr. Caradoc?”

      “No, ma’am,” he answered. “I call them our sisters and brothers.”

      The man next to her leaned forward, stroking his white beard. “But sisters and brothers who have pulled away from us. Don’t forget it was they who enacted the Separation Decree.”

      “For the greater good,” Caradoc replied. “For their own protection, as well as our own.”

      “Gentlemen,” the elder woman said, raising her eyebrows, “your concern is touching. But this is a blatant overreaction to the issue at hand, well-intentioned though your motives may be. You in particular, Mr. Caradoc, have a history of advocating for these people, not to mention a somewhat spotted record with this court. Consider your petition noted, but as the Entrians themselves have not seen fit to take any action, I think I speak for us all when I say we are content to honor that decision.”

      The discussion was over. An uneasy silence threatened to fill the chamber until the portly politician at the end of the row leaned forward with a contemptuous grin.

      “Rest easy, boys. If your oracle was really any good she would have spared you a wasted trip!”
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      The two men left the chamber to the sound of jeering laughter and insults. Even the Assembly guards smirked as they were shown to the front door. Mr. Quibly kept his eyes averted. Once outside the Great Hall, they paused at the top of the marble steps.

      “God above,” Simon said in exasperation. “Do you feel as sick as I do?”

      “You’re surprised?”

      “I had hope.”

      Caradoc donned his wide-brimmed hat. “We still do. But it’s just us now. We need a plan to find out who’s going to carry out that attack, or break up the gathering if we can’t.”

      “We don’t have time to cover that much ground. Not on our own, at least. We need help.”

      “I know. But our informant is a brainsick fortune-teller. Even those closest to us will have a hard time believing the truth. I would have a hard time believing it.”

      “What else can we do? We have to try. I can go to my family’s house. Talk to friends and neighbors. Get a feel for where they stand. It may not be much but it's something of a start.”

      “Agreed. I’ll head to Mastmarner. I should have success with a few contacts there. Then I’ll see about getting us transport back to the island.” Caradoc scoffed and rubbed a hand across his face. “Bloody hell, we need an army. But we probably won’t get more than a handful. Maybe I’ll stop by a temple on the way, get a few frantic prayers sent up.”

      “I haven’t stopped since we left Damiras.”

      “Gentlemen!”

      A man had just burst through the front door and now hurried towards them.

      “Mr. Caradoc! I’m glad I caught you.”

      Caradoc’s face slacked in astonishment. “Mr. Whistler?”

      “God be praised, I thought this entire day would go to waste,” the banker said, shaking their hands. “And Mr. Elias, is it? Never saw such mettle in all my life. What's the next part of the plan? And what can I do to help?”

      “Are you serious, sir?” Simon asked.

      “Perfectly. I’ve learned better than to turn my nose up at unusual matters, even one so strange as an oracle. Besides, this is my chance to do something meaningful for someone else.” He looked at Caradoc. “As was done for me.”

      A tortured frown creased Caradoc’s brow. “Mr. Whistler, as much as we deeply appreciate the offer, we can’t possibly accept. You’ve been through more than your fair share of trouble.”

      “I appreciate that,” Martin answered. “But it would hurt me a great deal more to sit safely and uselessly at home, knowing you need all the help you can get. If you believe the Entrians’ lives are in danger, that’s good enough for me. And if we three alone must cross that sea to save them—save even one—then so be it.”

      Caradoc was silent for a long moment, conflicted. It was only when he looked to Simon and received a nod of encouragement that he finally yielded. “We’ve only got a few days to find what help we can, so we have to be quick. And careful. If we tell the wrong person it could all fall apart.”

      “Understood.”

      “And keep in mind,” Simon said, “things could turn dangerous at any moment.”

      A corner of Martin’s mouth turned up. “Well, rest assured, Mr. Elias. I won’t be bringing my wife along.”

      Caradoc stepped forward and shook his hand again. “Thank you, Mr. Whistler. You've no idea how much this means to us.”

      Before Martin could answer, someone cleared their throat to draw their attention. It was Quibly. As soon as he was noticed, he hurried up to them and offered Simon a slip of paper.

      “Pardon me, gentlemen,” he said. “Assemblyman Marlas requests to meet with you in half an hour’s time. This is the location.”

      “Marlas?” Martin echoed.

      “Yes, sir. And he asks that the matter remain a private one.”

      “Thank you,” Simon said, nodding to the clerk, who then turned and rushed away. He glanced at the others with another expression of surprise. “Well, this is a stroke of luck!”

      “You don’t believe in luck,” Caradoc said.

      Simon chuckled. “I think I’d believe in anything today.”

      “A politician with some sense in him?” Martin said. “I’d call that a downright miracle. Let’s head to that meeting place.”

      “What about your petition with the Assembly?” Caradoc asked.

      “Hang the Assembly,” Martin answered, leading the way down the marble steps. “Of what concern are bank affairs at a time like this? They can send someone who actually has an interest. This is my business now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ink opened his eyes. He lay motionless under the bed sheets, gathering his senses as the image of the gold symbol behind his eyelids danced on the ceiling, then faded away. Morning light streamed over his shoulder through the window.

      Another vivid dream. He could still hear their voices, feel them standing close by. As the fog of sleep lifted, he realized he was lying awkwardly on his arm. Something small and hard was digging into his ribs. He turned over and found himself clutching the Wickwire Watch. It was glowing like a coal. With a start, his shoved his covers aside and sat up. He glanced towards Evering’s bed. Empty. Good.

      The pocket watch wasn’t merely catching the light from the window. It was emanating a rose-red luminescence, as though a fire burned inside. He was used to seeing the same type of light illuminate the ornate patterns on the case whenever he opened it, but this was something different. As he stared, the glow began to fade, and just before it was gone completely, the light collected briefly into a curious symbol in the center. Then it disappeared. Ink frowned. He knew that shape. It was the same one he saw behind his eyelids. The same one drawn into the sand of a murdered Otherworld. The one the Spektor had raked her twisted claws across in a desolate ravine in Ban-Geren.

      With a troubled frown, he slung the watch back onto the bed. The symbol was a soul marking. A name in the forbidden First Language. For the longest time, he'd been uncertain as to whose name it was exactly—but now he knew. It was Caradoc’s. And it was the Wickwire Watch giving him these lifelike visions. The only question now was how it determined what to show him and when.

      The first dream—of Coram threatening Caradoc in the mining camp—had come to him the night he’d given the Keyholder's name to the cloaked rider, and just a few hours after Caradoc had pointed out the scar made by Coram’s chisel. Now came a second vision almost three weeks later, the exact same event recounted by the Plumsleys after the opera—of Simon and Caradoc’s failure to gain the Assembly’s support. Though tonight’s dream had been less violent than the first, it was no less shocking to discover that Commissioner Marlas had been among the politicians to hear their plea, and that Martin Whistler, of all people, had been first to volunteer his aid.

      Of course, it was unnerving to think of having visions at all. It meant he was being dragged even deeper into the strange world of the supernatural, when all he wanted was to leave it far behind. Well, at least it hadn’t been an outright nightmare. Those had finally stopped after three consecutive doses of Caradoc’s foul tonic. It was a good thing, too, not least because his stomach churned at the thought of a fourth.

      He glanced back at the silver watch, loath to touch it again. His eyes fell on the maker’s mark etched into the back casing. Wickwire. That confounded name. Not a thing to be learned about it except what was written on that piece of paper he’d stolen from the library. He twisted around and felt inside his coat hanging on the bedpost. The paper was still in his pocket. He brought it close to his face, carefully reading every line. Apothecary and inventor. Well-respected member of ancient Entrian society. Ink scoffed. Fat lot of help that was now. The man had been grass fertilizer for over a thousand years. The paper also noted his interest in the mystic and occult sciences, and that he had mentioned his intent to visit Draff Alley in Ciras just before he disappeared. Ink sighed as he got to his feet and moved aside the wash stand between the beds. His chances of being allowed to find and investigate the place were probably just as good as calling up the dead man himself to ask about it.

      “Oh yes, I’m sure that conversation would go very well,” he said to himself as he plucked up the broken floor tile. “Hey, Caradoc, mind if we nip by the Entrian capital for a bit? Why? Oh, no reason, really. I’ve just got this freakish watch that lets me see into the past and shows a living picture of a dead world inside it. Thought I’d do a bit of research on it, you know, just in case it turned out to be dangerous.” He dropped the slip of paper into the hole amidst the rest of his stolen possessions, then turned back and reached for the watch on his bed.

      It was gone.

      He rose to his feet and searched through the sheets, convinced he’d knocked it away. Still, he did not find it. He fell to his knees with a rising panic and swept his hand over the floorboards beneath the bed.

      “Where is it?” he said, throwing his sheets to the floor. “Where’s it gone?”

      The door creaked open at the far end of the room. He froze, waiting to see who would enter. Then he realized—the door had been open for several minutes, and the one who had entered was already gone.

      “No!” he said, getting to his feet again. “No! No! No!”

      He flew into the hall, rushed through the front door, and leapt off the top stair—just in time to catch sight of the culprit as he disappeared around the side of the house.

      “Oswald!” Ink cried, and took off after him.

      The cat disappeared into the meadow. His bushy tail weaved between the tall grasses as he scurried away, carrying the watch in his mouth like a shiny prize. Ink pumped his arms harder to catch up.

      “Oi! You mangy oversized rat! That’s mine! Give it back! No one likes a thief, you know!”

      The cat was faster than Ink had reckoned, soon crossing into the tall trees on Riverfall's perimeter and showing no signs of slowing. Ink growled his frustration aloud, trying desperately to keep his eye on the streak of gray fur ahead of him.

      “Fine! I admit it!” he called out. “I shouldn’t have thrown you into the coop yesterday to clear out the chickens, but I was desperate! I’m sorry, all right?”

      The drop-off came into view. It looked as though the furry creature was going straight for it. Ink lengthened his stride, his heart pounding furiously. But just as the cat reached the rim, he stopped. Ink dug his heels into the ground, realizing that he would go over the side if he didn’t slow down in time. He came to a halt on his knees and quickly held out his hand.

      “Come on, Oswald. Come here. There’s no need for all this. What’s gotten into you?”

      The cat stared back at him, his great yellow eye unblinking.

      “We’ve got to be friends, you and me. Jo told me to look after you. We wouldn’t want to go against her wishes, now would we?”

      He ventured closer. The cat stiffened, arching his back.

      “Let it go, Oswald. Come on. It’s just a silly old watch. Let go.”

      Oswald uttered a throaty growl and let it slip from his mouth. Ink gasped aloud as it fell onto the ledge, half jutting out into open air. The cat hissed, then streaked away into the forest. Ink crawled forward on his hands and knees, praying for the watch to keep still. He held his breath as he reached for it.

      “Gotcha!”

      He sat back from the ledge and clasped it to his chest, trying to catch his breath as he looked out. The valley below gleamed with frost. The shrill wind cut through the gray clouds above and made him shiver in his thin shirt. He blew out a breath and shook his head.

      “The things I do for you.” He glanced down with a twinge of dread. “Open, Wickwire.”

      The case yawned apart. There was the Dark Harbor of the dead world. It was much closer now. He could see the outlines of doors and windows, fences and clotheslines. Children’s toys lay strewn in a nearby yard. A rope tied to a post led to a broken dog collar. There were empty streets. Abandoned houses. All silent. All dark. All dead.

      As he stared at the scene, he thought of all the other mysteries he had yet to answer. He knew Caradoc had made a plea to save the Entrians, and now he had witnessed it with his own eyes. He and Simon had even learned of the murderous plot from the Mistress of the Spektors herself, who somehow hadn't known who she was telling. But Seherene also claimed that Caradoc had shot Darian, inciting the entire bloody battle. Why do such a thing after going to so much trouble to try to save them all? And where was this Spektor Crypt that Seherene was so convinced Caradoc was after? Why wouldn't he say anything more about it when asked? Ink had gone snooping around the tower last night, eager for another look at the Keyholder Book. But it, too, had gone.

      Of all the matters that continued to plague him, one in particular had been weighing on his heart more than any other for the past few days. Now, with the second vision still fresh in his memory, he held the watch close to his mouth and tightened his hold around it.

      “All right, listen,” he said to it. “If anyone can hear me in there, I’ve got something to say. You may not want to answer my questions. You might want to hold on to all your secrets for as long as you can. Fine. Keep hiding away. But I got a message . . . for Eamon and all the others. You just tell him that Martin Whistler is to be left alone. He’s off limits. And no one and nothing is allowed to hurt him ever again. That goes for Harriet, too. They’ve been through enough. You hear me, Granddad?”
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      Ink emerged from the trees and cut through the meadow, hurrying back to the house as fast as he could. He’d left the hole in the floor exposed, and it wouldn’t do to have Evering or anyone else discover his secret cache of treasures.

      He had almost made it to the front door when Riva appeared, stepping out from the garden grove with an armful of firewood.

      “Ink! What are you doing out here in your nightshirt? It’s freezing!”

      He quickly slipped the watch into his trouser pocket. “Oh, I . . . I thought I heard Oswald making noise out here. Just stepped out to check on him. Where you going with all that?”

      “The kitchen. Martin’s still not feeling himself today so I thought I’d help out.”

      Ink nodded. “Well, I’ll be along soon enough. Are the others back from that Tinderbox place yet?”

      “Yes, they came back late last night.”

      “Good. Just don’t start the meeting without me. I don’t want to miss anything.” He stepped inside the house and began to pull the door shut behind him. A moment later, he marched back down the steps, pointing at her. “What? What’s that look on your face for?”

      She bit her lip. “Well, we sort of . . . already had the meeting.”

      “What?”

      “You’d already gone to bed. We didn’t want to wake you—”

      “No!” Ink cried. “If there’s news from a meeting about a secret society involved with the Spektors, you wake me! These are things I need to know!”

      “I heartily agree,” said a voice nearby.

      Riva and Ink turned to see Simon striding up the stone path. He stopped in front of them and nodded at Ink.

      “Which is precisely why I'm here, Mr. Featherfield. I’ll catch you up on the whole business, all right?”

      Ink narrowed his eyes. “Absolutely everything?”

      “You have my word. Come on. We’ll talk in the Dining House. By the way, what are you doing out here in your nightshirt? It’s freezing!”
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      With their turn northward, Riverfall crossed into the frozen winter. The breezes turned icy and brisk. The dull gray sky diffused the sunlight. All remaining traces of autumn color and spirit were gone. In a matter of hours, it seemed the entire village had gone to sleep.

      The pipeworks became even more cave-like in the cold, and once they traveled as far as the Kurna Mountains they would have to be on the lookout for ice forming on the pipes and over the walkways. The boiler would also need extra attention since an industrious pace was needed to keep the radiators working in every house. It was the first thing Simon noticed as he reached the bottom of the stairs, its great mouth glowing red like a scowling fiend. The only other light was a single lantern burning at the far end of the chamber. He turned up his collar and made his way towards it, sidestepping puddles of water as he went.

      Caradoc lay on his side in the corner, working beneath a tangle of dripping pipes with a large wrench. Simon leaned against the railing and smiled at the stream of frustrated curses.

      “Need a hand?” he asked.

      “No. I need a plumber. Or pipes that don’t leak. I’ll take either one.”

      “Where’s Abner?”

      “He hurt his back trying to fix all this. I told him to take the rest of the night off, but I didn’t mean for him to return to more problems than he left.”

      Simon crouched down and ran his hand along one of the pipes. Drips of hardened sealing wax coated its surface, covered in some places with strips of cloth. “These pipes are as old and cracked as we are. Can’t Riva do anything about them?”

      “No more than she’s already done. God help us if this whole place starts to freeze up. The entire system will give way.” Caradoc slid out from under the pipes and sat with his back to the railing, rubbing his shoulder as he tossed the wrench onto the walkway. “How is everyone upstairs?”

      Simon sat opposite him and ran a hand through his hair. “Well . . . about as you'd expect. We came face-to-face with our worst enemy, the woman who holds the key to everything, and still we went away empty-handed. We had no power over her. She couldn't be persuaded or threatened. It was all just a game in her eyes. Who's to say she won't behave the very same way the next time we meet? To think all our hopes lie in getting a confession from a woman who's dancing on the edge of sanity—if not gone over it completely . . . it's unnerving.”

      Caradoc wiped a bead of sweat from his scarred temple. “And Ink?”

      “Terrified, though he's doing his best to hide it. It’s not enough that the Spektors are watching for him, now it’s their diabolical Mistress and this sinister cult of hers. Saints above, I can't stop thinking about that Lord Malkimar, confessing to speaking with the dead, and he a priest no less. Chilling doesn't begin to describe it.”

      “Sadly, it's not unheard of,” Caradoc replied. “The Keyholder Book holds many accounts of people looking for the divine in all the wrong places, never realizing how much they've been deceived until it's too late. But what about her warning? About Ink holding a power no one could possibly imagine? Did you ask him what she meant?”

      Simon nodded. “I asked. He said he knew nothing about it. I think it was more of the same fear-mongering she was trying to use to her advantage, making herself appear all-seeing, all-knowing. I wonder if she actually believes it. Whatever the case, it’s a good thing you and Ink weren't there last night. God knows what she might have done.”

      The setting sun cast a pale red light across the walkway. A gust of wind rushed through the chamber, causing a hollow moan to echo about the place. Caradoc wiped his hands on a rag and stuffed it into his back pocket.

      “What else is bothering you?”

      Simon’s brow wrinkled into a grim expression. The answer to that question was a point of contention which had long simmered between them. To bring it up was to invite an argument—one he had no hope of winning and which would inevitably lead to disappointment. But to keep the matter quiet was to do his old friend a disservice. Not to mention it would be utterly untrue to himself.

      “I don't want you going in there, Isaac,” he answered at last. “The Middling House is what got you into all this trouble to begin with. Have you thought of what it might do to you? If you actually go inside and see—”

      “There’s no way around it,” Caradoc interrupted. “If she's our only way of getting Ink free of the Spektors, the only one who can stop her creatures from killing those forbidden, and a witness who can prove our innocence, then we go where she tells us to find her.”

      “And then what? How do you intend to wring the truth from a woman who considers herself a divine being? Yell at her until she gives us what we want?”

      “She was human enough when we met her the first time. We'll drag her to the High Council in chains.”

      “Things are different. The rules have changed. One by one, she is breaking past the restraints meant to check her. An Auric Key may not be enough anymore. We may not be enough. This has grown beyond our control, as well as our comprehension.”

      “We are all there is.”

      “Then what if she was lying? The Spektor in Ban-Geren said she was hiding on an island, not in the Middling House. Now we’re headed for a small town in the middle of the mountains?”

      Caradoc drew up his knee and rested his arm on it. “An island can take many forms. Besides, it’s the only lead we’ve got.”

      “And in the meantime you won’t tell the others anything about the house? How it works? What it contains? Why you ever went looking for it in the first place?”

      “No. The moment I do, they’ll lock me in the tower until I come to my senses. No one else is to know about it. If it is in Harroway, no one but me is going inside. Not even you, Simon. I'll not see all of you taking narcotics for the rest of your lives to bear what might be seen. I won't. And if such terms mean the others won't agree to continue on, then I'll go alone.”

      Another gust of biting wind blew through the chamber, bowing low the flame in the lantern. Simon let out a deep sigh.

      “Well, they have agreed. They're frightened. They feel more in the dark than ever. But they trust you.”

      “And you don't?”

      “Of course not. You're a pirate.”

      Caradoc couldn't help but smile. “Former pirate.”

      Simon shifted against the railing and rested his head against his hand. “I understand your reasons for keeping it a secret. And I know I'm a great one to talk. I can sit here and chide you all day for it . . . yet I've not told them, either. It's just that no part of this feels right. None of it. But I suppose that's to be expected where the Mistress of the Spektors is concerned.”

      Caradoc drew his eyebrows together and glanced through the nearby gap in the cavern floor. A vast snow-covered plain drifted below, painted violet by the fading light.

      “Truth be told,” he said, “I hope she was lying.”

      Simon nodded. There was no need to say how very much he hoped the same. “And what do you make of this Old Saul character? Showing up just when we needed him? Knowing exactly where to send us?”

      “It does seem suspicious, of course. But I can’t think why it shouldn’t be true. Harroway was a new town when I first started surveying. I never had the chance to visit it. It’s entirely possible it could hold a secret like the Middling House.” He rubbed his forearm across his brow. “It’s times like these I wish we’d tried harder to make Mavie come back to Riverfall with us.”

      “The poor girl,” Simon said. “Mr. Spindler said he believes she's under house arrest, which surely means her connection to us has been discovered. But if that’s the case, I can’t understand why she wasn’t taken immediately to Stalikos.”

      “They could be using her as bait.”

      “They’ve never done so before.”

      Caradoc tilted his head. “Well, trying new things seems to be the running strategy lately.”

      A squeal suddenly echoed around the chamber. They glanced back to see a jet of steam shooting out from a vent in the boiler. Caradoc cursed, then hauled himself to his feet and hurried towards it. Simon followed.

      “I wanted to tell you,” he said. “Margaret did us proud down there. I don’t think I would’ve made it through alone. Probably would have passed out next to Spindler.”

      Caradoc turned a valve on the side of the boiler, reducing the spray of steam to a choked wisp of vapor. “Him turning up there bothers me almost as much as anything else. He’s started prying into matters he should know nothing about. Which probably means he went to the Entrians to report what happened to Ink and heard the Spektors’ existence confirmed.”

      He opened the metal door in the boiler's side and set to stirring the coals with a long iron rake. Simon watched for a while, deep in thought, then folded his arms before speaking again.

      “About Margaret? I know her coming here has caused a lot of trouble. I also know I’ve been making a complete fool of myself . . .”

      Caradoc smiled as he set the rake against the railing. “Simon, my old friend, you’ve been acting precisely as you should. However . . .” He picked up the coal shovel and held it towards him. “If you are in the mood for making reparations, no sense in letting it go to waste.”

      Simon made a mock groan of complaint as he took the shovel, but there was gratitude in his eyes.
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      It wasn’t until late evening that Caradoc returned to his room in the tower, covered in coal dust and grease, his arms and back stiffened and sore. He wound the gears of the tower clock, then washed himself and changed his shirt. After setting a cup of tea to warm on the over-heated radiator, he lit a lantern. His mind wandered as he stared into the flickering flame, a deep disquiet settling around his heart.

      Once the tea was ready he climbed wearily to the top floor and entered the glass chamber. Like the pipeworks, the navigation room was dark and quiet. As it was so rare that anyone else made the effort to climb to the chamber, he'd always regarded it as his own personal sanctuary. It was the best place to think, to study. To feel he had some small measure of control. He set the lantern on the table, donned his spectacles, and spent the next quarter of an hour consulting various charts, maps, and instruments.

      When this was done, he sidestepped the chain-locked helm in the middle of the chamber and crouched low over the map of Eriaris set into the tiled floor. Picking up a small blue marker, he stared down at the cluster of painted mountains in the northeast corner of Entrian Country. He was always careful to keep track of what locations they ventured to visit below. It wouldn't do to show their faces in the same place one too many times.

      As he placed the marker onto the map, he noticed his hand was shaking. He pulled it back, almost in anger, curled it into a fist and shut his eyes.

      “Please, don’t let it be there. Please.”

      A gentle knock came at the open door. He looked up to find Margaret standing at the threshold.

      “Am I interrupting?” she asked.

      He rose to his feet. “No. No, I was just plotting our course.”

      She glanced around the room, as though uncertain. “I was on a short stroll through the garden. Started to head for my room, but then I realized I wasn’t the least bit tired. I saw the light from your lantern and thought you might be awake as well. Mind if I come in?”

      “Not at all.”

      She stepped into the room, holding her shawl tight around herself. The newly-placed marker on the floor caught her eye at once. “Are we close to Harroway?”

      He nodded as he stepped back to the charts on the table. “A few hours more and we'll be in the area. I’ve already shut down the propellers so we can coast to a stop over the right place. Should be somewhere in those mountains just outside the window.”

      Beyond the curving glass walls, snow-capped peaks glowed dimly under the night sky. Margaret's brow furrowed in concern.

      “It’s so dark. Won’t we run into them?”

      “No. I’ve calculated our path down to the last second. Besides . . . when I decide to bring this village crashing down, there are much better ways.”

      She looked at him in alarm. He smirked after a moment.

      “I’m just joking. We’ll be fine.”

      She sighed in relief. “Good Lord, Mr. Caradoc, is even your sense of humor hard to predict? For a moment you had me wishing for that axe again.”

      He laughed as he returned his attention to the charts. “If I keep telling jokes as bad as that I might just let you finish the job.”

      She smiled as she began to stroll around the chamber. “This room is extraordinary. All these instruments and devices. Did you make them yourself?”

      “Abner and Jeremy did most of it. Takes far more clever brains than mine to apply the mechanical arts. I don’t have much skill there.”

      She came to a stop in front of a translucent blue globe and traced her fingers across the faint points of light dotting its surface. “What’s this?”

      He glanced up from his book. “A navigational device.”

      She gasped in mock surprise. “A device? How informative! Who would’ve thought to find a navigational device in a navigation room?”

      “Well, I can never remember the proper name.”

      “Do you even know how it works?”

      “Of course I know how it works.”

      “Show me, then,” she challenged with a teasing grin.

      He sighed good-naturedly, then set his spectacles on the table and picked up the lantern. The globe sat atop a metal pedestal which split off into three legs halfway down. Near the bottom was a small shelf on which he placed the lantern. He fiddled with its position, attempting to find the exact placement required.

      “Take all the time you need,” she said.

      “I will, thank you very much.”

      He opened a small slot in the top of the lantern, allowing a beam of light to shine through the bottom of the globe. After this he adjusted a few of the wires running down the pedestal, then stood and crossed his arms.

      “All right. Now just hit that switch below the globe.”

      “You're sure? It’s not going to shock me or send flames shooting out through my ears?”

      He smiled. “It's perfectly safe.”

      She reached down and flipped the switch. The tiny points scattered across the crystal globe blazed bright. At the same time, the glass windows of the chamber turned dark and opaque, showing nothing beyond them.

      A galaxy of stars now shone overhead, twinkling across the domed ceiling. There were red and blue planets, a great glowing crescent moon, even a shooting star that zipped halfway across the chamber before disappearing. Margaret moved beneath the spectacle in an awestruck daze, unable to look away.

      “Upon my soul,” she breathed.

      “It’s meant to aid in navigation when the real stars aren’t visible,” Caradoc said, “in daylight or overcast weather. A combination of mechanical engineering and Entrian enchantment, care of Riva.”

      “It's beautiful. Extraordinary. I could stay here staring at it for hours. To think . . . as near as we are to the stars, it’s possible to get even closer.”

      They stood in silence for several more minutes, gazing at the dazzling spectacle. She reached up and traced the pattern of a constellation with her finger.

      “On the other hand,” she said, “I suppose it could also make one feel very small. And quite lonely. That’s a feeling I could use less of, not more.”

      “Lonely? You? With all the attention you’ve been getting?”

      She scoffed. “Supervision is more the word. It was nice to get out from under it for a while, even if it had to mean attending that awful ceremony.”

      “Simon says you did very well. He was glad to have you along.”

      “I’m sure he was. I’m only glad I was permitted to attend in the first place. Though I must confess it was . . . strange . . . to be someone’s wife again.”

      A corner of Caradoc’s mouth turned up. “Probably even stranger for a bachelor like Simon.”

      Her gaze finally left the stars and returned to him. The hint of a quizzical frown creased her brow. “And what about you, Mr. Caradoc? I cannot believe you’ve been a bachelor all your life. Is there no wife somewhere? No betrothed? No lover waiting for the day you come back to her?”

      He was quiet for a moment, then glanced away. “No.”

      “How can that be possible?”

      “It’s possible,” he answered, returning to the crystal globe.

      “I saw your face,” she continued, her eyes following him, “the day of the Plumsleys' opera. It touched on a nerve. I know it did. And later, when I asked what you thought the queen should do, you said she should never have fallen in love in the first place. You smiled as you said it, but there was pain behind your answer. Behind your eyes.”

      Caradoc pressed the switch beneath the globe, returning the room to its former state of quiet gloom. Margaret ventured a few steps closer.

      “I think I recognized that pain. And you must forgive me, but I have to ask . . . are you a widower?”

      Outside the northernmost window, something squeaked on rusted hinges. He raised his eyebrows at the sound.

      “The weather vane needs fixing. I’ll have to take a look.”

      He crossed the room to the glass door leading to the balcony and stepped outside.
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      Margaret followed him. She could see her breath rise, feel her skin erupt in goosebumps against the cold, but she pushed the discomfort from her mind and walked along the curved balcony. She found him leaning on the railing, gazing out into the darkness.

      “I know how much it hurts,” she said. “Truly. But I've also learned it does no good to bury a living heart with the dead. Especially one like yours, with so much still to give.”

      “You should go back inside. It’s freezing out here.”

      She moved forward and stood beside him. “I was wrong to complain about loneliness. No one has suffered that affliction more than you, all alone in this tower, day after day, year after year. Like some solitary knight in a fairy tale.”

      She glanced at his face. He was lost deep in his thoughts, awash in some memory or distant dream. She reached out and slid her hand over his, her touch as soft as her voice.

      “Of course, there haven’t been many opportunities to share someone’s company up here. But you should know . . . that’s no longer the case.”

      He woke from his thoughts and stared down at her hand.

      “Me?” he said, as much amused as baffled. “Aren’t I damaged goods?”

      “Hardly,” she answered with a small laugh. “Most women appreciate a few scars on a man. Even prefer them. It shows he doesn’t mind a bit of danger. Adventure.”

      She curved her lips ever-so-slightly. A warm look glinted in her eyes. He returned his own gaze to the mountains.

      “You’ve been drinking.”

      “I understand your hesitation. But no one needs to know.”

      “This is a small village. Everyone would know.”

      “Then let them. There’s nothing wrong with two people keeping loneliness at bay for a night.”

      A bitter wind swept across the village, rustling the treetops below. He stood straighter, then stepped in front of her and clasped the railing again with both hands, placing her between his arms. There was a lean look in his piercing eyes, tinged with a deep fire. Smiling again, she grasped at the front of his shirt and pulled herself closer.

      “And so, Mr. Rawlings,” she said, her voice soft and low, “here we are at last.”

      She tilted her head and began to raise her lips to his.

      “Why were you with Bill Stone?”

      She froze. The look in his eyes had turned dark, a threat underlying the tone of his voice. She let go of his shirt and took a step back. Only then did she realize the seriousness of her situation. It was not an embrace he had locked her in, but a trap. And then the truth struck her, as clear as day; Evering had reached him first.

      “Let me go,” she said.

      “Answer the question and I’ll consider it.”

      She felt her lower lip quiver. “One scream and they’ll all come running.”

      His eyes went cold. “You wouldn’t finish drawing the breath.”

      She didn’t doubt him for a moment. A callous scoff roused the bitterness in her heart. “What do you want me to say?”

      “What’s your relationship with him?”

      “I’m not a hunter or a spy, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “If you had a connection with him, why didn’t you tell us?”

      “Because it wasn’t your business.”

      “Anything to do with Bill Stone is my business!” he shouted.

      She started in fear, but attempted to hide it by pulling her loosened shawl around her shoulders. “H-he came to my gambling room. Every two or three months.”

      “What else?”

      “What makes you think there’s something else?”

      “You wouldn’t be half so afraid if it was nothing more than a trip to the gambling room.”

      She felt her face grow hot with anger. “Why don’t you tell me, then? If you’re so good at guessing the truth, pronounce your accusation! Declare your verdict!”

      “I want to hear the truth from you. I’d hoped that was the reason you came up here in the first place.”

      “You arrogant brute,” she shot back. “Of all the people to start playing priest, I would’ve thought you to be the last. Do you really think I must confess all my sins to you?”

      “Only this one. Because I demand assurance that nothing about you or connected with you will bring any danger to us.”

      She fell silent. His own anger seemed to calm, but his hold on the railing did not loosen.

      “I promise,” he continued, “that what you tell me won’t go farther than my own ears. But as you are so insistent on hearing my suspicions, I'll admit to guessing this much—that it was no coincidence to have found those seven Spektors in your bedroom.”

      Her eyes grew wet before she could stop them. Darkness and shame threatened to stifle her very breath. She put a hand to her throat and closed her eyes.

      “If you want me to leave, you have only to say the word. And if you wish me dead . . . know that you cannot want it more than I have.”

      She dared a glance at his face. The hard expression was all but gone, and when he spoke again there was no longer any threat or rage in his voice.

      “I don’t wish you dead.”

      He released the railing, took her by the hand, and led her back into the navigation room.
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      Once inside, Caradoc shut the glass door behind them, then leaned against it with his hands in his pockets, waiting for Margaret to speak. She glanced at the open door at the far end of the room leading to the staircase.

      “Aren’t you worried I’ll make a run for it?” she asked.

      “Will you?”

      She didn't answer, but instead hugged her arms around herself and stared out the domed ceiling at the mountains in the distance. Resentment rose and fell. Indignation. Even contempt. She thought about lying. Dismissing the matter as something passing and trivial. But she could not do so convincingly, not when she had already reacted with such belligerence. Not to mention that he was already well-aware of the seven Spektors previously anchored in her house. A Keyholder would know that such a situation would only arise from the gravest of circumstances.

      Upon leaving Burgess Valley, she had considered herself free. The Spektors were gone, all ties to her former life cut. Even the house was no more. As for the events leading up to it, she had thought to put them firmly away, never to think on them more, never to face that unspeakable darkness again. But now she realized the terrifying truth; she wasn’t free at all. The darkness was still there. She had not destroyed it, only locked it in the innermost chamber of her heart and thrown away the key. And now she was being forced to break down the door? It felt like an impossible thing to do. But Caradoc would demand the impossible.

      Fine. If she couldn't run, and she couldn't lie, he could have the truth. Every last vile scrap of it. Her life on Riverfall, as she'd known it, was over. What did it matter now?

      She began a slow stroll around the chamber, avoiding his gaze. “I suppose . . . the first thing to tell you . . . is that I am not a widow. Not really. I was married once, that much is true, to a young man from a wealthy family. His name was Nathan. His family thought him too good for a nobody like me. My father had to take any job he could get to support us. Lamplighter and street sweeper most often. But, in spite of my circumstances, Nathan still wanted to marry me. I was flattered, as well as smitten. So we were married. That same day, his family severed all ties to us. Fortunately he had his education to fall back on and he was able to find work as a solicitor. It didn’t pay much but we had the things we needed, and for a while we were happy just to be together.” She folded her arms and pressed her lips together before continuing. “The Winter Plague swept through a few months later. My mother died, then my father. It was around that same time Nathan began living outside our means, though I saw no physical evidence. There were no expensive clothes or fancy dinners. No extravagance at all. We lived as we always had, yet still the coffer was being drained a little more each day. Whenever I questioned where the money was going, he'd always reply that matters of business were too far above my head for him to bother explaining. And then came the day I discovered my dear husband’s many infidelities. It seemed he had taken his job title a bit too literally. I confronted him about it, as angry as I had ever been but hoping for a promise to change. He answered me without a word. Only put on his hat and coat, took up his wallet, walked out the door and never came back.”

      She drew in a deep breath and passed a hand across her brow.

      “I was left with all his debts, all the expenses. There was no family to help me. All our friends had been his friends, and after he was gone they wanted nothing to do with me. So I started up the boarding house. The situation looked hopeful for a short while, until I realized that running a boarding house came at a cost as well. Thus was the gambling room born. It was slow to start, took time for the word to spread, but even at the height of its popularity I was still coming up short. I was paid a visit by a man from the bank, Mr. Lime, who informed me that I would soon lose my house. I begged for more time. Begged for leniency. He told me he’d see what he could do. A few days later . . . Bill showed up at the door.”

      She stopped pacing and directed her gaze straight towards Caradoc, wanting him to see that she was telling the truth—no matter how much it pained her.

      “I didn’t know who he was then. Never heard his name before. But I let him into the gambling room and he stayed all night. Spent more time staring at me than his cards. After everyone went home, he approached me and offered all the money I needed to cover my expenses for the next three months. I knew there'd be a catch. I’d guessed it even before the words left his mouth. He let me think about it. Sat in the corner and smoked a cigar while I agonized over the decision. I considered the alternatives. Considered prison. But I was still so angry with Nathan for what he’d put me through. What he was still putting me through. And I began to think of it as a way to get back at him. So I agreed to the bargain.”

      She fell silent, waiting to see Caradoc’s reaction. Would he be able to look her in the eye? Would he pity her? Or grow angry and disapproving? But his expression hadn’t changed. He was just listening, nothing more. She resumed pacing across the room.

      “Mr. Lime began to frequent the gambling tables. And thanks to him, Bill always knew when the money was running low. Soon I was totally dependent on him. And whenever I would talk about earning enough to stand on my own, move away and start anew, he would always tell me I would never make it. That the world was too hard. Too cruel. And I began to believe him. Not that it took much convincing.”

      She paused and looked at him again. Still, his expression had not changed.

      “Well? Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      “Is that all there is?” he asked.

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “What more do you want from me? To hear how tormented I was by the guilt and the shame? How frightened I was? Are you waiting for me to burst into tears? Because you might be waiting a long time. I wasn’t an innocent victim. I knew exactly what I was doing. I got what I needed most. I had my security.”

      “At too great a cost, I think.”

      “You think? You think?” she cried. “That’s all men can do, isn’t it? Think! Guess! Theorize! Because you can never truly know what a curse it is to be a woman in this world! That no matter how hard she tries, there will always be those ready to judge her, to think her unworthy, to believe her a simpleton capable of no higher action or industry!”

      She advanced on him, feeling as though she could fling him through the glass wall and over the mountains.

      “I paid a greater price than you could ever begin to imagine. Rest assured. And don’t you dare suggest I don’t feel the wounds of that decision every single day of my life. Things I can never forget for as long as I live on this godforsaken earth.”

      She stopped, a sob catching in her throat. Tears welled in her eyes. When she spoke again, the words came in short bursts, barely above a whisper.

      “It went on for sixteen wretched months. And just a few minutes before you and Simon knocked on my door, I was looking out through a window . . . staring at a rope hanging in my neighbor's barn.”

      She shut her eyes as the tears fell, slowly reeling where she stood and sinking to the floor. Sobs and gasps escaped, no matter how hard she tried to hold them back.

      When she opened her eyes again, Caradoc was gone. Shattered, she put her hands to her face and wept freely.

      So great was her grief, she almost didn’t notice him re-enter the room and sit next to her on the floor. It was a struggle for her to recover herself. She had prided herself on strength for so long that when a single crack appeared in the dam it was enough to send the entire river rushing through. When she could see clearly again, she took a deep breath and glanced at something in the corner of her eye. He was offering her a glass of wine.

      She wiped away another tear. “That’s the cure-all, isn’t it?”

      “It helps.”

      She accepted it and took sips between shuddering breaths. The night air began to paint frost around the edges of the chamber windows. Caradoc glanced out at the mountaintops and shook his head.

      “You are a wonder, Miss Margaret.”

      A pained scoff left her lips. “How can you say that? To me, of all people?”

      He clasped his fingers over his drawn-up knee. “Because up until now, I’d been believing no one had ever survived worse than we have. I was profoundly wrong. But not only did you survive, you held on to your great strength and fire, determined to keep them to the last. You proved that on the shores of that Otherworld. You weren’t only contending for your house, but your heart and spirit, under threat of being crushed completely. I only provided the means to fight. The tools. But once you had them, it was you who won the day. The Mistress may have tried to unnerve you back in Vaterra, but I think it was only because you so deeply unsettled her by what you'd accomplished.” He shook his head again. “Words could never be enough to tell you how sorry I am. I would try, but I have a feeling you wouldn’t let me.”

      A small smile tugged at her mouth. They sat in silence for several minutes. The wind rattled the windows, the gusts growing stronger as Riverfall began to drift over foothills and approach the first great snow-covered peaks.

      Margaret wiped another tear from her cheek. “I’m sorry. About earlier. When I realized Evering had seen me with Bill, I was terrified. Certain the rest of you would all turn against me once you found out. I needed allies. From the first day I arrived, I knew I would need them. I’ve never been very good at making friends with other women, so I focused on the rest of you. Chester was easy. I only had to smile at him and he’d do anything for me. Flattery worked on Evering. Jeremy was wary at first, but he softened over time. Simon was a bit more difficult, despite himself. I wasn’t truly sure of his loyalty until after the Tinderbox meeting. Martin was a lost cause from the start and Abner always mistrusted me, though he acted cordially enough. You were the only one I wasn’t sure about. Seems I’m never quite sure about anything when it comes to you. But I . . . thought this might be my chance at winning you over.” She forced herself to look at him again. “It wasn’t all a game, though. I meant the things I said. About seeing your pain. Your loneliness.”

      Caradoc drew his eyebrows together. “Everyone suffers those things. No one escapes that.”

      He said it quickly, as if to change the subject, then cocked his head with a curious frown.

      “Is this the first time you’ve told anyone that story?”

      She nodded.

      “How does it feel?”

      She drew in a shuddering breath. “Bloody awful at first. But . . . better now. I suppose Wendolen was right after all. What she said about sharing pain and not feeling so alone.” She snuck a worried glance at his face. “Will you tell anyone else?”

      “It’s not for me to tell. I'll keep my word. It won’t go any farther than me. And I’ll talk to Evering about what he saw. Ask him to keep it discreet.”

      Her worry turned to disbelief. “Then . . . you’ll let me to stay?”

      “Of course.”

      She nearly fell to weeping again, this time with relief. She turned her face away, ashamed to let him see her tears once more.

      “But there’s still the problem of Bill,” he said.

      “I told him I’d met some new friends, but he doesn’t know it was you.”

      “Was he suspicious?”

      “I don’t think so. He asked me nothing more about it. All the same, I’d rather not go back down again anytime soon.” She took another sip from the wineglass with a shaking hand. “You know, Bill would sometimes tell me of the horrible things he did to the Colonists. To you. He was proud of it. Boasted at every opportunity. But it made me sick to hear sometimes, even though I knew what you’d done. Or what I thought you’d done. I’m sorry for that. Sorry for all the things I used to think about you. And for what he’s done.”

      A bitter smile crossed Caradoc’s face. “You’re sorry. I’m sorry. Everyone’s sorry. What are we to do with all this sorriness?”

      She considered this for a moment, then tilted the glass of wine towards him. “We could finish the bottle.”

      He took the glass. “I think we could finish all the bottles.”

      She laughed. Not loudly, nor with any great liveliness. But somehow the feel of it was like an iron chain snapping around her heart and finally falling away.

      They talked for another two hours, sitting in the middle of the map of Eriaris, sharing the wine and staving off the darkness. By the time they left the tower—she to her house and he back to the pipeworks—snow had begun to fall.
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      Chester Fortescue stood in his doorway, watching Margaret and Caradoc’s shadowy figures part ways. He was drunk again, of course, but there was a marked difference this time. His face was drawn and haggard, and the carefree glint in his eye had been replaced with a hard bitterness. He threw down the empty bottle in his hand and picked up another.

      He had just twisted off the cork when Caradoc walked by and nodded at him.

      “That’s a lot of bottles, Chester. Why don’t you turn in and get some sleep?”

      He continued on to the Pipeworks House and disappeared inside. Chester squeezed his fist around the bottle, his anger and jealousy consuming him like a blaze of fire. He snorted bitterly, then took a huge swallow of wine that ran over his cheeks and chin. When the world started to swim, he sat on the front steps and tried to steady himself. There were half a dozen bottles at his feet. He stared at them for a long moment. Then—one by one—he picked them up and smashed them against the stone path.

      When he had shattered the last one, he glanced down. The glass had cut his hands. He stared at the blood and soon began to laugh—not with mirth, but with vitriol and near-hysteria. He laid back on the steps, crunching the broken glass underfoot while snowflakes landed on his shoulders.

      “Decency!” he laughed, smearing the blood across his shirt. “Decency or death!”
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            Of Post, Presumption, and Plum Pudding
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      There was an expectation, never stated but firmly implied, that Seherene would dine at home whenever she was in Ciras. Her mother’s rule had been in place for as long as she could remember, certainly since childhood. Even her father, an Elder of the High Council, had been made to feel as if its violation amounted to the greatest offense. Her brother, too, had suffered the harsh consequences of preferring a night out with his friends from time to time, the effects of which had played no small part in driving him to leave home as soon as possible. Now, with both of them dead, it fell to Seherene alone to fulfill the demand.

      And very lonely it was. Gone were the lively discussions, the bright, cheery row of candles, the shared looks with her brother—usually either in teasing or in exasperation over something their mother had said. Dinner was now a time of silence and darkness. Seherene had long given up trying to engage her mother in conversation. The response was only ever cold, terse rejoinders or full-blown interrogations. The room was also kept deliberately dim, with never more than a few logs in the hearth and two candles on the table—one at each end—by which they could just see their plates.

      Anyone else might have wondered why the Lady Madara bothered enforcing such a strict mandate, considering the miserable experience it had become. But her daughter knew the issue went much deeper than mere law. Accusations of betrayal and abandonment had made that all too clear. Yet since her mother scorned even the smallest implication that fear had a hand in it, there was nothing to do but comply. And all the while, it was getting worse. Seherene did not even feel free to buy her own house in town, though she would’ve spent every last coin to do so. It seemed that Madara only ever accepted her absence on the grounds of Colonist business. As a result, Seherene made every excuse to find it, however small the task.

      On this particular evening, she contented herself with going through her correspondences during dinner. It wasn’t enough to excuse her from the meal entirely, but the distraction would make the time go by a little faster. Fortunately, her mother did not appear at all irritated by this. Even from the far end of the table, Seherene could tell she was looking on with interest, clearly curious about the contents. She wondered that they were not demanded.

      When the silence persisted, Seherene decided it was the perfect opportunity to break the dismal quiet for once. She scanned the letter in her hand a second time, then raised her eyebrows with the smallest air of surprise.

      “Dr. Tyrus says the younger Plumsley is on the mend. He expects a full recovery within the week.”

      “Does he?”

      Her mother’s remark, though predictably brusque—perhaps to feign disinterest, was also delivered without any accusing glare or touch of anger. Seherene knew she did not approve of the plan to postpone the sisters’ trials but, for whatever reason, she did not pursue the subject. There had not even been a cross word about her daughter’s lack of sense and reason, as usually accompanied a point of disagreement. Seherene did not dare press the subject, however. She was too grateful for the rare display of restraint.

      “He also says they have agreed to sing.”

      Madara looked away and echoed the word with affronted disgust. “Sing.”

      It was all she would say on the matter. Relieved, Seherene set the letter aside and reached for the next. This one would be a great deal more difficult to share. It was a report on Mastmarner, informing her of its return to mostly-regular operations, save for the contingent of Colonist-hunters who stayed behind to keep watch. The head librarian was cooperating, in full acceptance of her confinement while being allowed to keep the place running. This was a considerably thornier point of contention with her mother, who had not held back the full force of her outrage upon hearing that a Colonist-sympathizer had not been thrown behind bars. Eager to avoid another such scene, Seherene hurried on to the next message.

      “Ban-Geren has been thoroughly scoured again. No stone unturned. Four hunters were injured in the process. One nearly lost an eye.”

      “And? Was anything found?”

      Seherene finished reading the letter before continuing. “They frightened off a large pack of wild dogs. They also made use of the after-image enchantment again. No trace of any shrouds but they did discover the outline of two vessels.”

      “Boats?”

      “Possibly, though there were no signs of them being dragged to and from the river. It seemed much more likely that they had landed and launched again from the same spot. Identical to the imprint of the airship we found near Mastmarner. I have begun to suspect they have built themselves a small fleet.”

      Madara clucked her tongue in displeasure. “‘Begun to suspect?’ The Colonists have probably already abandoned the crafts while you’ve ‘begun to suspect’. You should have taken action at the first sign.”

      “Plans are in motion as we speak.”

      “What? Another shambolic stampede across the country with your little squad of bounty hunters? Playing like you’re one of them? Perhaps if you had commanded from your proper post you would not have been distracted by the Inkwell boy, nor returned empty-handed.”

      Seherene pressed a hand to her brow before replying. “Mother, with all of my might, with all of my being, I am lighting fires, weaving webs, setting snares. Different conditions call for different tactics. They have learned to be cunning in their desperation. Adaptable to any circumstance. So must I be. So must we all. Whether you see it or not, Ink is a part of that. But you must never believe I have been idle.”

      Even by the light of a single, meager candle, she saw a flash of fire in her mother’s eyes. Her knife and fork paused above her plate.

      “It is not idleness which concerns me, Seherene. It is reluctance.”

      And there it was. Another blow. Another deft strike to the heart. Seherene struggled to maintain her composure. She knew any show of emotion would only encourage further attack. With only the slightest furrow of her brow, she sat back, piled the letters neatly together, and picked up her own knife and fork.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry.”

      She said it as if to her mother, but she meant it for herself. More specifically, for that part inside of her which was now screaming in pain and frustration. The Lady Madara only dabbed her napkin to her lips and resumed her meal.

      A quarter of an hour passed. The main course was finished, the plates cleared. Dessert was brought—some sort of pudding. Seherene could not bring herself to stomach anything more and asked for a cup of tea instead.

      A footman entered to stir the dwindling fire. The clock in the hall sounded a series of long, doleful chimes. Upon the fading of the final note, the younger Entress stirred herself with a sharp intake of breath, turned to the footman, and asked for the carriage to be made ready.

      “Carriage?” Madara said. “At this hour?”

      “I’m meeting Lady Helena in town. There’s a play she’s keen to see.”

      “What, without her husband?”

      “Tonight is the final performance. She cannot wait for Tyrus to return from Stalikos.”

      “This is all very strange. A play? At nine o’clock in the evening?”

      “It is meant to be performed under moonlight. The roof of the theatre has even been removed for the occasion.”

      She rose from her chair, meaning to hasten away to her room, but lingered by the table a moment longer. She knew she ought to ask her mother to join them. She also knew her mother would flatly refuse, yet her conscience would still be clear by at least having offered the invitation. But though her feet stayed, the words would not leave her lips.

      “You should ask Lord Pallaton to accompany you.”

      Seherene looked up with a puzzled frown. “For what reason?”

      “It is not right for two well-bred ladies to appear in public without a chaperone of equal station. And you unmarried, no less.”

      “You know I have no concern for appearances.”

      “Your feelings on the matter are irrelevant. Your family name and position hold you to higher standards.”

      “It is too late in the evening. He’s likely already in his robe and slippers.”

      “He will make an exception for you. He has never denied you anything. And he at least will see the necessity of his presence, even though you refuse. In him there is propriety enough for the both of you.”

      Seherene bit her lip before the next sentence could fly out on a current of anger. They were headed straight into another skirmish, one she did not have the energy to face. The footman returned to the dining room and dipped his head.

      “The carriage is ready, my Lady.”

      “Thank you. Send a messenger to Lord Pallaton’s estate as well. He is invited to join myself and Lady Helena at the Velarium tonight, as soon as he is able.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I must also inform you that there is a courier at the door with an urgent message for you. He has just arrived from the Council House.”

      Instantly, anxiety seized her heart. A message now? From the High Council?

      “He carries no letter,” the footman continued, “but means to relay the information verbally. Shall I show him in?”

      The apprehension grew, now joined by the acute feeling of two eyes burning into the back of her head. Seherene understood her mother’s will perfectly. But no—she would not be so obliging this time. Whatever news the courier brought would be for her ears alone. She nodded at the footman.

      “I will go down to speak with him.”

      “Yes, my Lady.”

      She followed him out of the dining room, more than willing to trade one trial for another.
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      Madara listened attentively to the sound of their footsteps fading away in the corridor. When silence resumed, and she was certain of being quite alone with no other servants nearby, she rose from her chair and crossed the room to the far side of the table.

      Her target was the stack of letters. With singular focus, giving herself only two minutes for the task, she re-read the contents of the five letters already opened, taking note of what details Seherene had neglected to mention. The message from Mastmarner brought another surge of anger to her heart but she was determined not to let it slow her down. The rest were of little consequence, save to confirm what information she already knew.

      The last three envelopes were still sealed. The first was from Mervyn Giles, owner of the Adrasteia. It was likely either a bill for the extensive damage suffered by his beloved flagship or an overly-polite note telling her not to worry and that of course it wasn’t her fault. The second letter was in a very small, square envelope, written in a flowery hand by the Lord Mayor’s wife. An invitation of some kind. A ball or a dinner party. Seherene would refuse, of course. She detested society gatherings. But perhaps if Lord Pallaton were to receive a similar invitation, and if he persisted in attempting to persuade her to attend with him, she might relent. The Lord Mayor himself might even be induced to visit the estate. A chance meeting between him and Seherene, followed by an earnest plea for her to attend the function, would certainly do the trick. She could not be allowed to continue hiding away. Being seen was an important part of her duties. Socially, politically, it was hugely advantageous. A theatre was hardly the place for it. She would choose the most unassuming, out-of-the way box seat for the express purpose of not being visible. That would not serve their purpose in the slightest.

      Voices sounded from the floor below. Orders were being given. Servants were jumping into action. It was only a matter of moments before Madara would hear the news for herself. She snatched up the final sealed letter and peered at the sender’s name. Her face flushed with anger yet again.

      
        
        J. Spindler

        Hade Street, Harburg

      

      

      So that wretched little snoop was persisting, despite all efforts to divert him. It wouldn’t do. Though he was only a Cassrian, his association with Seherene gave him enough power to be dangerous, to raise serious obstacles which might threaten all their hard-won progress. It wouldn’t do at all.

      Without another moment’s hesitation she strode to the hearth, thrust the letter into the flames where it might not be easily seen, then returned to her seat. Seconds later, Seherene rushed into the room and collected her letters.

      “There’s been another murder.”

      Madara frowned. “Oh, yes?”

      “A pair of them, actually. I am summoned at once. I’ll have to send my excuses to Lady Helena.”

      “Summoned? That is terribly presumptuous. Do they think you are a dog to go running at beck and call? Are they even certain it is a matter for your attention?”

      “There were notes affixed to the bodies. ‘Colonists, arise’. I’m taking the carriage to the port immediately. I’ll have my things sent after me. Goodbye, mother.” She hurried to the other side of the table as she spoke, kissed the elder woman’s cheek, and flew out of the room again.

      Madara picked up her wineglass and took a sip while glancing at the hearth fire. Spindler’s letter was now a pile of ashes. With a small sigh, she set down the glass, picked up her fork and spoon, and calmly finished her plum pudding.
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            Exit, Stage Left
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      It was one o’clock in the morning when Riva burst through Ink and Evering’s bedroom door, shouting.

      “Wake up! Get up! There’s a fire! We need your help!”

      She disappeared the next moment. Ink and Evering stared at each other in bleary-eyed confusion as they listened to her pound on Abner’s door across the hall. They glanced around the room. An orange glow bled around the edges of the curtains.

      “Blimey!” Evering cried, throwing off the covers as he finally grasped the situation. “Come on, Ink! Let's go!”

      Outside, the air was thick with smoke. They covered their mouths and noses as they rushed away from it, feeling their eyes water and burn. At the edge of the garden grove, they looked towards the blazing source of light. Ink gaped at the scene. The Colonists rushed back and forth from the nearby stream, coats over nightgowns and untucked shirts, yelling to each other and hauling buckets and pots of water. The next house over had turned into a roaring furnace of open flame—Chester’s house.

      “Evering, give me a hand!” Abner shouted.

      He had attached a hand-pump to a pipe that fed into the stream. As Evering ran off, Delia rushed towards Ink.

      “Ink! Are you all right?”

      “Fine. We’re fine. Where's Chester?”

      “You haven't seen him?”

      “No. Not since dinner, I think.”

      Delia turned back and put a hand to her brow.

      “What’s wrong?” Ink asked. “Can’t you find him?”

      “Watch the side! Watch the side!” Abner cried. “Those flames are getting too high! Don’t let it spread!”
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      An hour passed before they managed to douse the worst of it. Smaller fires still burned in piles of scattered wreckage, but the danger was over. Snowflakes mingled with the ash floating through the air. The Colonists stood staring at the ruin, anxious and exhausted. Thankfully, they had not found a body, but even after splitting up to search the village there was still no sign of Chester. There was also precious little to salvage from his house. The wine distillery was gone. All the bottles were either melted or smashed. The costume room was utterly destroyed, all their props and disguises reduced to smoking cinders.

      Simon stepped into the wreckage and pulled something out from under the fire-eaten floorboards—the only item left unscathed by the inferno; a metal flask. He shook his head as he stared at it. “I had a feeling this stuff would get the better of him one day. I knew he was taking the Plumsleys’ absence awfully hard, but I never thought it would drive him to do something like this.”

      “I think it's been brewing for a while,” Delia replied. “He was growing restless. Discontented with life up here. Jo and Wen leaving was only the final straw.”

      “Poor Chester,” Harriet said softly, rubbing her arms against the cold.

      Just then, Abner and Evering returned from the pipeworks, breathing hard as if they had run the entire way.

      “It’s gone!” Evering said. “Drifter Two is gone!”

      “The gate was wide open,” Abner continued. “We looked but there was no sign of it.”

      “Fantastic,” Martin muttered.

      “But how’d he get to it in the first place?” Jeremy asked. “He would've needed two sets of keys.”

      Caradoc reached into his pockets. Dread darkened his expression. “My gate key is gone. He sat next to me at dinner. He must have gotten it then.”

      Abner gestured towards Evering and himself. “But what about us? We’re the only ones with a key to the Pipeworks House.”

      Riva winced. “I . . . found your front door slightly open when I went to fetch you out. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. I thought it must have been Oswald again.”

      The air of general gloom grew heavier. Drunken arson was one thing, easily explained as an accident at best. But housebreaking and theft required forethought and planning.

      Martin wiped his hand across his soot-streaked brow. “So he’s abandoned us.”

      “Maybe he didn’t,” Ink said, more confused than upset. “Maybe he’ll be back.”

      “Be serious, Ink,” Evering replied.

      Abner mopped his face with his handkerchief. “He held out a long while, I’ll give him that. Nine years can feel like an entire lifetime to some. And anyway, what’s the point of having two sets of keys if it’s that easy to steal a Drifter?”

      Simon tossed the metal flask back into the smoldering rubble. “We’re facing a much bigger question than that. Our disguises are gone. The wine, too—our only bargaining chip. Knowing that, do we still go down to Harroway? Do we continue on as planned?”

      Ink glanced around at the others. Some were fearful, some crestfallen, some angry. No currency and no disguises meant that any trip below for food or supplies would be ten times as dangerous. Those who remained on Riverfall were all known to be Colonists as well, everyone's name and likeness printed in each newspaper's warrant list. The more Ink considered it, the more he realized the night's loss had almost put them back to square one—when they had first been marked as fugitives. No security, little defense, and even the smallest decisions coming at great cost and unknowable risk. It was as though they were left clinging to a paltry piece of driftwood in the middle of a storm. Continue on? The world they had worked so hard to build had been shaken to the very foundations by a single lighted match. One more wrong step and they might all be lost to the wild, dark sea.

      “Yes,” said a voice from the back of the group.

      It was Margaret, who'd hardly spoken since the entire ordeal had begun. She looked at each of them in turn. “Yes, you continue on. You can’t lose hope now. You mustn’t.”

      One by one, the Colonists nodded in agreement. Even Ink.

      Abner stood straighter and pocketed his handkerchief. “We’ll need a large group for this trip. As many as are willing to come. Our only strength now will be in numbers.”

      “What about our cover story?” Jeremy asked.

      “As close to the truth as we can make it,” Caradoc replied. “We can be scholars or researchers investigating the legend of the Middling House.”

      Delia nodded. “Like our cover for Mastmarner.”

      “I’m coming,” Riva said, as though she’d barely been able to hold the words back any longer. “I know I said I was nervous about showing my face in Entrian Country, but that doesn’t matter now. Besides, there may be a few tricks I can use to give us some protection.”

      “Me too,” Evering said. “Not the tricks, I mean. The going part.”

      “We don’t have to decide now,” Simon replied. “We shouldn’t. This is a big decision, and far more dangerous than usual. Give it the night to think it over. We planned to head out at ten in the morning. That won’t change. We’ll still meet in front of the Pipeworks House. Bring your things if you’re coming along.”

      Everyone agreed. They bid each other good night, then parted ways to return to their own houses. As Caradoc passed by Margaret, he paused for a moment and nodded.

      “Thank you,” he said.
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      The next morning, Ink woke to find the entire village covered in a thin layer of snow. The Kurna Mountains to the west were visible from where he stood, yet still far enough away to relieve any worry over another potential collision. As he started down the path, he stared at the charred ruins of Chester’s house. It was so strange to think he was gone, that he would tear another hole in Riverfall's heart after all that had happened. Ink didn't feel quite ready to agree with Martin's pronouncement of 'abandonment', but there was certainly a sense of betrayal. Whatever his reasons for leaving, Ink hoped he'd be able to stay out of trouble. It helped that he wasn't on any of the warrant lists, having been a traveling salesman at the time of the Battle of Damiras, with no one to verify he had left his occupation and never returned. Then again, the Plumsley sisters hadn't been on the lists, either. Yet Seherene had tracked them down. Ink bit his lip and quickened his pace towards Delia's house. He wished there wasn't always something to worry about.

      Arriving at the house, he passed around it and headed into the meadow where the chicken coop stood. Stacked against the back wall were several barrels of feed. Upon removing the top of the nearest one, he found the uppermost layer of grain frozen. He grabbed the metal scoop and began to break it up, but paused when he suddenly heard a voice nearby.

      “Ink is not the only one I'm worried about.”

      He glanced towards Simon’s house. He and Delia stood just outside the back door, both wearing serious expressions. Ink replaced the barrel lid and went to the far end of the coop. He was better able to hear them there, but stood ready to dart backwards and out of sight.

      “Caradoc has always been secretive about Keyholder matters. I've never begrudged him that,” Delia said. “And I am not trying to dictate anyone's decisions now. But it seems to me he is taking the danger far too lightly. If you do manage to find that house—this ‘place he's sought from the beginning’—it will not mean just another Spektor hunt. The Mistress is not merely some wayward occultist but a very source of evil. You can't let him go charging ahead just because he's growing impatient for answers. Of all the times for that reckless streak of his to emerge again . . .”

      “I agree,” Simon said. “But you know how he is. Once he’s made up his mind, there’s little chance of changing it.”

      “Then take that little chance, no matter how hopeless it seems. And talk to the others as well. At the very least you can all keep a close eye on him.”

      Simon frowned. “That sounds like you've decided not to come.”

      “I have.”

      He looked at her in surprise. “You rarely pass up the opportunity.”

      “I know. But things have changed. I've had this . . . sense of dread building steadily inside me. I feel something's happening to us. As if we're starting to break apart from the inside. Martin’s attacks are growing worse. The sisters are gone. Now Chester. This morning I heard the Whistlers arguing in the kitchen like I’ve never heard before. Something’s gone wrong. But whatever it is, I think I can do the most good here. Holding things together, keeping it up and running. Is that the best coat you have?”

      Simon raised his eyebrows. “Now we’re suddenly on to my coat?”

      “It’s practically threadbare. Look at the thing. I’ll have to start on a new one for you as soon as Abner puts my spinning wheel together. At least button it up all the way.”

      She proceeded to do it for him, making him chuckle. When he finally appeared to her satisfaction, she pulled his collar snugly up around his neck while her eyes filled with worry.

      “You be careful out there, Simon Elias. You know you’re like my own son. I can still remember washing blueberry stains off your cheeks when you were four years old.”

      “Well, that’s not the least bit embarrassing,” he replied. “Try not to worry. We’ll only be gone for five days. If there’s no house by then, we turn around and come back. Simple as that.”

      She sighed. “Well . . . if you’re willing to be that optimistic, I suppose I can try as well.”

      He kissed her on the cheek. “Mavie was right to wonder how we’d carry on without you. And thanks for cleaning those blueberry stains.”

      She swatted him on the shoulder. “Oh, get going, you scamp.”

      Ink hurried back to the feed barrel before they could catch him eavesdropping.
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      A little while later, Ink went to his room to gather his things for the trip. Evering was already there, struggling to stuff yet another shirt into his pack. Ink moved slowly, hoping his roommate would soon be finished and gone. He was going to need a few items from the hidden spot beneath the wash stand.

      “Sweet gravy, whatcha need all them clothes for?” Ink asked. “We’re only gonna be gone a few days. The whole time you could wear that same jacket and trousers you got on now and it wouldn’t make no difference.”

      “I like to be prepared,” Evering answered, grunting as he finally managed to close the top of his pack. “Anyway, you’d better hurry up. We’ll be leaving in a few minutes.”

      “I’d be more worried about Jeremy if I were you. He’s saying goodbye to all the trees. And really, I’m surprised you’re going at all. Don’t your dad usually stop you from doing anything dangerous?”

      “Usually, yeah. But it seems he's starting to relax a bit. Loosen hold of things. Or maybe he just realized he can't shield me from everything forever. I'm not sure what made him change.”

      “Well, maybe that’s all Chester needs, too. A bit of time off to relax.”

      “Only one problem there. Set Chester loose and you might not ever see him back again. He's like an untrained puppy.”

      Ink jerked his head towards the door. “Well, look, you go on ahead. Don’t wait for me.”

      “Fine.” Evering slung his pack over his shoulder. “But hurry up, all right?”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Ink waited until he closed the bedroom door behind him, then the front door after that. As Evering's shadow passed by the drawn front curtains, he went to the wash stand, moved it to one side, and pried up the loose tile underneath.

      The first thing he took from his secret stash was the slip of paper from The Compendium of Missing Persons. Like his roommate, he too liked to be prepared. With the kind of mission they were soon to embark upon, there was probably a decent chance of coming across someone or something to shed a bit more light on the mysterious Mr. Wickwire. At least he hoped so.

      He began to reach down towards the hole again but stopped. The watch was missing. Oh. That’s right. He’d taken it out to look at last night. Probably slipped it into one of his coat pockets.

      He checked them. Then checked again. He tossed his pillow aside, went through his bed sheets, looked under the bed.

      Still no watch.

      And then it came to him. With a surge of panic, he rushed to the door, stuck his head out into the hall, and drew a deep breath.

      “Oswaaaaald!”
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      Back at the Pipeworks House, the others were gathering to depart. Though they had no disguises on which to rely, there were still little things they could do to minimize their chances of being recognized. From that morning until their return, none of the men would shave or trim their beards, and they would all bundle up in scarves and wear hats and bonnets to cover their faces.

      Riva arrived with Jeremy, who was tucking a small twig from the Memory Tree into his coat pocket.

      “Sorry we’re a bit late,” Riva said. “Are we the last ones?”

      “Just about,” Caradoc answered. “Anyone seen Ink?”

      Evering nodded. “I just left him. He’s still packing.”

      “Then that only leaves the Whistlers to come and see us off,” Abner said.

      “They are here, Mr. Hart,” Harriet answered from behind him.

      He turned around, then gaped in surprise. She carried a carpet bag in one hand and her cane in the other. The others mirrored Abner's reaction. Harriet had not left Riverfall since it had gone airborne six years ago. Incidentally, it was the same amount of time since Martin had last been below. He stood nearby with a sullen expression, clearly displeased with his wife’s decision.

      “You’re coming along?” Evering said to her.

      “I am indeed.”

      “Are you sure?” Riva asked, still stunned.

      “Of course,” she answered with a smile. “It might not be the easiest journey to make, nor the safest, but I’d say I’m due for a bit of adventure.”

      Delia grinned and moved to embrace her. “Overdue.”

      Caradoc was next to get over his shock, stepping forward to take the carpet bag from her, for which she thanked him.

      As the others began to say their goodbyes, Delia was proved more right than she knew. Things were indeed different, and the signs were everywhere. Evering nodded a wordless goodbye to Margaret but never once looked at her. Harriet kissed her husband but did not smile. And when Delia went to embrace Caradoc, she held on for much longer than usual.

      “You have your reading spectacles? And your sleeping tonic?”

      “Yes, I have them,” he replied.

      “Keep an ear out for any word about the Plumsleys. Chester as well.”

      “We will.”

      Farther down the line, Harriet hugged Margaret. “You’ll be fine, I know you will. Hold your ground when it matters. Let go when it doesn’t.”

      Margaret managed a small smile. “Is that the trick?”

      “That’s the trick.”

      As Harriet moved away, Simon took her place with a nod and a nervous smile.

      “It’s a shame you’re not coming along this time. I think you're even better than Caradoc in a crisis.”

      “You’ll be all right,” Margaret answered, “so long as you let the others do the talking.”

      He laughed, then took her hand. “Take care of yourself, Miss Wallis.”

      “And you.”

      “I—”

      “Listen,” she interrupted, drawing her hand away. “Would you do me a favor while you’re down there?”

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Don’t think of me. Don’t . . . waste any more of your time. It’s not worth it. Trust me.”

      She stepped away, unable to bear his look of hurt confusion, and went to embrace Jeremy, who blushed a deep crimson color. The tower clock began to strike ten.

      “Where the blazes is Ink?” Abner said, standing impatiently at the door. “Riva, would you mind going to fetch him?”

      “Back in a tick,” she said, then hurried off down the path.

      The others began filing into the house to make their way down to the pipeworks. Only Jeremy and Caradoc remained behind to finish their goodbyes. Jeremy shook Martin’s hand with a sheepish smile.

      “Goodbye, Martin. Only grape juice. I promise.”

      Martin smiled for the first time in days. He was still smiling as he shook Caradoc’s hand.

      “Sure you won’t come with us?” Caradoc said. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      “Not this time. Besides, it’ll take all three of us to keep this place running. Especially the pipeworks.” He stepped closer, a touch of strain coloring his voice. “Please . . . take care of her.”

      “Of course I will.”

      “She thinks very highly of you. And I know you have only her best interests at heart—”

      “Martin, don’t worry. We’ll be back before you know it.”

      The former banker tried to smile again, but there was something deeply pained behind it.

      “Of course. Good luck to you all.”
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      Riva had almost reached the Hart residence when she heard someone grunting and grumbling at the edge of the garden grove. She stepped towards it, unable to spot the speaker but recognizing the voice.

      “Ink?”

      He stumbled out of the bushes and looked up. “Oh. Hey. I was just . . .” he brushed a twig from his coat, “looking for Oswald . . . to say goodbye. You seen him anywhere?”

      “I'm afraid not. And there's no time to look for him. We’re leaving now.” She smiled. “I didn’t know you were so fond of Oswald.”

      “We’ve grown closer the past few days.” Ink shouldered his pack as he followed her down the path. “Couldn’t you do something to find him? Ain’t there an enchantment for finding things?”

      “None that I've ever learned,” she said as they arrived. “Now say your goodbyes.”

      “Take care of yourself, Ink,” Delia said.

      “Yes, goodbye. Goodbye. Goodbye.” He shook Delia, Margaret, and Martin’s hands in quick succession, then backed away towards the Pipeworks House. “Oh, and if any of you see Oswald, tell him I know!”

      “Know what?” Martin asked.

      “Ask him!” Ink replied, then slammed the door shut.
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      The Lockhorns held the distinction of being the longest and most prominent mountain range in Eriaris, as well as the most important, decisively separating Cassrian lands from Entrian territory. The Kurna Mountains, however, were famously the tallest. Old Saul had described the journey to Harroway as nothing more than a “good walk” to the north, but without the aid of their Drifter, the Colonists might well have been forced to journey on foot for many weeks before reaching the town. It was steep, jagged terrain, often plagued by brutal weather and unforgiving winds. The mountains had been named for a daring Entrian explorer who had fallen to his death trying to reach the highest summit. So many lives had been lost in that region, in fact, that the entire area had been altogether avoided for many years. When news came of a town springing to life in that location, it raised more than a few eyebrows. How could anyone possibly live in such a place? Much less sustain a growing population?

      They had luck with a mild wind as they descended, and despite the snow they were still able to make out the sole road winding northward, mostly by virtue of half a dozen wagon tracks. Evering was first to spot the town, nestled in a high valley and encompassed by a strong and well-fortified stone wall. The Colonists hid the Drifter behind a snow-covered ridge to the south of it, and from there traveled the last quarter-mile on foot.

      Before they had left Riverfall, it had been argued that it might be best for one of the Colonists staying on the village to bring the others down to Harroway. That way if something went wrong, they could simply signal the remaining party for a rescue. But they soon realized it was the least logical choice. Weather in the Kurna Mountains was always unpredictable and might possibly thwart a rescue team on their descent, leading them astray and making the situation far worse. The second deciding factor was past experience. Riva and Caradoc had once almost burned to death waiting for a rescue Drifter to reach them, and they concluded that the quickest path to safety was to have the airship anchored nearby.

      They had wrapped themselves in as many layers as possible. Maintaining a brisk pace helped to keep them warm as well, and before long they were in sight of the front gates. They discussed their fears over entering fairly un-disguised but tried to comfort themselves by reasoning that a town so isolated from the rest of the world might not be very quick to discover who they were.

      Ink had a bit more self-comforting to do. The last time he’d been down below, he’d met up with Seherene and a whole gang of Colonist-hunters—not to mention a deranged Spektor. He could do with less excitement of that kind. At least he could make it a point to stay close to Caradoc as often as possible. And as for Seherene, she was surely still busy with having the Plumsleys in custody.

      “Hey, Simon,” Ink said. “I get a weapon again, right? You know, just in case?”

      “We’ll see how it goes,” Simon answered, his tone implying that it wouldn’t go at all.

      “Do you really need a weapon, Inkling?” Caradoc said. “Just use that razor-sharp wit.”

      “Or this hat.” Ink jumped up and swiped the Keyholder's wide-brimmed hat off his head. “Look at this thing! You could smother a bear with this hat!”

      “Why do you think I wear it?” he replied, grabbing it back and promptly knocking Ink’s own hat off his head.

      “I’d smother myself if I had to live up here,” Evering grumbled, hugging his arms and sniffling. His ears and nose were bright red. “How can anyone stand being in a place this cold?”

      “I think it’s beautiful,” Harriet said, walking arm-in-arm with Riva. “It never snowed like this at home. It makes the air so crisp and clear.”

      “And freezing!” Evering answered.

      “Keep complaining and we’ll get Riva to set you on fire,” Abner replied.

      Evering started to scowl, but then turned and looked back at the Entress. “Could you?”

      She laughed. “Never know until I try. Just say the word, Evering.”

      Ink slowed his pace to walk beside her. “I've been wondering about something. You told me there ain’t no enchantment for finding things. But you also said Entrians could do almost anything they wanted if they had enough skill. So if the Entrians want to get us so badly, couldn’t they do it? Couldn’t they come up with something to catch us?”

      “Enchantments are funny things,” Riva replied. “They’re not always predictable or reliable. As far as anyone knows there aren’t any limitations, but it’s said the original intent of our powers was for stewardship. Taking care of the earth and everything in it. Healing and nurturing. It’s almost as if any other act goes against that intent. So it’s not as simple as it sounds.”

      “Well,” Abner said, “let’s hope getting past those gates will be simple enough.”

      They glanced at the guard towers in the distance. Shadows moved atop the wall behind the parapets. Jeremy drew his spyglass out from under his coat, lifted his face to the sky, and held the glass piece to his eye.

      “Might be difficult getting back to the Drifter if we run into trouble,” he said. “But at least Riverfall isn’t too far away.”

      Evering’s brow wrinkled with worry. “So what do we do now? Just go up and knock on the door?”

      “We do nothing,” Simon answered. “They’ve been watching us for a while now. We’ll let them take the lead once we get there.”

      Caradoc walked at the front of the group but soon slowed his pace and came to a stop. The others halted as well, watching as he removed his hat to shake the snow from it. He turned to them with eyes full of apprehension.

      “Are we still determined to do this?” he asked. “No good disguises. No quick route of escape. There could be warrants on every street corner. A smaller group might be better. Or we could wait ‘til we get our hands on some new costumes. It’s not too late to turn back.”

      Abner passed a hand over his jaw and stepped forward. “I’d say we’re about nine years too late. It’s high time we started figuring our way out of this mess. Time it came to an end. It’s taken me a while to realize—maybe it has for all of us—but we can’t stay on Riverfall forever, and we mustn’t lose anyone else to drive that point home. So I say we continue on.”

      Jeremy nodded. “I agree.”

      “We’ll be fine so long as we stick together,” Harriet said.

      “And besides, we’ve got Riva!” Evering pointed out.

      “We’ve got all of us,” Riva replied.

      Caradoc looked at Simon, who wore a more sobered expression than the others but nodded his agreement nonetheless.

      “So long as we stick together,” he repeated.

      Ink glanced between them, hearing the tension in his voice. Caradoc didn’t answer, but replaced his hat on his head and continued up the snow-covered road.
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      “I think it’s them, sir,” a guard said, turning from the long brass spyglass to the captain standing next to him. “It must be.”

      The captain gazed down at the road with a hawk-like stare. The mountain breeze ruffled his fur-lined coat. “There’s more of them than I’d counted on. Armed, too.”

      “What are your orders, sir?” another guard asked.

      He sucked in his cheeks for a moment before answering. “Show them to the holding room. No harsh words, no weapons drawn. And get a message to Kingsley. Fast.”
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      The Colonists again slowed to a stop as a small door opened beside the gate. Two guards emerged, both garbed in thick coats and caps, and with a blade and pistol on each of their belts. Abner, now at the head of the group, raised his hand in a friendly gesture.

      “Good day,” he called out.

      “Good day, sir,” one of them answered, then stepped aside and gestured towards the door. “This way, if you please.”

      “Here we go,” Evering said under his breath.

      “Stay calm,” Caradoc replied in a low voice. “Remember we’re scholars. Be inquisitive but not impudent.”

      As they neared the door, Ink ran up beside Caradoc. “Hey, what about your face? What are you gonna tell them if they notice your scars?”

      “I’ll tell them I used to be a boxer.”

      Ink’s worried expression turned skeptical.

      “All right, a very bad boxer,” Caradoc corrected.

      The first guard they passed appeared relaxed and calm, his hands behind his back rather than on his weapons. The second actually smiled at them. And it wasn’t a snide, knowing smile, but almost one of gladness, even relief. Ink frowned back at him.

      “Silver!” Jeremy said in a hushed whisper. “There’s silver in the walls!”

      It was true. Ink barely had time to catch sight of it before passing inside, but he could just see the streaks of silver rivulets coursing through the rock. The next moment, he found himself standing in a small room with a low ceiling. A hearth fire burned in the corner, and the walls were lined with wooden benches—along with a dozen armed guards. No one had a hand on their weapons, and even here a few of them were wearing smiles. Ink found himself almost too baffled to be alarmed, even when the outer door was shut behind them.

      The captain of the guard strode into the room. He was a hard-looking man with a thin, grizzled face and a sharp gaze. He surveyed the group in a matter of moments, then proffered a small nod. “Welcome to Harroway. I am Captain Jarius. It is my duty to see that your stay here is as peaceful as it is pleasant. It’s not often we have such a large number of visitors all at once. Is it business or pleasure?”

      “A bit of both, sir,” Caradoc answered. “We’re from the college in Gallswell, come to explore the myths and legends concerning a place called the Middling House. We were sent this way by Old Saul. He seemed to think we’d have some luck in these parts.”

      The captain nodded. “The Middling House is not unknown to us. We may well be able to aid you in your search.”

      “It would be much appreciated. But tell me, Captain, is it customary to receive newcomers in a holding room with a band of armed guards?”

      The captain rested his forearm on the hilt of his blade. “Well, Harroway is a special town, sir. And its unique situation makes it entitled to its own law and order. Which is why, if you intend on going any further, I must ask you to turn over any and all weapons you now possess.”

      Abner frowned. “Our weapons? But . . . may we not carry the means to defend ourselves if necessary?”

      “There will be no cause. Rest assured. They will be returned to you upon your departure.” The captain nodded to the guards, who stepped forward.

      No one moved at first, unwilling as they were to part with what little means of protection they had left. Caradoc was first to hand over his pair of pistols, and it was only after he’d done so that the others followed suit. Ink watched as the guards went through each of their packs. It was small consolation to know that if he couldn’t carry a weapon, neither could any of the others. The captain thanked them, then nodded at another guard who came forward holding open a bag.

      “I must now ask that you turn over any items of strange or aberrant power. Anything that holds a tie to even the slightest purpose of bewitchment, spell casting, or divination.” His gaze fell squarely on Jeremy. “Your pendant, for instance, sir.”

      “My pendant?” he echoed, clutching at his spyglass.

      “We saw you using it,” a young guard remarked. “Some kind of charm, that is!”

      “It’s only a reading lens, Captain, I assure you,” Harriet said, laying a hand on Jeremy's arm. “Not the least bit harmful.”

      The captain stared hard at her, then stepped forward and pulled at the chain around Ink's neck, dragging the spyglass out from under his shirt.

      “And do you all suffer from such poor vision? A shame. Especially as they don’t appear to magnify anything. I must also ask . . .” He looked at each of them in turn, his tone still friendly but his face becoming grave. “Do any of you claim Entrian blood? You don’t have the look about you but we have been deceived before. And believe me, it is far better to reveal it now than later. Such things, such . . . associations . . . are not permitted in Harroway.”

      “We are not Entrians, sir,” Simon answered. “And these lenses were merely gifts from a friend of ours.”

      “Then they too shall be returned to you,” the captain answered. “Upon your departure.”

      He tapped the rim of the bag. It was too late to turn back now, even though the thought crossed everyone’s mind. No disguises, no means of bartering, no weapons, and now no spyglasses—their sole means of communication if separated from one another. Riva was now a liability, and the use of her enchantments was out of the question. They were being made blind and toothless. Ink snuck a glance at the young woman’s face as she dropped her spyglass into the bag. She looked ill.

      “We appreciate the cooperation,” the captain said. “And now if you’ll follow me, we will escort you to your meeting with the mayor.”

      “The mayor!” Abner said, half-laughing in disbelief. “What has he to do with us? I don’t suppose that’s customary with visitors here as well.”

      “Not in the least, sir,” Captain Jarius answered. “Only for friends of Old Saul.”
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      No one was prepared for the sight awaiting them beyond the holding room. They had seen grand cities before, opulent architecture, ancient temples and noble halls. But never had they seen a place so steeped—so utterly infused—with sheer wealth. It was not a town of houses and shops but of mansions and emporiums. Everything gleamed and sparkled. If it was made of stone, it was marble. If it was made of wood, it was mahogany, rosewood, and ebony. Even the snowflakes drifting through the air seemed to glitter like tiny gems.

      They were ushered into two fine buggies, driven by horses with curled manes and silver bells on their harnesses. The town seemed hardly big enough to warrant the need for such transportation, and though the streets were busy they were by no means crowded. Everyone wore fur, whether a cloak or a fine coat. Even the laborers they saw—the drivers, deliverymen, and washer women—were dressed very finely. At first, the Colonists could do nothing but stare at the place in amazement, so odd and beautiful as it was. But it wasn’t long before they began to realize the people were staring back, even stopping on the pavements, nudging each other and whispering.

      The Colonists’ most immediate fear was that they’d been recognized. Ink even began to look for an escape route. But after a few moments, it became apparent they were not surrounded by expressions of anger and terror but of curiosity. They were eager stares. Earnest. Some were even smiling like the guards back in the holding room. One woman clasped her hands together as they passed, as if in hopeful prayer.

      “Why do they look so glad to see us?” Harriet said.

      Caradoc frowned at the small crowd gathering in the street. “It can’t be for the reward money. They don’t need it.”

      “Maybe they’re cannibals,” Ink replied.

      “Oh, shush,” Riva said, nudging his arm. “Only you would think of something like that. Maybe they just like to have newcomers in town. They mustn’t have them here very often.”

      “Yeah,” Ink said. “Like I don’t have lobster very often.”

      “Ink!” Caradoc and Harriet chided at the same time.

      By the time the buggies pulled onto a tree-lined lane, ice glittering in the branches above, they learned they were not headed for any office or hall but to the mayor’s own mansion. It was a magnificent palatial estate, furnished with countless rooms, expansive grounds, and an impressive courtyard which boasted no less than five elaborate fountains. Ink was the first to jump down from the buggy, and as his boots scuffed aside the freshly-fallen snow he glimpsed more traces of silver in the paving stones underfoot.

      “Welcome, my friends, welcome!” cried a voice ahead.

      Ink glanced up to see a figure bound down the marble steps and hurry towards them. He was a small, gray-haired man somewhere in his fifties, with bright eyes and a broad smile which seemed to widen all the more as he came nearer. A servant ran behind him with a coat.

      “It is such a pleasure to meet you all at last! I do hope the journey wasn’t too difficult. I know that mountain road can be perfectly beastly at times. Byron Kingsley.”

      He held out his hand to Simon, who was just able to get over his bewilderment in time to greet him in return. The mayor went to each Colonist, taking their hands with a beaming smile and offering personalized words of welcome after hearing each name.

      “And Captain Jarius, thank you for conveying them here. I hope you have shown them the utmost hospitality. It is only the best for friends of Old Saul!”

      “Yes, sir,” the captain replied. “It seems they are interested in seeking out the Middling House. I have assured them they may depend upon our aid.”

      “Of course they may!”

      “Then the house is here, sir?” Simon asked. “You’re certain?”

      “Well, I’ve never seen it with my own eyes, to be perfectly honest. The house is one of many mysteries these mountains are rumored to contain. But we are certainly more than willing to expend every effort to help you. All we can and more!”

      “Thank you, sir,” Jeremy replied, looking dumbfounded. “We never hoped for so much.”

      “Yes, it's very generous,” Harriet said.

      “Not at all, my dear, not at all,” Kingsley answered. “Old Saul has been a great friend to this town. We’re more than happy to show any friends of his even half the kindness he’s shown to us. But come! Enough of standing out here in the cold. Come inside! You’re heartily welcome to stay here for the duration of your visit. As a matter of fact, I insist! It’s the best place in town! We’ll have your rooms prepared at once!”

      Before anyone could answer, he sent his servant on ahead to make the preparations.

      “Thank you, sir. That’s very kind,” Evering said as they followed him to the front door.

      “No thanks necessary, my boy.” The mayor smiled as he put an arm around Evering’s shoulder, then Ink’s—who cringed. “I imagine you must all be dreadfully tired from the journey. Take your ease! Refresh yourselves! My servants will get you anything you wish and I will see you for lunch in a little while. Then we will give proper attention to planning this expedition of yours.”
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      The next thing they knew, they were climbing a grand staircase to the second floor. It had taken no time at all to prepare the rooms. Everyone was given a chamber of their own, complete with a roaring fire in a huge marble hearth, a giant four-post bed, and a wigged servant to wait on them hand and foot. Ink could hardly believe it. They were dangerous fugitives being treated like royalty in the richest town in Eriaris, and no one had the slightest clue. Did they?

      “May I take your things, sir?” a servant asked after showing Ink to his room.

      “You most certainly may not! Oh, you mean my coat. Yeah, sure.”

      He handed his hat and coat to the servant, careful to note which wardrobe they were hung inside. Once the servant was assured nothing more was needed, he offered a slight bow and departed.

      Ink crossed to the huge window at the back of the room and looked out. The guards were gone from the courtyard. A small crew of laborers worked to replace a cracked window in a shop outside the mansion’s gates. Many of the people on the pavement had begun to go indoors as the snowfall grew heavier. He chewed on his lip. The same thing that bothered him about his grand room was down there in the town. Though it was quiet enough, it was entirely without the peaceful easiness he was used to enjoying on Riverfall. He couldn’t say why.
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      Lunch with the mayor was not so much a light, casual meal as it was a full-blown holiday feast with all the trimmings. Evering actually let out a gasp of shock at the sight of it. Before taking their seats, they were introduced to the mayor’s wife, Gwenyth, who appeared to be a lot younger than her husband, perhaps by as much as two decades. She nodded at each of them politely upon introduction, a cordial smile on her face, and soon revealed herself to be a woman of very few words—as well as the occasional giggle.

      After everyone was seated, the mayor bowed his head and led them in a short prayer before the meal. Riva took the chance to perform a small enchantment while everyone’s eyes were closed. When the prayer was over, the Colonists cast furtive glances at her, to which she responded with a small nod. The food and drink had not been drugged.

      They were encouraged to eat as much as they liked, and no one was happier about it than Evering, who often had to be reminded to slow down and breathe between bites. Gwenyth proceeded to stuff herself with multiple servings of almost everything, and even took special care to keep the gravy bowl within reach until the end of the meal. Ink wondered how she could possibly be so thin.

      “So, where is it you’ve all come from?” the mayor asked.

      “A small college in Gallswell, sir,” Simon answered. “In the North Country.”

      “Ah yes, I’ve heard of Gallswell. Farther north than even this town, is it not? I daresay this weather is not so unfamiliar to you as most visitors. You must be very hardy travelers indeed, and to take your children with you no less.”

      “We like to give them the opportunity to get away from town once in a while,” Abner replied, nodding towards Evering, Riva, and Ink across the table. “Open up their world a bit. Good for growing, curious minds.”

      “Oh, indeed. Indeed. No argument here,” the mayor said with a small chuckle. “I never had that sort of thing growing up myself. Rarely ever set foot out of town. In fact, I ended up taking over management of my grandfather’s shop. Would’ve been a good enough life for some, I suppose, but I always yearned for broader horizons. A wider view.”

      “How’d you end up here, sir?” Jeremy asked.

      “Well, I always kept my ears open, you know. And you hear a lot of things when you run a store in the center of town. Rumors started up about hidden treasures in the Kurna Mountains across the gulf, but no one was brave enough to test the territory. At first, I didn't think much of it, but over time the thought began to grow in my mind until I finally couldn’t stand it any longer. I simply had to find out for myself. I’d had enough of stocking shelves and filling out orders. It was time for a stab at something new. And that was it really. I got lucky. As lucky as a man can get. And especially once Gwenyth here agreed to marry me.”

      He cast an adoring look at his wife and kissed her hand. She giggled.

      “Fate and fortune took my hand from there,” he continued. “Of course, it hasn’t always been easy. None of our family members wanted to follow us out here, so we were quite alone at the beginning. But such sacrifices are part of great endeavors. In the end, it meant I was able to put all my heart and soul into building up this modest empire you see around you.”

      “It’s a beautiful place, sir. We’ve never seen anything like it,” Harriet said. “Is it precious metals or stone which founded it?”

      “A bit of both, Miss Welch. These mountains contain a wealth of different resources and materials—copper and lead, some marble and granite as well—but mainly a vast supply of silver. Indeed, there are no less than thirty silver mines in operation as we speak. It is an unprecedented enterprise for our time. Some even call this ‘the Silver City.’”

      “I imagine a place like this invites its fair share of conflict,” Caradoc said. “I’ve seen men fight over half a dozen silver pieces. How much more thirty mines worth of it?”

      “Ah, yes,” the mayor sighed. “That is the unfortunate truth, alas. You see, the wall around Harroway had to be erected out of principle. It was necessary I be absolutely vigilant in guiding the growth of this town. Straight and true we must be, with no exceptions made. No room for those too greedy, too ambitious or quarrelsome. That’s also why we endeavor to keep our beloved town a secret as best we can, allowing entry only to those worthy enough while avoiding the presence of undesirables.”

      Abner poked Evering in the ribs to stop him from slurping his soup, then looked at Kingsley with narrowed eyes. “Undesirables? Like the Entrians?”

      The look on Mayor Kingsley’s face grew uncomfortable. “Well . . . yes, Mr. Fleck, now that is an unfortunate thing, to be sure. You see, we simply cannot be certain of their intentions. And with all the strange spells and dubious abilities they possess, who is to say they would not seek to topple this town by those means at their very next chance? We’ve had some close calls in the past. Even threats of violence. I shudder just thinking about it. But that is why such measures are necessary. We simply do not wish to incur any unfortunate effects of their greed or wrath.”

      “Not least because this town falls squarely in their territory,” Caradoc said.

      A nervous chuckle left the mayor’s lips as he squirmed for a moment in his seat. “Disputed territory, sir. Disputed.”

      Ink frowned as Kingsley's words pricked at something in the back of his memory. He had heard them before. But where? As he pondered this, a servant breezed through one of the doors and addressed the mayor with a nod.

      “Mr. Castor for you, sir.”

      “Ah, William!” The mayor rose from his seat and went to greet the man who entered. “At last! How good of you to join us!”

      “Yeah, sorry I’m late,” the man said, sniffing through his reddened nose as he removed his bowler hat. “Had to settle a bit of a muck up with a delivery. Hey there, Gwenyth.”

      The mayor’s wife nodded in return before downing a gulp of spiced cider. Kingsley showed the newcomer to his place and began to introduce each of his visitors.

      Ink couldn’t believe his eyes. He knew this man. Knew his voice and manner. Blunt, loud and determined, but always with a degree of politeness. William Castor. He’d seen him only a few days ago, standing in the Great Hall, begging the Assembly to grant his petition to open another mine. Another silver mine. Ink glanced across the table to confirm the truth, and was just in time to catch Simon and Caradoc exchange a look of horror.

      “Oi, top me off here, will you?” Castor said, raising his glass to one of the servants.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Mr. William Castor,” Kingsley announced. “Not only a very good friend, but one of my top advisors, and—most impressively—Harroway’s sole representative and ambassador. We couldn’t go a day without him.”

      “Good to meet you,” Castor replied, hardly glancing at them as he dug into his plate.

      “They’re interested in finding out what they can about the Middling House, Mr. Castor,” the mayor said. “I don’t suppose it would be too much trouble to round up a crew for such an excursion? And one or two of our mountain guides?”

      “Naw, no trouble at all,” Castor answered with his mouth half full. “We can be ready to go at dawn. No horses, though. Trails are too steep. It’ll be all walking.”

      “We can manage that,” Simon said.

      The mayor’s exuberant smile beamed again. “Excellent! The search begins tomorrow!”

      Ink stared hard at Castor. He didn’t seem to recognize them. At least not while he was stuffing his face. They could only hope his ignorance wouldn’t end with his meal.

      “Any news, William?” Gwenyth asked as she buttered yet another bread roll.

      Castor grunted. “Nothing much. Snow’s closing off trade routes. Lost a wagon full of sugar and flour coming up the mountain. Nothing we can’t handle, though. Traders say there’s a bit of fuss and to-do down in Vaterra. Some Entrian mischief.”

      “Oh yes?” she said, obviously eager for any small amount of new gossip.

      “They even called that witch of theirs up north to look into it.”

      “Witch?” Riva asked.

      Castor nodded after a long draught from his cup. “Yeah. Their chief officer. Say-reen, or whatever she’s called.”

      Every Colonist felt their insides drop, each glass or utensil pausing halfway in the air.

      “What kind of mischief, Mr. Castor?” Harriet asked, managing to keep her voice steady.

      He shrugged. “Some doctor and his wife got killed a few days back. Murdered, they think. They found a message pinned to the man’s coat saying ‘Colonists, arise’, whatever that means. Hey, can you top me off again here?”

      The mayor frowned across the table. “My goodness, Mr. Douglas, are you all right? You’ve gone quite pale.”

      Simon tried to smile. “Fine, sir. I’m fine.”

      Kingsley leaned over and touched his wife’s hand. “Now you see, dear, this is why I prefer not to hear any outside news. It is never anything but distressing. Let their business be their business. And we to our own.”

      “Do you know anything about these Colonists, Mr. Castor?” Caradoc asked.

      Ink nearly gasped aloud. Not only had it been Caradoc to raise the question, but he’d directed it to the person who was most likely to identify them. Everyone held their breath, waiting.

      “If it don’t concern me, I ain’t likely to know about it,” he answered. “There’s always some group or other causing trouble. These people ain’t nothing to me so long as they don’t stir up any in this town.”

      “We try not to concern ourselves with the evil in this world, Mr. Rawlings,” the mayor said. “We’re well aware of its existence, no denying that. But you won’t find anyone here with an interest in dwelling on it. What edification does it bring us, after all?” He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together. “Now! I think we’ve had enough of this depressing talk. There is still dessert to be had! And there is nothing so worthy of our attention as that, eh?”

      Gwenyth giggled.
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      They weren’t lying. Not the mayor, nor his wife, nor William Castor. It was the first thing Riva told them when they gathered in her room after lunch. The Colonists meant nothing to them, and what was more, Mr. Castor genuinely did not recognize either Simon or Caradoc from their visit to the Assembly. They were safe. At least for now.

      But the news of the murdered doctor and his wife was a terrible blow. Someone was continuing to kill in the name of the Colonists. Someone who had been in Vaterra only a few days after they had left it. And there was not one among them who did not believe the doctor and his wife to be the same pair who had attended the meeting of the Blue Flames. It made them all the more determined to find the Middling House and, as Abner had put it, bring the whole mess to an end.

      Simon rubbed the back of his neck. “To think, we only stepped inside those silver walls two hours ago. I don’t think my head has had time to catch up with my feet.”

      “I know,” Riva said. “It’s like sliding down an icy slope with nothing to grab on to. And who was this Old Saul? We’re not his friends. We’re barely even acquaintances. I don’t like it.”

      “Neither do I,” Caradoc replied. “I wonder if old Mr. Bash would’ve had anything to say about him. Or this town, for that matter.”

      Everyone fell to silent thought. Ink put a hand to his stomach and blew out a slow breath. The grand feast wasn’t sitting so well with him, going sour just about the time he’d heard that Seherene was close again. He would never be able to relax now.

      Harriet crossed her arms and leaned against the bedpost. “Well, here we are in the richest town on earth. No one knows us. And we’ve got the rest of the day to explore.”

      Jeremy nodded. “Mr. Castor said he’d get us into any place we wanted. Free of charge.”

      “One of the servants told me there was a huge bath house here that runs on natural hot springs,” Abner said. “Apparently not too far from here.”

      Ink shrugged. “There’s a theatre, too. Might be good for a laugh.”

      A long moment of silence followed.

      “I’ve got a pack of cards,” Evering offered.

      They all agreed it was a fantastic idea.
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      It seemed ages before the dawn of the next day. The wind had died down and the snow had stopped falling, but it was still cold and they were advised to don as many layers as would be comfortable for the expedition. Three of them would stay behind—Evering because of the temperature, Harriet because of her bad leg, and Riva because of her terror at being found out. They said their goodbyes and “be carefuls” inside, preferring a bit of privacy before heading out to the gate where Mayor Kingsley was waiting.

      They were surprised to learn that Mr. Castor would be accompanying them on the trek, in addition to three mountain guides and half a dozen porters who would carry food supplies and various pieces of equipment. Castor didn’t strike them as the type to go mountaineering but he seemed unfazed by the prospect and even took the lead as they began their walk to the northern gate. The others went along so far as the town square—including the mayor, who sent them off with yet another beaming smile and friendly wave.

      “Best of luck!” he called. “There’ll be a good dinner and a round of ale when you return!”

      At the promise of ale, Ink glanced back with a devilish grin. Riva and Evering snickered as Abner pushed the boy further up the line and shook his head, no doubt dashing all hopes of any such reward for him.

      Kingsley clapped his hands together. “Well! I suppose that’s that. A good start on a promising morning. Couldn’t ask for better. And no need for any of you to fret. They’ll be back before you know it. What you need now is some proper distraction. Have you made any plans for your day?”

      “Not really,” Evering replied.

      “Then I shall have to make some for you.” With a gesture, the mayor invited them to accompany him down the pavement. “So what shall it be? Shopping for the ladies? The shooting range for the young man? Or perhaps the other way around! Who am I to say, eh?”

      “We hardly know, sir,” Harriet said. “It’s not often we’re given such generous free rein.”

      “Ah, yes. The conundrum of ‘too many choices.’ But perhaps there’s something we may do to amend that. A grand tour! Every shop! Every beautiful home! No need to go gallivanting outside the walls when there is adventure to be found right here! We’ll have a fantastic day! Only let me call for a carriage and we can be off at once.”

      As he stepped into the road to summon one, the Colonists exchanged looks of exasperation. A day out with the mayor meant hours crammed into a carriage with him, unable to escape his ceaseless chatter and overly enthusiastic smiles. But they couldn’t refuse, even if all they really wanted to do was spend the entire day indoors by a roaring fire.

      “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Harriet said.

      “Throw up a shroud and we’ll make a run for it,” Evering murmured to Riva, who shushed him.

      The carriage pulled up. The mayor had a word with the driver, detailing his plan of action, then opened the door for the Colonists and waited for them to enter. Just then, a young woman called out from farther down the pavement.

      “Mr. Kingsley!”

      The mayor turned around. “Ah, Miss Hallstein! What a pleasant surprise!”

      “Are these the newcomers?” she asked with an eager smile.

      “Indeed they are!” He took her hand as she came near. “Allow me to introduce you.”

      The woman was Galena Hallstein, daughter of the town judge and a teaching assistant at the school. She was only a few years older than Riva and had a long cascade of red hair, a few freckles on her nose, and the most expressive pair of eyebrows they had ever seen. They danced up and down at the mayor’s description of their plans, then arched halfway up her brow as she made her reply.

      “The entire city? That’s a lofty goal. Especially for a man as busy as you.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing for friends, Galena.” He smiled back at the Colonists.

      “Forgive me, sir,” she said, “but don’t you have a meeting with the trustees this morning? And a conference with the builders about the new courthouse?”

      “Uh . . . well, yes—”

      “That settles it, then. You must leave the tour to me.”

      Kingsley’s enthusiasm deflated. “Oh . . . well, I . . . I suppose I must. I’m terribly sorry, friends, but I’m afraid Miss Hallstein is right. Duty and obligation and all that unfortunate business. What a shame. But I leave you in very capable hands. I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time. You must enjoy all we have to offer. And I shall see you at dinner.”

      He clasped each of their hands as he spoke, then turned and started down the street, accompanied by a handful of his servants. Galena continued to smile until he was out of earshot.

      “Let’s get inside the carriage. Quickly.”

      They did as she said, but not without looks of concern.

      “Is something wrong?” Harriet asked as soon as the coachman shut the door.

      “I just didn’t want to give him the chance to change his mind,” Galena answered. “I know what he’s like, and you all seemed too nice to deserve that kind of punishment.”

      “Thanks for that,” Evering said, letting slip a sigh of relief.

      She smiled.
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      In the end, the grand tour of Harroway was not as bad as it had sounded. The carriage was spacious and comfortable, and equipped with several warm blankets for passengers. Galena also proved to be a good and knowledgeable guide. She showed them all the obligatory sights of interest while sparing them the dull lectures, even adding little side comments they surely would never have heard from Kingsley.

      “That’s Mrs. Quayle’s pie shop. You’ll find her eating more than she sells. Never stops shoving it in. Just last week she broke a chair at the ladies’ society dinner. Oh! And that man in the black suit there, that’s Mr. Hobbes. One of the town trustees. Three years now he’s been in mourning for his cat. He’s even got portraits of it all over his house!”

      Riva chuckled. “I had a neighbor like that. Loved his dog so much he bequeathed it property in his will.”

      “Talking of which, look there,” Evering said, pointing at something out the window.

      A dog ran down the street in the opposite direction. As it passed by their carriage they noticed a small brass cylinder on the collar around its neck.

      “What’s that? What’s it carrying?” Evering asked.

      “It’s a courier dog,” Galena answered. “One of several we’ve trained to carry messages to and from the mines. They’re amazing animals.”

      “Where are the mines?” Harriet asked. “I haven’t even glimpsed one since we arrived.”

      “You can’t see them from the town. Most are miles away, and they operate completely independently, like small towns of their own. They’ve got cooks and laundry workers and tailors. I’ve never been to see one myself but I hear a lot about them from my mother. She’s a metallurgist who travels between the mines during the week.”

      Evering frowned. “A metal-what?”

      “An expert in metals, basically.”

      Riva was quick to notice the hint of anxiety in her voice. “You worry about her?”

      Galena arched a red eyebrow. “These mountains are dangerous. Passage is impossible sometimes. That’s why Mr. Castor has to pay the merchants so much to have our supplies shipped here, as well as having to pay for their silence.”

      “I imagine it can be difficult to live here. Beautiful as it is,” Harriet said, looking at her with compassion. “We know a bit about isolation ourselves. It can test you like nothing else.”

      “I’m not keen on it, that's for certain,” Galena replied. “But it's not only the difficulty in getting news or being a useful part of the outside world. It's that people have no interest in anything beyond the walls. They don't care. Nothing concerns them unless they're directly affected. It's like they're walking through life with blinkers over their eyes and cotton wool in their ears. I'd give anything to get away, even for just a few hours. When I was younger I used to think about stowing away in a merchant wagon and riding all the way to Vaterra.”

      “Surely you're not kept as prisoners?” Evering said.

      “No. But only just. You have to get special approval from Kingsley to set foot beyond Harroway. Oh, but look! We’re turning onto Wandering Lane. You can't miss this. I’ll ask the driver to stop and we'll have a look around.”

      Wandering Lane was a sprawling stretch of artisan shops, many of which invited passersby to watch as the artists worked at their crafts. There were potters, glassmakers, jewelers, wood carvers, gold and silversmiths, and a dozen others, many with their wares displayed in windows or presented in stalls in front of the shops. The lane was filled with people enjoying the sights, a large number of whom stood gathered to watch the construction of a stained-glass window.

      Farther down were luthiers, wigmakers, and tailors, and at the very end of the lane was a shop which seemed to boast as many shoes as there were books in the Mastmarner Library. There were also a number of small pubs and tea shops, several of which featured outdoor hearths where many customers were seated. Galena gave the Colonists room to explore on their own while she stepped away to speak to a friend in front of a hat shop.

      “Would you look at this place?” Evering said. “Everything in the world is here! Look! You can even have your portrait painted while you have a drink. Chester would’ve loved this.”

      Lines of worry creased Riva’s brow. “Do you think he’s all right?”

      “All right? He’s probably drunk under a table somewhere. That’s more than all right in Chester’s book.”

      “Please!” someone called out nearby. “Please!”

      A woman beckoned to them from a flower stall. They glanced at one another warily but approached her. She smiled, holding out three red roses.

      “For you. The last of the season. Not the grandest gift in the lane, I know. But take them, with my love. And my family’s.”

      “Thank you,” Harriet replied as they accepted the flowers. “How very kind.”

      “God bless,” the woman said, almost on the verge of tears. “God bless you all.”

      Several townspeople stared at them as they continued on down the lane. Evering handed his rose to Riva and looked at Harriet with a frown of confusion. “What’s going on? It’s like they all know us.”

      “I don’t know. But the sooner the others return, the sooner we can leave.”

      “I’m not so keen on this town myself,” Riva said. “Take me back to Mastmarner. That’s a place worth more than all the silver in the world.”

      “What’s this Middling House all about, anyways, Harriet?” Evering asked. “I never heard of it before a few days ago. Do you think . . . she . . . will really be there?”

      She shook her head. “I can't say I know any more than the rest of you. I think Simon and Caradoc have learned it’s sometimes better not to go into detail with certain things. Personally, I'm rather grateful for it. There are some matters I’d rather not know anything about. Especially when it comes to that woman.”

      “Good Lord!” Evering said, his eyes going wide at a sudden thought. “What if they find out about the Spider Key? What if they see it? They’ll think he’s an Entrian!”

      Harriet put a hand on his arm and lowered her voice in an effort to encourage him to do the same. “They’re not going to find out. He won’t let them.”

      “As if that were the worst crime in the world,” Riva said softly.

      Her companions looked at her with pity.

      “I’m sorry, Riva,” Harriet said.

      “Is it very terrible to have to pretend to be a Cassrian?” Evering asked.

      She shrugged as if to slough off her own resentment. “Only to humor the sentiment behind having to do so. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I shouldn’t let it bother me so much.”

      “I don’t think so at all,” Harriet said. “You should always be bothered by what is wrong.”

      The young Entress nodded. “I keep thinking about all those Entrian families who were forced to live in poverty after the Great Ruin. All this silver and gold would have done a lot to help them.”
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      They walked on for another quarter of an hour, then grew cold and decided to head back towards the carriage. Galena met them halfway.

      “There you are! Thought I’d lost you for a moment. I’ve just been talking with Mr. Yarder. He owns one of the pubs along here. He said he’d be happy to treat us to a few hot drinks if we wanted to rest for a while. How does that sound?”

      It sounded perfect. Their spirits rose as she led the way, so much that they now paid no heed to the lingering stares of the townspeople. The pub soon came into view. A warm orange glow inside its windows promised all the comfort to be wanted on a chilly winter day.

      But they never made it there. Suddenly, a horn began to sound, sharp and clear. Then another. Then half a dozen more until a chorus of horns rang out from every direction. Galena halted in her steps, as did everyone else in Wandering Lane. They glanced around in fright, hardly daring to breathe.

      Then the panic broke. People began to run, wailing and shouting as they dove inside the nearest open door, pushing their children ahead and rushing each other along. Galena gathered her skirt and beckoned to the Colonists.

      “This way! Hurry!”

      She led them to a small shop across the lane. Wind chimes hung along the low eaves of the roof, and when they entered they saw dozens more suspended from the ceiling inside. An old woman wearing an apron waved to them from the middle of the room.

      “Galena, my child, come in! Come in! Hurry!”

      Two other families had taken refuge inside the shop. The children clung to their mothers’ skirts while the fathers rushed to draw the curtains. The old woman locked the front door, then doused the flames in the lanterns near her work table.

      “What’s going on?” Riva asked.

      Galena stared at her in dismay. “They didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell us what?” Evering said.

      “You haven’t been told about the troubles?” she asked again with even greater concern.

      “What troubles, Galena? Tell us now,” Harriet said.

      “Come!” the old lady said, beckoning. “Stand in the middle of the shop. Close together.”

      They did as she said. Galena looked at the Colonists with anxious eyes.

      “It’s the Entrians,” she said. “They come here under some spell to make themselves invisible. We don’t know how many. They terrorize the town, vandalize the shops and houses, and leave threatening messages behind.”

      “They’re cunning, too,” one of the fathers said, holding his son with an arm across his shoulders. “The guards can’t lay a finger on them, no matter how hard they try. Once, when a man ran out into the street and started shooting his pistol in every direction, they put a curse on him. He was white as a sheet when he was finally found. Hasn’t spoken a word since.”

      “Damn filthy terrorizers,” the other father spat.

      “What do they want?” Harriet asked.

      “Harroway, of course,” the old woman answered. “They claim this is their land—their right—along with the mines and everything else we’ve labored to build over the past decade. They're trying to frighten us away.”

      “They come every day,” Galena continued. “But never at the same time and never to the same part of town. The guards on the wall warn us whenever they see the signs—breaking windows, spooked horses and such. Then the messages come, carved into the sides of houses or scratched into the roads.”

      One of the mothers shushed them. “Here they come!”

      “Oh, merciful God, not to Wandering Lane,” the old woman whispered. “Not here.”

      They heard the sound of glass breaking. Then came a crash, followed by another, as though stalls were being tipped over. The sounds carried up the street. Pots were smashed. Wood splintered. Through the lace curtains they could see the stall of a clothing merchant across the street. The dresses and cloaks began to sway as if in a wind, then were ripped and torn up to the necklines. Laughter echoed down the lane. The noise was unhinged, singular, and sent a chill down everyone’s spine. It wasn’t until then Harriet realized that both Riva and Evering had sidled up close to her. She put a hand around Riva’s shoulder and locked arms with Evering.

      The chimes outside the shop began to tinkle and jangle, one by one down the eaves. Soon they could see it through the window, the cylinders all moving against one another in the same direction, as though someone was drawing their finger across each one. Suddenly, and without warning, the windowpane exploded into the room with a loud crash. Everyone cried out, clutching one another as they backed away. The children began to cry. Evering trembled. Harriet shut her eyes to maintain her composure.

      “They can’t be doing this,” Riva said with a quivering voice. “They can’t.”

      The door began to shake, the knob twisting violently back and forth. One of the men reached over to the work table and picked up a hammer. Another peal of laughter rang out, so loud that it sent the wind chimes in the room into a frenzy, a hundred different tones clanging out all at once. They put their hands over their ears.

      Then all went quiet.
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      It was half an hour before they were finally convinced the attack was over. Slowly, they ventured out into the street, still clutching one another. Others were doing the same up and down the lane. The place was a wreck. Stalls had been smashed, goods twisted and broken and dashed into the mud. Coal from the outdoor hearths had been scattered across the street, much of it still burning. Almost every window was in pieces. People wept. Others cursed and vowed revenge.

      Someone had used red paint from the portrait shop to scrawl a message onto all the front doors. GIVE IT BACK. The paintings on display across the street were now covered in the black marks of a single word scratched over each canvas. THIEF.

      They turned back to take stock of the chime shop. Someone had carved a message into the wooden window shutters.

      YOU WILL PAY.
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      A storm was coming, or so Mr. Castor said. The Colonists suspected he was simply eager to return to town before dark. Not that they minded. They were cold, wet, tired, and an entire day of traipsing up and down a mountainside made them wish for a week of recovery. As it was, they had only three days left to search for the House, and the prospects weren’t good. After the first few hours it became obvious they were aimlessly wandering, and whenever one of them tried to make a suggestion for a new path, they were told it was impassable—that the snow was too deep or that there was a danger of rockfalls or a den of bears. There was never a shortage of excuses. It was a reluctant search by a reluctant company, doomed to fail from the start.

      Ink was downright relieved by it. He’d been avoiding the subject of the Mistress since learning she had an interest in him, and he wasn’t at all keen on finding her. The Middling House could burn to the ground for all he cared.

      “We’ll rest at that outcropping up ahead!” Castor called back to the others.

      They toiled on, trudging wearily through the snow. The porters were the only ones still in high spirits and sang in unison as they went along.

      
        
        
        Four and twenty miners along the mountain track

        Four and twenty bundles upon their sturdy backs

        Four and twenty hours until they make it back

        In the open or the underground

        To sunder and to hack

      

      

      

      When they finally reached the outcropping, Ink drained the rest of his canteen and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Singing. All the way down the mountain, then all the way up the mountain. Rounds and harmonies and whistling. Sweet gravy, I mean if they have to sing can’t they at least move on to another song? Don't they know anything else?”

      Abner mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “We spend an entire day climbing a mountain and it’s the singing you’re complaining about?”

      A few feet away, Caradoc leaned against a boulder with his eyes shut and his hand on his chest. Simon approached him, taking a canteen from his belt.

      “You all right?”

      “Just catching my breath. I’ll be fine.”

      Simon unscrewed the lid from his canteen and offered it to him. Caradoc accepted it with a nod. They glanced down into the narrow valley in which they’d spent the better part of the day. It contained nothing but snow and rock.

      “Castor says the weather looks to be bad all day tomorrow,” Simon said. “If it’s true, that leaves us with only two days left to search. If that.”

      Caradoc handed back the canteen. “I’m tempted to take us back home tonight. These people don’t know anything about the house. I can’t understand why they’ve gone to such lengths to convince us they do.”

      “There’s still a chance it could be here, regardless of what they do or don’t know,” Simon replied. “No use wasting the trouble it took to get here. I think we should see it through ‘til the last day, then do a scout with the Drifter if the weather allows. Then we can at least say we gave it a proper shot.”

      Caradoc removed his hat and drew his arm across his brow. “All right.”

      Soon after they had rejoined the others, one of the porters approached—a burly, black-haired man with a massive beard that covered his entire chest.

      “Can I offer you gentlemen some bark?”

      They stared in puzzlement at the bag he held out to them. The porter chuckled.

      “It’s strips of dried bear meat. Thickens the blood. Good for long climbs.”

      They thanked him as the bag was passed around. The man took a knee beside them and shook his head. “I’m sorry we saw no success today. These ain’t the Lockhorns, but it seems it’s just as hard to find something up here once it’s been lost. Better luck the day after tomorrow.”

      “Do you really think a storm is headed this way?” Simon asked. “It’s been nothing but blue skies and a mild breeze all day.”

      “Aye, it has. But the weather in these mountains can turn in the blink of an eye. Clear skies one moment, then black the next. When you’ve lived up here long enough you learn to notice the signs. Small changes in the temperature. The pressure in your ears. They’ll even close the mines if it gets bad enough, and you know things are bad when Kingsley’s not making his money.”

      “That brings up another question,” Abner said, taking his share of bark out of the bag. “How did you and your mates manage to get such a job in such a place? How does Harroway get any of its laborers? Surely that mayor doesn't advertise in the papers.”

      “Oh, no, sir. Harroway gets its workers locally. From the mines. Every porter, every guard, every window washer. Anybody who don’t own a palace is come from those camps.”

      “You were miners?” Jeremy asked.

      He nodded. “Ten years myself. When the time came for a career change, I got a transfer into the city. Most miners do after a while. There's always some position to be filled, some labor the rich folk don’t want to do themselves. The pay’s not the best but they keep us happy and comfortable. Can’t risk any of us wandering away and spreading the secret about this place.”

      “Well,” Ink said, chewing his second strip of meat, “guess that explains why you’ve all been singing a mining song the entire day. And I do mean the entire day.”

      Another porter approached, showing a missing tooth as he grinned. His long hair nearly reached his waist and was tied back with a ragged ribbon. Ink rolled his eyes as he began to sing.

      
        
        
        Four and twenty axes to take the silver fine

        Four and twenty hammers to break the slate and lime

        Four and twenty shovels to send it down the line

        In the open or the underground

        In rainstorm or in shine

      

      

      

      “Oh, yes,” he said, sitting next to the black-haired porter. “The great miner’s classic. You’ll learn it your first week in the mines, hate it worse than anything, then one day suddenly love it for the rest of your life. Hey, mate, I wonder if you could settle a bet between me and a friend?” He was looking at Jeremy.

      “I’ll . . . try,” Jeremy said, surprised by the request.

      “What’s that shiny thing around your neck?”

      Jeremy stiffened, clasping the Spektor tooth he wore in a glass case.

      “My friend says it’s just a bit of silver,” the second porter continued. “I say it’s a tooth. I mean how can you miss that? Look at the thing. Must’ve been a giant of a man. Whatcha do? Take it out with a sledgehammer?”

      “It’s . . . just a reminder,” he finally answered, hoping it would be enough.

      “A reminder of what?”

      The others stared hard at Jeremy, trying to convey that he didn’t have to give an answer, that he could tell the man it wasn’t his business and to go hang. But Jeremy, on his own accord, would never have acted so cold.

      “A reminder,” he said, “of what we’re capable of overcoming. And that I don’t have to let anything beat me.”

      The long-haired porter raised an eyebrow and chuckled. “Well, that’s an impressive trophy and no mistake. Glad I asked. Now I know who shouldn’t be crossed.”

      “Not that you’d cross anyone anyway,” the black-haired porter replied, then nodded back at the Colonists. “You won’t ever see a laborer doing anything but their best to mind their manners here.”

      “And why’s that?” Simon asked.

      The other porter shrugged. “Most of us are too scared to get into trouble. There ain’t no jailhouses in Harroway. Only the mines. One toe out of line and it’s straight back to those black pits. There ain’t anyone here willing to risk that.”

      “It’s the mines if you’re lucky,” the first porter corrected. “If the mayor and judge are feeling charitable. If they’re not, the consequences are worse. Much worse.”

      “Do you mean death?” Abner asked. “For one toe out of line?”

      “No,” the long-haired porter said. “Past death and straight to Hell. Back to the place we all came from, before the mines.”

      “Prison,” Caradoc finished. The others glanced back at him in surprise.

      “And not just any prison,” the first porter said. “Talas. Where there ain’t nothing but living death on cold, stinking waters.”

      Ink paled. No one ever went to Talas for anything petty or trifling.

      Simon frowned. “So all the miners, all the workers in town, were all once prisoners?”

      “Even my butler with the wig?” Ink cried.

      The long-haired porter grinned again. “The mayor’s own personal manservant is missing two fingers. Got into a knife fight while running with the gang that got him his ticket to prison. Now he’s just as sweet and polite as can be. See, every once in a while the warden of Talas gives a few of the prisoners a choice—stay in your cell or go to the mines. No one ever chooses to stay. And it’s a nice deal for Kingsley, too. You couldn’t find cheaper labor, or more desperate souls willing to play nice to avoid being sent back.”

      “All right, let’s push on!” Castor shouted from up ahead. “Home stretch now!”

      They gathered their things, replaced their canteens on their belts, and started up the mountain once more. Ink was still stunned. Harroway’s entire work force made up of former prisoners? This town was getting stranger by the hour.
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      Harriet, Riva, and Evering were waiting in the town square when the others returned, eager to share the news of the unsettling events in Wandering Lane. As soon as they had done so, they confronted Mr. Castor, anxious to understand why such a dangerous daily occurrence had been kept from them. He shrugged in reply.

      “I assumed you’d been told. Must’ve slipped Mr. Kingsley’s mind.”

      Upon returning to the mansion, it was Mrs. Kingsley who welcomed them home. She apologized for her husband’s absence and told them he was stuck in a meeting which might carry on into the late hours of the evening. When they questioned her on the troubles, she gave an answer almost identical to Castor’s.

      “Oh, he’s such a busy man these days. I’m sure it must have slipped his mind. Dinner will be ready within the hour. Now why don’t you all run along to your rooms and freshen up.”

      Most of the servants had nothing new to tell them—with the exception of Riva’s maid, who revealed that the troubles had been going on for an entire year. The Colonists had been in Harroway scarcely more than twenty-four hours, and already it was clear that the town was hiding more than a few secrets. If they were going to get to the bottom of it, they needed Kingsley. But he did not join them for dinner that night. Nor did William Castor.
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      As predicted, a winter storm was in sight the next morning. Swelling clouds thundered towards the town like a dark cavalry, swallowing the snow-capped peaks as they advanced. None of the Colonists wanted to leave the warmth and comfort of the mansion that day. Half of them were still rattled by yesterday’s attack on the town. The others were sore with aches and pains from the long hike. They were also waiting for a chance to question Mayor Kingsley, who had still not returned. Or at least, if he had, he’d snuck back out again while everyone was asleep. Neither possibility sat well with anyone, but they knew they couldn’t stay sitting in the dark waiting for something else to happen.

      They made their way to the town square together, then split up into three groups. Simon and Jeremy took off down the eastern streets on a mission to ferret out the mayor’s whereabouts. Harriet took Caradoc down Wandering Lane to show him the mysterious messages left in the aftermath of the attack. Ink, Riva, Evering, and Abner stationed themselves at an outdoor table in front of a café in the square, keeping an eye on everyone and everything around them.

      Evering and Ink played a game of cards. Riva was content to watch but more often passed her gaze across the side streets and shops. Neither she nor Evering had wanted to return to Wandering Lane, and it was a sentiment apparently shared by the rest of Harroway as the area was all but deserted. The few people they did see were hurrying to finish their business, eager to return to the shelter of their homes before the storm hit—or another attack.

      Abner grunted as he turned the pages of his newspaper. “Nothing here about yesterday’s attack. Not a scrap of bad news to be found at all, in fact. Not only can these people buy easy lives, they insist on it completely.”

      “Anything about the Plumsleys?” Riva asked.

      Abner shook his head. Ink frowned behind his hand of cards. He was certain Seherene had arrested them by now, and the victory of a captured Colonist was usually news enough to make the front page of every paper in Eriaris for months. On the other hand, Harroway wasn't a usual place. The paper was likely filled entirely with local stories and reports, with only Castor knowing about any goings-on in distant places.

      As Ink thought about these things, his gaze fell again on the silver band on his left hand. He was caught by a touch of panic. The ring! Seherene had enchanted it. And Captain Jarius had warned them about trying to sneak anything of “strange power” past them. It was a good thing Oswald had botched his plan of bringing along the Wickwire Watch. But what now? Should he turn it in? Give himself up before he could be found out? Then again, maybe he was panicking for nothing. Perhaps something as harmless as a pact ring barely registered as an enchanted item. River had never detected it, after all.

      He cleared his throat, taking a moment to recall Riva's false identity, even though there was no one around to hear their conversation. “Hey, uh . . . Charlotte. There's something been puzzlin' me. These people here, they say they want nothing to do with Entrians or even things that have been enchanted. But is there any way for them to know for sure? Couldn't people be slipping things past 'em all the time?”

      The Entress nodded. “They could indeed. Only Entrians are able to detect if an item's been altered by enchantment. Cassrians have no way of knowing. That captain we met yesterday could only trust our word—and his instincts.”

      Abner turned down a corner of his newspaper to look at the young woman. “Didn't you do something else to our spyglasses after you crafted them? Something to keep their powers hidden from other Entrians?”

      “Oh, yes, that's right. Concealment.”

      “What's that?” Ink asked. “Another enchantment?”

      “Yes. One that can hide an item’s energy. Makes it seem ordinary to anyone else. Or at the very least, harmless.”

      Ink nodded. Not only did that explain why Riva had never noticed the ring but also how Seherene had never detected his spyglass. It also assured him he wouldn't be arrested. At least, not anytime soon.

      The storm clouds reached Harroway's gates a few minutes later. It was so dark they could see people lighting lamps and candles inside their houses. Anxious faces looked through their windows and out towards the sky. Riva hugged her arms around herself as a chill wind blew through the snow-covered square.

      “If we're still sitting here when the storm hits, we’re going to look awfully suspicious. I hope it doesn’t take all morning to find Kingsley.”

      Ink thumbed through his cards and sighed. “It’s your turn again, Charlie.”

      “I’m thinking. I’m thinking,” Evering replied.

      “You’re not. You keep looking out over my shoulder.”

      Riva barely suppressed a mischievous smirk. “I know who he’s looking for.”

      “Who?” Abner said, glancing out from behind his newspaper again.

      “Miss Galena Hallstein. She was the one who gave us the tour yesterday. He didn’t take his eyes off her all morning.”

      “A girl?” Abner said, now lowering the newspaper.

      “Big deal,” Ink replied. “Are you gonna take your turn or not?”

      “It is a big deal for him,” Abner said with a grin of his own. “He’s usually afraid of women he doesn’t know.”

      “I am not,” Evering said, his face already bright red.

      Riva laughed. “Yes, you are. You can hardly look Margaret in the eye.”

      His expression sobered. “That’s different.”

      “Lot of fuss over nothing,” Ink grumbled. “First Wentworth goes all cracked, now you, and all the while there’s cards to be played!”

      “I’m playing, all right?” He slapped his cards onto the table.

      Riva reached over and patted his shoulder. “There's no need to be embarrassed. She’s a lovely girl. As your sister, I approve.”

      “Temporary sister,” he replied, then tried to focus on his cards again. He glanced at Ink. “She was nice, is all. You don’t have to look at me like that. Now are we playing or not?”

      “Dunno. I stole three cards from the deck while you were talking.”

      Abner laughed behind his newspaper.
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      Over in Wandering Lane, Caradoc surveyed the damage left by Harroway’s unseen attackers. The wooden shutters of the chime shop—still bearing the words YOU WILL PAY—had been taken down and turned against the wall to be broken up for firewood. The paintings marred by the word THIEF lay heaped on a wagon already piled high with wreckage to be hauled away. Three boys with paintbrushes worked their way up the street, concealing the red-lettered choruses of GIVE IT BACK marking every door. Harriet stood by and watched, clutching her cane with an anxiety she'd been trying all morning to conquer.

      A wooden stall lay on its side in front of the tailor’s shop. Caradoc raised it upright and examined the mangled posts. A dozen scarves were scattered underneath in the frozen mud. He glanced up the street and counted the number of busted windows. Piles of uncollected debris littered the pavement.

      “It must’ve been a decent-sized group,” he said. “A dozen at least, and armed to the teeth by the looks of this damage. Did you hear them say anything?”

      Harriet shook her head. “Only laughter.”

      “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Not that I know of. They did say a man once tried to fight back, only to have the Entrians cast an enchantment making him mute.”

      Caradoc walked back towards the middle of the street, deep in thought. He crouched down and peered at a pair of golden earrings, then picked them up to study them. It wasn’t long before his eyes trailed further along the ground. There were another dozen or more pieces of fine jewelry cast about, all half buried in the snow.

      “They didn’t take anything,” he wondered aloud, rolling the earrings between his fingers. “If this gold comes from the mines—if these are the riches of their lands—why didn’t they take anything? And why not attack the mines? Why only the town?”

      “It must be easier to get the mayor's attention here,” Harriet said.

      He stood and tossed the earrings back into the snow. “Yes. The wondrous disappearing mayor. If attention is all these vandals want, I almost sympathize with them. He’s got his head so far down in the sand I don’t think lighting firecrackers in his pockets would do the trick.”

      She tightened her shawl around her. “I still can't believe no one's heard about what happened on Damiras. It doesn't seem possible. Unless they did learn of it and simply chose to forget.”

      Caradoc nodded, rubbing his jaw. He went to a bench facing a glassmaker's store and sat, staring at the cracks and jagged holes which riddled the shop's windows. Harriet sat next to him, trying to ignore the sound of chimes jangling in the wind farther down the lane.

      “I knew there was something wrong with Kingsley,” she said. “Even apart from his feelings towards the Entrians. My mother always told me never to trust a man who smiled too much.”

      “Wise words,” Caradoc replied, then passed a hand over his face. “Oh, Miss Welch, I am so sorry.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “Sorry? For what?”

      He leaned forward on his knees and clasped his hands together. “You venture down here for the first time in six years and this is what awaits you. It must’ve been terrifying. I knew we shouldn’t have all split up the way we did.”

      She set her cane against the bench. “We were certainly fortunate to find shelter when we did. Harroway may not know who we are, but those Entrians might have killed us on the spot if they’d seen us. And yet . . . despite it all, I’m still glad I came.”

      He looked at her with a quizzical frown, verging on disbelief.

      “I can’t stop thinking about that horrible creature in Ban-Geren,” she continued. “I can’t stop imagining all the terrible things it might’ve done to Ink. Or to you. I can’t sit by any longer, worrying the hours away, wondering if you’ll return this time. I want to be of real use again—real help—even if it means facing danger. And especially if there's a chance to put a stop to the Mistress's schemes. She’s as much responsible for what happened to Martin as any Spektor.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I’m sorry he didn’t come along. Though I can't say I blame him.”

      Her gaze fell to the broken glass scattered across the snow. “He didn’t leave his bed all day after the last attack. And then yesterday morning he forbid me from leaving the village ever again. After seeing Chester and the Plumsleys set off on their own, he reasoned that I might get it into my head to do the same. It was only then I realized he’s become ruled entirely by fear. I dare not risk the same thing happening to me. It’s done my heart good to see life continuing on down here. To find that others are taking the heartaches with the joy, just as we are.”

      A gust of wind rushed down the lane, skimming a layer of snow from the rooftops. The swirling storm clouds now reached into every corner of the Silver City. A man hurried past them, leading a horse to the wagon full of wreckage. They watched as he said a word to the boys with the paint brushes, then hitched the horse to the vehicle and led the beast away. The boys set their paint cans against a wall and ran off home.

      Caradoc stood from the bench, helped Harriet to her feet, and offered her his arm. She took it, and they headed back down the lane towards the square.

      “Is the tonic working?” she asked.

      “Well enough. But it would’ve been difficult sleeping in that room either way.”

      “Oh, I know. All alone in that enormous chamber, being swallowed up in that giant bed. I could hardly sleep myself. But you know . . . you might’ve been more comfortable if you hadn’t resigned yourself to that chair.”

      He glanced at her. “You saw?”

      “Riva did. Almost tripped over both you and Simon when she heard a noise in the hall and went to investigate.” She looked back at him expectantly, waiting for an explanation.

      A corner of his mouth turned up. He shrugged. “Had to make sure we were safe.”

      She smiled. “Dear Mr. Rawlings. Sleeping on a hard wooden chair in the middle of a mansion.”
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      They returned to the town square almost at the same moment as Simon and Jeremy. All efforts to locate Kingsley had failed, and with the break of the storm imminent, they decided to cut their losses and hurry back to the mansion.

      Riva sighed. “I wish we were already back home.”

      “We’ll be there soon,” Harriet said.

      A horn called in the distance, muffled by the wind but unmistakable. One by one, a dozen more instruments joined it. The Colonists hadn’t even made it out of the square.

      “Oh, no!” Riva said, her eyes wide with terror. “It's them! They’re back!”

      “We can’t be seen!” Evering cried. “We have to get inside!”

      The others were already running for the nearest doors, knocking frantically and calling for help. Curtains were drawn over windows. Lamplights were extinguished. No one answered. They heard the sound of shattering glass in the eastern part of the city.

      “I’ll set a shroud!” Riva cried. “I’ll set a shroud around us! I can do it!”

      “No, Riva!” Abner said. “It’s too dangerous! What if someone saw you?”

      “Who are we more afraid of?”

      A door opened across the square. A portly man in a waistcoat and bowtie beckoned to them. “Here! There’s room here! Hurry!”

      They sprinted for it. A loud crack sounded down another street, followed by a great crash. The wind gusted, howling louder.

      All at once, there were six or seven men at their sides, urging them forward. No one had seen where they’d come from, but they recognized some as guards in plain clothes.

      “Come on! Come on!” they cried.

      It happened fast—from the horns, to the panic, to the open door. Once inside, they were prodded to the center of the darkened house. It took a good minute before anyone realized that Jeremy was not with them, nor any of the mysterious men.

      Someone in the square cried out. In a shot, Caradoc flew back through the door. Simon and Harriet quickly followed.

      “You three, stay here with me,” Abner commanded the younger Colonists, then wheeled on the man in the bowtie. “What is this? What’s going on?”

      The man raised his hands. “Please . . . it wasn’t my idea. I-I had no choice!”
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      Outside, they found Jeremy lying on the ground, handcuffed to a lamp post with a streak of blood across his forehead. The men were nowhere in sight. They struggled to free him, but the iron lock wouldn’t budge.

      “Who had the key, Jeremy?” Simon asked. “Where did they go?”

      “I didn’t . . . didn't see.”

      “We have to do something!” Harriet cried over the wind. “They’ll be here any minute!”

      “If they’re not here already,” Caradoc said. He glanced around, then raced to a bronze sign hanging over a sweet shop. With a few tugs he broke the metal beam attaching it to the storefront. The sign clattered to the ground.

      The snow now whirled in a torrent. The wind whistled down the streets, making window panes tremble and pillars creak. They could no longer see down doing the adjoining lanes, all the world a gray haze beyond. A window shattered at the edge of the square, then another. Harriet cradled Jeremy in her arms, urging him to stay awake. Simon made another desperate attempt to unlock the handcuffs with his key to the Drifter gate. Caradoc stood in the middle of the square like a wolf protecting its den, wielding the metal beam and scanning the city with eyes aflame. The sounds of destruction soon stopped. Pieces of broken glass tumbled across the square.

      “Show yourselves!” he called out.

      There was no reply. He paced a few steps.

      “If you’re in earnest about your cause, come out of the shadows! Make your claim face-to-face! Or do you lack the courage?”

      A laugh cut through the wind and echoed around the square. The dim outline of a figure became visible on the far side, slowly coming into solid form.

      “We lack all things,” a grim voice answered.

      A death-like grin materialized amid the snowflakes, complete with sunken eyes and sallow cheeks. His ragged cloak hung perfectly still on his skeleton frame, lifeless in the wind. The Colonists felt the breath knocked from their lungs. Harriet pulled Jeremy closer. Simon stood in front of them, curling his trembling hands into fists. Ink dropped away from the window and fell back against the wall.

      Spektors.
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      The dead man’s silver-toothed grin widened.

      “Come now, Broken One. You knew it was us.”

      Caradoc stared for a long moment, then chucked the metal beam to the ground. “I suspected. How many are you?”

      “Too many for you. I fear that little Key of yours will do no good this time.”

      Caradoc took a step closer. The Spektor tensed.

      “You’re not here for me. You’ve been tormenting this town for a year. Why?”

      “We seek that which has been stolen,” the Spektor answered, flicking out his black tongue. “A gift made for the Mistress. For her use alone. But we grow impatient. Soon . . . it will not be glass and timbers we break.”

      “What is this gift?”

      “Wretch!” came a hissing voice to his left, followed by the sound of clanging chains. Another Spektor materialized, this one a tall woman with long, curling nails. “Our business is none of your concern! Leave this place and we will let you live a while longer!” The black, pulsing vapor around her shoulders gathered to her right hand, forming into a long, cruelly-shaped spear.

      Caradoc frowned. “How may we return the gift if you don’t tell us what it is?”

      “Fiend!” Another voice came, this time to his right. A third Spektor appeared in the form of a giant man in rotted leather armor. “Do not waste your breath pretending you would aid us! You are nothing but a worm amongst a horde of crows! You will not be warned again!”

      “No,” Caradoc said, ripping the glove from his left hand. “I will not be threatened again.”

      The glowing mark on his palm flashed bright. A wave of golden light pulsed over the ground in every direction. The Spektors let out a collective shriek, then began to disappear as the black vapor enshrouded them. Just before she faded from sight, the woman struck out her hand and hurled the spear towards Caradoc, piercing the air with an ear-splitting scream.

      It looked as though the weapon would hit its target, and there was no one watching who did not cry aloud. But at the last moment, Caradoc reached out and caught the projectile in his left hand. The spear dissipated back into vapor, then curled away into the wind.

      There was a moment of breathless disbelief. Abner raced out of the house towards Jeremy, followed by Riva and Evering. Ink stood on the threshold, clutching at the door frame. Caradoc spun around. His eyes darted wildly across the square.

      “Kingsley!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “Kingsley!”

      Curtains fluttered in shops and houses as dozens of people dared a glance into the square. It was then Caradoc caught sight of a familiar face peering at him from the courthouse—which soon disappeared again. The Keyholder raced across the square, leapt onto the landing, and rammed his shoulder against the door. The lock broke with the second hit, and he stormed inside. The others looked on in shock, listening to the sounds of a scuffle.

      Caradoc emerged soon after, dragging Mayor Kingsley through the door and down the courthouse stairs by the front of his silk shirt. The mayor pleaded for mercy while trying to pry his hands away. But it wasn’t until they reached the lamp post where Jeremy lay that Caradoc finally threw Kingsley to the ground.

      “So this is how you run your perfect little world.”

      “Please, Mr. Rawlings! Please! I had no choice! We had to be certain! He sent you here to aid us but he couldn’t promise your cooperation! I needed a guarantee!”

      “Who sent us?”

      The mayor raised his hands. “Our friend! Old Saul! He said you could help us!”

      “And how would he know?” Simon demanded.

      “I don’t know! Please . . . can’t we discuss this inside?”

      Several guards ran out into the storm, along with Captain Jarius and William Castor. The mayor looked at them with pleading eyes, begging their help. A single glare from Caradoc stopped them in their tracks.

      “Please,” Kingsley said again. “We have endured these terrorizers every day for the past year! They have filled this city to the brim with fear! You can’t imagine how we’ve suffered!”

      Caradoc grabbed him by his fur-lined coat and dragged him towards Jeremy. The mayor bowed his head at first but Caradoc hauled him up and forced him to meet the chained man's eyes.

      “You don’t have the right to talk about suffering in front of this man,” the Keyholder growled. “You don’t know the meaning of the word compared to him. To any of them!”

      Kingsley glanced at the rest of the Colonists, hoping to see the slightest trace of pity or compassion in even one face among them. He did not find it.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his words barely audible in the rising winds. “Truly, I am.”

      Caradoc dropped him back to the ground, then looked at Jarius and his guards with silent condemnation. The captain could not meet his gaze for long. Riva rushed to Jeremy’s side and helped him up.

      “Let’s get inside the courthouse,” Caradoc said.

      They started off across the square, heads bowed against the storm. The mayor scrambled eagerly to his feet but Abner stopped him with a hand on his shoulder.

      “You last, Mr. Mayor.”
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      Over a dozen townspeople had taken refuge inside the courthouse. Each one watched in speechless dismay as Abner pulled the mayor inside by his collar and deposited him in a crumpled heap in the middle of the chamber. Castor shut the door behind them. Harriet helped Jeremy to a chair. Caradoc took a seat apart from everyone else in the corner of the room and put his head in his hands.

      “What happened? What’s going on?” one of the townspeople asked.

      “It’s all right,” the mayor said as he picked himself up. “Just a simple misunderstanding.”

      “Yes,” Riva said, looking at Kingsley as though she would set him on fire with her eyes. “As simple as wounding our friend to trap us outside during the attack.”

      He raised a hand. “Now . . . listen. We tried everything we could to bring these vicious attacks to an end ourselves—a greater presence of guards, imposing a curfew, offering fantastic sums of money. But nothing worked. I was out of ideas, and finally forced to call for outside help. So I . . . I sent a message to our acquaintance, Old Saul. He’d helped us in the past, and I knew he could be counted upon. It took six months for us to receive his response, but we finally heard a week ago that he was sending aid. Someone who had experience in these matters. But he couldn’t be certain this person would be willing to help, and furthermore assured us they could not be persuaded with money or gifts. So I thought to appeal to your kindness. Your goodness. But after the way you seemed to disagree with our policy towards the Entrians, I thought that route a lost cause. Then I had only one option left—to force a confrontation between you and the attackers. So I took it, God help me. I made a decision. And I am sorry I had to make it, but I do not want my people living in terror any longer. Not a single day more.”

      “So it’s true, Mr. Kingsley?” a women asked. “You really hurt one of them?”

      “You left them out there without explaining anything?” a man said.

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” Another man stepped forward. His red hair was fading to white, and he wore a number of gold rings on his fingers. “Let us not treat Mr. Kingsley too harshly. He was only doing his duty as leader of this town. The cost of safety and security is often high, but always well worth the investment.”

      “Who are you?” Simon asked.

      “I am Judge Hallstein, sir.”

      “Ah. Judge. Responsible for upholding justice and integrity.” Simon stepped closer to him, his blue eyes gleaming like the edge of a blade. “Sit down.”

      The judge’s face sagged into a frown. He glanced at Kingsley, then turned and retreated. The wind howled around the courthouse, rattling the windowpanes.

      “So you never knew about the Middling House at all,” Evering said. “You were just humoring us to keep us here.”

      Harriet, still with her arm around Jeremy, looked to the men standing near the door. “Captain? Mr. Castor? Have you nothing to say?”

      Castor clasped his hands behind his back. “I hardly know, ma’am. Mr. Kingsley asked my help in identifying which one of you had the power to stop the attackers.” He nodded towards Jeremy. “We thought it was Mr. Rusby after he shared his story about the token he wears 'round his neck. I had to make my report. I couldn’t refuse. The mayor pays my salary, and I’ve got a family to look after. I’m sorry.”

      Captain Jarius took a step forward. “As for me, my duty is to keep the peace in Harroway. At all costs, at all times. From all dangers.” He raised a pair of handcuffs into the air. The thick iron chain between them had been severed. His eyes shot to the guards, and he signaled them with a slight nod. “The girl.”

      The guards began to move in on all sides. The Colonists jumped into action, hurrying to protect Riva. She stood behind Simon and clutched his arm in terror.

      “Stand away! Stand back!” Abner cried.

      “You really think this wise, Kingsley?” Simon asked.

      “I’m sorry,” the mayor said, backing towards Jarius. “But you . . . you knew the law when you entered this place. We made it clear to you! We cannot have Entrians here! We will not! You have brought a spy within these walls! The very kind now threatening to destroy us!”

      The townspeople drew back, looking at Riva with fear and anger. Abner rolled up his sleeves, preparing to use his fists. Ink eyed the guards and plotted who he would shove down first. Jarius drew a pistol and cocked the hammer.

      “Come now,” he said. “Let’s have no more trouble.”

      It looked as though there would be bloodshed.

      And then, someone laughed. It was Caradoc, still sitting in the corner of the room.

      “No more trouble, he says. Can there really be so much stupidity in so small a town?

      He rose to his feet and approached the center of the chamber.

      “This is how you choose to play your hand, Kingsley? Double-crossing those you need most, at your most desperate hour? That’s a shame. Because even if you do somehow manage to survive what’s coming, I don’t think this town is going to last another year. Not with an ass like you leading the way.” Caradoc stopped directly in front of Jarius and his raised pistol. “Enough pretend, Captain. Put that down. You’re not taking her anywhere.”

      Jarius opened his mouth to argue, glanced around at all the people staring at him, then set his jaw and lowered his pistol.

      “Captain!” the mayor cried.

      “Mr. Rawlings is right, sir,” Castor said, raising his eyebrows. “Would you really shoot the doctor while you’re bleeding to death?”

      “But these are Entrian sympathizers!”

      “You still think those are Entrians tearing up your town?” Caradoc asked.

      “Well, what else could they be?”

      “You saw nothing out there apart from us?”

      “No, I saw only the storm! As usual, the Entrians saw fit to hide beneath their shrouds!”

      Caradoc rubbed the back of his neck and glanced around. “Were the rest of you looking? Did anyone see anything else?”

      The room was silent for a long moment. Finally, an older woman raised her hand.

      “I didn’t see anything, sir,” she said, “but I thought I heard voices.”

      The Keyholder nodded. “What did they sound like?”

      “Well . . . they were not like men’s voices but stranger. Empty, somehow. At first I thought it was only the wind, but I was never quite sure.”

      “And what did you feel when you heard them?”

      She rubbed her arms as she considered her answer. “Like I never want to feel again. As though they were inside me. Like whispers and echoes from a nightmare.”

      Caradoc went to where the bulk of the townspeople had gathered and came to a stop in front of the old woman.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sylvia, sir.”

      “Do you think those were Entrian voices, Sylvia?”

      She frowned at the question, pursing her lips. “Well, I . . . I don’t know, sir. But . . . how could they be?”

      “I saw.”

      The words came from a timid voice across the room. One of the guards, no more than twenty years old, stood pale and stooped as though he might be sick. Caradoc stepped towards him.

      “Something . . . in the snow,” the young man continued. “Thin and shadowy, like a ghost. I thought it was a trick or some sort of spell. But then I saw its face. I saw its face . . .”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Tarren, sir.”

      “Tarren. Can you tell me what the face looked like?”

      The man shut his eyes and clenched his fists, trying to maintain his composure. The words came slowly. “It weren’t human, sir. Not any longer, at least. I thought . . . I thought it was the face of something . . . dead.”

      “Dead?” Kingsley cried. “Oh come now, it is well known the Entrians are masters of deception and illusion!”

      “No more than you are, Kingsley,” Caradoc answered. He gripped Tarren briefly by the shoulder, then turned back. “Your attackers are not Entrians. They’re Spektors. Spirits of the dead allowed to return, spreading hatred and despair.”

      “Spirits?” Jarius asked, his eyebrow raised in cynicism. “And what do they want from us?”

      “A stolen gift. Something that made its way into this town a year ago when the troubles began.”

      “This is preposterous!” the mayor cried. “You’re telling me Harroway is being attacked by spirit creatures looking for a present? What kind of present?”

      “I don’t know, Mr. Mayor,” Caradoc replied. “I haven’t the faintest idea. But it puts you and every other person here in mortal danger, not least of all because these creatures—who hate each other almost as much as they hate us—are working together against you.”

      Kingsley frowned at the two men by his side. “Castor . . . Captain Jarius . . . you can’t possibly believe what this man is saying, can you?”

      Jarius remained silent. Castor hooked his thumbs under his coat lapels and wrinkled his brow. “It’s a hard thing to believe, no denying that. But I will say that Mr. Rawlings looks like he’s battled a thing or two. And I never did quite believe they were boxing scars.”

      “Mr. Wickes . . .” Sylvia said.

      Every pair of eyes turned to her. She touched her fingers to her trembling lower lip.

      “He couldn’t speak after what he saw that day. He still can’t.”

      The mayor took another step back and sank into a chair. The townspeople had all gone silent. Many looked ill. Simon stared hard at them, still holding Riva tight to his side.

      “It’s not our job to make you believe all this,” he said. “And we would be all-too happy to put this town to our backs and never return. We don’t care for contending with Spektors any more than you do. But we also happen to know what this kind of suffering is like, and because of that, we will stay to help if you ask it—in spite of the hospitality you've shown us.”

      Mr. Castor stepped forward. “I do. I ask it. I’m sorry for my part in all this. Forgive me. To the depths with Kingsley and his salary. He can fire me if he likes, or send me off to the mines, but I don’t want these dead creatures in my town, near my family and friends. Please . . . get them out. And if there’s anything I can do to help, you just say the word.”

      “You can start by letting Riva go free,” Abner said.

      Captain Jarius put his pistol back into its holster and gave a sign to the surrounding guards. At once, they all withdrew their weapons and stepped back several paces.

      “Please,” Jarius said. “Help us.”

      The townspeople spoke out in agreement, all asking the same, including the guards. With great effort, Mayor Kingsley finally raised himself out of his chair and staggered forward, only to fall on his knees in front of the Colonists.

      “Forgive me,” he said clasping his hands together. “I have been blind. What I did was wrong and I ask your pardon. Please help us. You will have all you wish for and more. There will be nothing denied you! You will be royalty in Harroway! Kings and queens! But first, be our saviors. Please.”

      The townspeople glanced at one another, knowing it was a lot to ask of people who had been so terribly mistreated. The Colonists considered the situation for a long moment, then each began to nod their agreement—all except for Ink.

      “On one condition,” the boy said.

      “Anything,” the mayor replied. “Anything. Name it.”

      Ink narrowed his eyes. “Don’t call us your friends again. Ever.”

      Kingsley’s mouth quivered, his clasped hands drooping in front of him.

      “How will you do it?” Jarius asked. “By what means can Man battle with spirits?”

      “We’re not going to battle,” Caradoc answered. “We’re going to give them what they want. We’ve got to find that stolen gift, which means we’ll need access to merchant logs, records, anything to help us figure out what goods have passed through Harroway’s gates in the last year. That’s your department, I believe, Mr. Castor.”

      “It is, sir,” he said. “We keep the records right here in the courthouse, as luck would have it. I can show you to the room now if you like.”

      “Show us all. We'll need every pair of eyes that can be spared.”

      Kingsley scrambled to his feet. “Thank you, Mr. Rawlings. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. To my life’s work. And it is true what you say. I am an ass. A very foolish one. But I am glad that my . . . fumbling efforts did at least manage to bring you to our doorstep.”

      The hardened expression on Caradoc’s face sent a chill through the room.

      “I can’t speak for my friends, Mr. Kingsley,” he said. “But if Harroway is to be saved, it will be for Sylvia and Tarren. For every heart with courage such as theirs. They’re too rare in this world to lose. But I will not save it for silver and gold. And I will not save it for yet another small town tyrant.”

      He strode off, following Mr. Castor out of the room. The rest of the Colonists went next, then Captain Jarius and his guards, along with the rest of the townspeople.

      Only Byron Kingsley did not follow, but stood like a withered tree in the middle of the chamber.
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      The archives contained shelves upon shelves of papers. It seemed there was documentation of every person and event that had ever taken place in Harroway; personal histories, family trees, business logs, society meeting minutes, mining operation data, and an entire section dedicated to prisoner records.

      Captain Jarius ordered lanterns to be lit and placed around the tables, then had his guards distribute the merchant logs amongst the townspeople, almost all of whom were eager to do their part. Mr. Castor instructed them to look for any high-value items, rarities and curios, anything especially unusual that stood out to them. Judge Hallstein looked on with passive interest, placing himself in a supervisory role.

      The Colonists, meanwhile, were shown to a small clerk’s office where they could have a bit of privacy to discuss their plans.

      “Is everyone all right?” Caradoc asked as soon as they were left alone. “Jeremy? Riva?”

      “All right,” Riva answered. She had only just stopped shaking.

      Jeremy nodded. Both the swelling bruise and the pain from the crack on his head were now gone thanks to the Entress beside him.

      Abner wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “Wasn’t expecting that to end quite so well. I was ready to make that mayor see stars. And God help me I will if he doesn’t steer clear of us.”

      “I’ll hold him down for you,” Ink said.

      Riva shook her head. “I didn’t catch their deception about the Middling House. The only time we directly asked anyone about it was when we first met Captain Jarius. He said it was not unknown to them. Old Saul must have told them we were looking for it after hearing Evering mention the place in Vaterra.”

      “Clever way to dodge a lie,” Jeremy replied.

      “Do you think Galena knew about this, too?” Evering asked, looking at Harriet.

      “No,” she answered. “She wouldn’t have been so forthcoming with us during that first attack if she had. But that would hardly be the worst of it. This Old Saul knew there were Spektors here in Harroway, and furthermore knew us well enough to send us this way.”

      “He must have been watching for us back in Vaterra,” Simon said.

      Evering frowned. “But how can that be possible? We were in disguise! And if he did know us, why not turn us in?”

      “And how could he know we'd be there?” Ink said. “The only other person who knew was Mavie.” He bit his lip. “You don't think—”

      “No.” The word came from Riva, Abner, Harriet, and Simon all at the same time.

      “She'd sooner die than betray us,” Jeremy said.

      Simon braced his hands against the back of a chair and bowed his head. “There is another possibility. The Mistress is far from a divine being, but calling her an 'oracle' is at least a little closer to the truth. She does have some degree of foresight. Perhaps it was she who told him.”

      “But that makes even less sense,” Evering said. “It's her Spektors ransacking this town, why collaborate with the old geezer who meant to send us here to deal with them?”

      “Nothing about this makes sense. Not one bit,” Abner replied. “But whatever the case, we've really been thrown into the thick of it. And Caradoc worst of all.”

      All eyes turned to the Keyholder. He was leaning against the far wall with his arms crossed and barely raised his head at the mention of his name.

      “Are you all right?” Harriet asked, her look of concern growing deeper.

      His gaze fell to the rug again. “Never until it’s over.”

      Riva sighed. “Well, at least we have a plan. Finding that gift. Which surely must be of the same sort the Mistress mentioned at the Tinderbox.”

      Simon nodded. “I agree. But there’s just one problem. It could be anything. There’s really no possible way of finding it without more information. The only detail she bothered to give was that these gifts would be known by their name.”

      “Which is entirely unhelpful,” Abner muttered. “You'd think she'd trouble herself to be more clear if she wanted them back so badly.”

      Ink frowned. “But if there's nothing we can do to find it, what about all those people at work out there? Looking through all those papers and records?”

      Caradoc stood from the wall. “You don’t tell people their town is being attacked by Spektors and then leave them to sit on their own and panic. They want to be doing something about it.”

      “Well, we’ll come up with something!” Evering blurted out. “Surely you can’t be thinking of facing them without that gift!”

      The Keyholder did not answer.

      Simon fixed his friend with a stern glare. “Isaac . . . this won’t be a tangle with a handful of free reins. They could be hundreds. They could be an army. You barely made it out of Margaret’s house alive and there were only seven then.”

      “He's right,” Harriet replied. “We'll find another way.”

      “Of course we will,” Riva said.

      The air grew heavier with dread. After another long silence, Caradoc stepped to the door and put his hand on the knob.

      “I’m going to find Castor. Try to get a map of the town.” A pained look crossed his face. “I don’t suppose you’d all consider heading for home tonight, would you?”

      “Not on your life,” Jeremy answered with a frown.

      His choice of words did not escape anyone, and they each gave their answer with the same expression of determined resolution. Caradoc responded with a small smile.

      “Worth a try,” he said, then left the room.
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      A little while later, Ink found him in Judge Hallstein’s chambers. No candles or lanterns had been lit, yet the room was bathed in cold blue light from the enormous window looking out on the raging snowstorm, now at the height of its frenzy. Snow and ice battered against the glass like thousands of tiny arrowheads.

      Caradoc sat on the ground with his back against a huge cherrywood desk. His coat lay on the floor beside him. A map of the town was nowhere in sight. Ink crossed the room and leaned against the window with his hands in his pockets.

      “You wanted to go back to Riverfall, didn’t you?” he said. “When we first got here. You wanted more time to get things sorted out before we came.”

      Caradoc let out a defeated chuckle. “Not that it would’ve mattered. Even if we had all the disguises and weapons and money in the world, we still would’ve ended up as we are now. Old Saul had us marked before we even set foot inside the Drifter.”

      “Any idea who he is?”

      “Not at the moment. But we will have to track him down if we survive. He can’t do this to us again.”

      Ink fidgeted, chewing his lip. “Ain’t there any way you could make the Spektors tell you what that gift is? Or where it is?”

      Caradoc’s gaze returned to the window. “Unfortunately it’s not that simple. If they’d rather spite me than simply recover it, the odds of reasoning with them are already slim. I’ve got a better chance of smothering a bear with my hat.”

      “Or doing battle with an army of angry spirits. Be serious. If any of us was gonna pull a stunt like that you wouldn’t even let us finish the sentence! And what does it solve, anyway? All it really gets us is a dead Keyholder. And then they win—Marlas and Coram and Bill, and everyone else who’s stuck their knives into your backs.”

      “What would you have me do? Walk away?”

      Ink scoffed. “If it were me I wouldn’t have to think twice. But you? You’re as mad as they come. You never walk away. Not when you think you have to save the whole world.”

      The wind gusted louder, rattling the window. Ink stepped away from the wall.

      “Look, all I’m saying is . . . don’t go charging off into the fog just yet. You still got a few tricks up your sleeve. Your secret weapon, for example.”

      “Secret weapon?” Caradoc said. “And what would that be?”

      Ink puffed out his chest and threw out his arms, just as he had seen Chester do half a dozen times. “Inkwell Featherfield, sir! The world’s finest pickpocket, sneak, and plunderer ever to roam the streets and byways! More accomplished in his short career than any ten veteran thieves and bandits! Nothing escapes his eye! Nothing lies beyond his reach! Only call his name and consider the job done!” He bowed with a sweeping flourish, then straightened himself and tucked his thumbs into his belt. “I’ll have that gift before the day is out, sure and certain.”

      Caradoc laughed. “Sure and certain?”

      “That’s right. Just leave it to me.”

      “Thank you for the laugh, Ink. God knows I needed it.”

      “He knows you need me. 'Cause next to you, I might just be the maddest of the bunch.” He knelt on the rug and nodded towards him. “And then, of course . . . there's the blood on your chest.”

      Caradoc’s smile dropped away. He glanced down. A deep red stain had seeped through the front of his shirt, small but unmistakable. He frowned as he grasped at the bloodied fabric.

      “Did the others see?”

      “No. Your coat was covering it.”

      Caradoc glanced back down. “I don’t understand. I thought I’d stopped the spear before it hit. I didn’t feel a thing.”

      “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it?” Ink said. “The first time we met on Riverfall, you said some kind of shield had broken. Then when you got back from Margaret’s house, Riva needed extra help healing you when she'd always done fine on her own. Now this. So you have to let me try. You have to give me a chance to find this thing. ‘Cause it’s starting to seem like things ain’t working the way they used to. Not even you.”

      Caradoc put his face into his hands for a moment, then looked up at the window again with his eyebrows drawn together in deep apprehension. “I've been sitting here trying to take stock of all the things I know about the Spektors—and everything connected with them.” He looked at his gloved left hand. “After ten years of wearing this thing, I suppose I'd begun to believe myself an authority on the subject. The truth is I know even less now than I did at the beginning. It was appalling enough to hear about Bash's death and the Mistress's interest in you. But now there are these Blue Flames people and this Old Saul. And so many other mysteries I can't begin to make sense of.”

      Ink twisted his mouth for a moment, then moved forward and sat beside the Keyholder with his back against the desk. “All right, so you don't know everything. But you still know more than all the rest of us. We still need you around. Who else is gonna stare down them Spektors and live to tell about it?”

      “You don't need me for that.”

      “Of course we do.”

      Caradoc shook his head. “The Key does only two things; it can open a passage through the Veil between Otherworlds, and it can expel Spektors. Send them back to their Crypt. That's all. It does also help to frighten them off, but you don't actually need it to survive an encounter with them.”

      Ink sat forward. “What d'you mean?”

      “They aren’t creatures of flesh and blood, but of spirit. And it's by that means you have your most powerful defense against them. If you can reach deep down, gather all the hope and faith and courage you can find, summon it to your heart, to your mind, the Spektors will see it. And if it's potent enough, they won't have any sway over you. Simon has done it. So has Martin and Margaret—though they hardly knew what was happening at the time. There's even a name for people who achieve this. They're called 'Defenders'.”

      “I've heard that before! You said it to Margaret, that day we went up to the navigation room. And then . . . then I saw it in the Keyholder Book. Something about Keyholders drawing their courage from Defenders. But I didn't understand what it meant.”

      “Defenders can be of great help to Keyholders, especially those who know what's expected of them before an encounter. A pair who makes a commitment to stand their ground in such a way can be almost unstoppable.”

      Ink glanced away. His frown deepened as he struggled to keep the pain from his voice. “Is expelling 'em really the only option? Is there no way for a person to . . . stop being a Spektor?” He didn’t dare look at Caradoc, for fear of betraying the hope he felt.

      “I’ve never come across anything that led me to believe it could be done,” the Keyholder replied. “Becoming a Spektor is a choice. And some choices, once made, can never be taken back.”

      Ink gripped his hands together as he looked out into the storm. He could easily imagine dozens of pale, rotting faces glaring back at him through the swirling snow. The thought of one in particular made his courage begin to fail.

      “All right, then,” he said, getting to his feet and donning his hat. “If you're so insistent on us not needin' you, then I should have no trouble tracking down that gift. In fact, I'll even bet I can have it by nightfall.”

      Caradoc stood as well, looking at him with grim concern. “Ink . . . if you think you’ve got a chance, I won’t keep you from looking. But if you do find it—or think you find it—I ask that you not lay a finger on it. Come to me first. Do you even have any idea of where to start?”

      “A few. Maybe.” He turned and made for the door.

      “What, aren’t you going to tell me?”

      “No,” Ink replied with a small smirk. “That’s what makes me a secret weapon.”
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      Three hours later, the storm had subsided enough for the courthouse refugees to venture back to their own homes. Mayor Kingsley ordered a fleet of carriages to bring himself and the Colonists back to the mansion. The delay it caused Ink in carrying out his plan was just as well, for he knew it would take several hours to work up the nerve to follow through with it. When they returned to the mansion, the Colonists took lunch in the library at the end of the hall outside their bedrooms. No one had the stomach to dine with Kingsley, or anyone else for that matter.

      Though Ink and Caradoc agreed not to say anything about their ‘secret weapon’ to any of the others at present, Caradoc did at least ease their fears by declaring he would not attempt combat with the Spektors if another path soon presented itself. Riva had decided to use her detection abilities to find the gift, though there was no guarantee such a nefarious object could even be considered an enchanted item. Even if it was, it was almost certainly under concealment.

      Dusk had fallen by the time Ink donned his coat again and quietly made his way down to the front door. The servants hardly noticed him. Many had gone to see the Colonists in the library, full of questions and distraught with news of the true identity of their attackers. Some had even quit their duties early, unable to put their minds to anything else.

      Ink hurried across the courtyard. Snow crunched underfoot and the icy wind still played up in gusts and breezes. The storm had left a lingering gloom over Harroway. But for the glowing lights inside the houses, Ink would've thought the town abandoned.

      Arriving at the square, he turned up the left lane and made for the north gate. He was surprised to find the ramparts empty of guards, save for a single watchman in the tower just above. He was leaning against one of the posts and drinking from a tin cup. Ink took a deep breath as he came to a stop below.

      “Oi! You up there! I need to get through!”

      The man turned his head, looking down almost haphazardly.

      “I got business outside!” Ink cried again.

      “Outside?” the watchman said. “You want to go out there? With night coming on and God-knows-what lurking around in them woods? Didn’t you hear what’s going on?”

      “Yeah, I heard. But God-knows-what is probably already lurking around in here. Gates and walls make no difference to them. So what’s it matter if you let me through?”

      The watchman glanced around, worry widening his eyes. He cursed, then chucked the tin cup to the floor and stepped to an iron wheel. “Fine. It’s your hide. Not mine.”
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      A dozen steps past the gate, Ink spied the crossroads they had passed on their pretended hunt for the Middling House. A signpost marked the distance to eight different mines down three separate paths. Ink paused for a moment. There was no guarantee he would be able to find his way back if he used the roads. He knew they branched off half a dozen times more along the way. And if he climbed higher up any one of these hills, he couldn’t count on keeping the gates in sight with night coming on so fast. There was only one logical choice—to follow along the outer wall until he found what he was looking for. Or until it found him. He turned and plodded through the snow, leaving the well-worn pathway.

      Fifteen minutes later the temperature dropped by several degrees and darkness swept down upon the mountains—both far more quickly than Ink would have thought possible. He hugged his arms around himself and struggled forward, already regretting his course of action. Now and then he would stop and listen, straining for any sound that might indicate he was going in the right direction. But the world lay silent under the thick blanket of new snow. Ink wiped his nose on his sleeve and marched on.

      “What am I doing here?” he said aloud. “I'm gonna be eaten alive. And no one will ever find my body. I’ll just lie here rotting under the snow 'til springtime. Well done, Inkwell.”

      The woods soon gave way to a small clearing at the base of a hillock. Ink halted and glanced up. A soft scuffling noise was coming from the top of the rise. He could just make out a dim shape crouching low to the ground.

      A moment later, a small object tumbled down towards him and came to a stop a few feet away. It was round-shaped, and made of a pallid, waxen material that bore a jagged crack along the top. He stepped closer, turned it over with his foot, and fell back with a cry.

      It was a human skull.
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      “Go on. Get it,” came a hollow voice from the top of the rise.

      Ink looked up. There stood Eamon Revore; haggard and black-veined, silver eyes unblinking, heavy chains wrapped around his middle, rotting top hat cocked over one eye. Ink felt his guts twist inside himself. Granddad. It was no better seeing him the second time.

      “Get it?” Ink called up, his voice cracking in fear. “I ain’t touching that thing!”

      Before he’d finished speaking, a huge black hound bounded over the crest of the hillock. Ink lurched back and flattened himself against the wall. Thankfully, he was not its target. With a snarl, it took up the skull in its jaws, narrowed its green eyes, and flattened its ears against the horns curling behind them. Ink felt his mouth go dry. The beast was the size of a mountain lion. The next moment, it turned and rushed back up the rise as quickly as it had come. His granddad gazed down in icy silence.

      “What did you do?” Ink said. “Who did that belong to?”

      “Are you going to shout at me from down there the entire time?”

      Ink hesitated. He wasn’t sure his legs would move even if he wanted them to. “Maybe!”

      Eamon raised his hand and beckoned with a long, bony finger. Ink shut his eyes. He couldn’t run away now. He blew out a breath, then pushed himself off the wall and began to stagger up the hillock. Never had he been so disappointed to have found what he was seeking.

      But things were even worse than he expected, for when he reached the top a far more gruesome sight awaited him. Hundreds of skulls lay strewn across the rise, along with a hundred other bones yellowing beneath the snow. The hellhound was hard at work digging them up from the frozen ground, unearthing a new skeleton wherever he went.

      “Saints above,” Ink said, his voice shaking. “What is all this?”

      Eamon’s mustache twitched beneath his hooked nose. “It is a mass grave. Filled with miners, prisoners, and all the other undesirables this town would rather forget. All their work, all their sacrifice . . . and this is the thanks they get. Mankind is wonderful, isn’t it?” He kicked at a half-frozen leg bone and sent it skittering across the snow. “I wonder how many of our kind have come from pits like this. They must be veritable breeding grounds—all these poor sods just waiting for a chance to have their bit of vengeance.”

      Ink wiped his sleeve across his brow. Beads of cold sweat had begun to form on his face. “Why are you here, Granddad? Did you know I was coming to Harroway? Or were you already here just . . . helping out?”

      “My business is my own. And as for yours, I suspect you did not seek me out only to pelt me with stupid questions. The sooner you get to the matter at hand, the sooner you can be on your way again.”

      “Matter? What matter? I just came to have a chat with me ol’ granddad is all.”

      Eamon swept towards him and leaned down, putting his hands on his knees. The black vapor around him pulsed and flared. Ink nearly lost his dinner from the stench of it.

      “I will not be telling you where to find the gift. Not even if we must march everyday into that wretched town until it looks like this rotting boneyard on which we stand. It is high time Harroway learned that vanity has a cost.”

      Ink could not return his gaze but nodded in understanding, if only so his granddad would back away. When he finally did, it was to return his attention to the hellhound who was gnawing on an arm bone. Ink felt his stomach turn. He put a hand on it to steady himself.

      “You were right,” he said to the Spektor. “It’s happening just like you said. The watch is telling me the truth. Showing me things that happened a long time ago, while I’m asleep.”

      Eamon snapped his bony fingers. With a growl, the hound dropped its bone and began pawing into the snow, resuming its digging work.

      “That picture inside it,” Ink continued. “I know it’s of an Otherworld. I saw the same image in Mavie’s room. And that thing I see in the dark, whenever I close my eyes, I know it’s a soul marking. Caradoc's.”

      Eamon arched an eyebrow, sliding his silver gaze back towards him. “So what? Are you wanting a prize for it? A bag of sweets? A hug?”

      “I asked her, Granddad. Your Mistress? I asked her where to find Mum and Dad. If they’re still alive. But she never answered.”

      “She answers to no one. Not even to us.”

      Ink felt his cheeks flush with anger. “Then what’s the use of having a watch that tells the truth? If it only shows what it feels like showing me and not what I actually need? Why did you tell me to use it?”

      The Spektor clucked his black tongue. “If only you’d brought it to me. I could’ve explained everything. Yet once again you turn up empty-handed.”

      “You know I ain’t gonna turn it over. I’ve already told you.”

      “It matters little now. It is already done. You named the Broken One, and now there is a connection between you. One that cannot be severed, no matter how badly you may wish it.”

      Ink squared his jaw. “You don’t know that. You don’t know everything.”

      “I know you.”

      “Well it don’t matter! I don't even have it anymore! Oswald took it! So you can just forget about me bringing it to you!”

      With a noise like a choked cough, Eamon looked away. He clawed at his brow with his long nails, ground his silver teeth in his jaw, then turned back again. “You lost the watch . . . to a cat?”

      “Oh. You know who Oswald is. Well, it ain’t like I gave it to him! The scurvy little thing snatched it from my room!”

      In a flash, the black vapor shot out from around Eamon’s shoulders and wrapped around the boy’s throat. All Ink could manage was a whimper as he was lifted into the air. The whites around his granddad’s silver pupils turned black.

      “Idiot boy!” he cried. “If you cannot keep such a precious thing from the clutches of a cat, how can you be of any further use?”

      “Let me down!” Ink pulled at the vapor. His hands went straight through it.

      “Damned if I will entrust you with something so important ever again! You will never find your mother! You will never find your father, my own flesh and blood! You’re as useless as the day you were born!”

      “Stop it, Granddad! Stop!”

      “Stop it! Stop it!” Eamon echoed in a mocking voice. “Listen to yourself. You can’t even make a half-decent plea for your life!”

      “God sees what man cannot!”

      The vapor around Ink’s neck disappeared, and he fell back to the ground. Eamon stood silently aghast as the vapor collected around his shoulders again. Ink rubbed at his throat. He wasn't sure what had made him think of the phrase from the Keyholder Book. It had just appeared in the front of his mind, like the gold symbol behind his eyelids. He pushed himself to a sitting position as the Spektor strode towards him and crouched down, sneering.

      “I got your message. That Martin Whistler is to be left alone. His kind-hearted little wife, too. Pathetic. Do you really think your words hold such sway? I could stake them to a tree if I wanted. Take them to an Otherworld and leave them there. Or cut them up from the inside, just like Bash, inch by inch, piece by piece. So don’t you ever, ever dare to give me orders again.”

      “Why did your kind go after Bash?” Ink said, frowning hard to keep his resolve steady. “And why were there seven Spektors in Margaret's house?”

      Eamon held out his hands. “What is this, a newspaper serial? A stage drama? You think we’re going to spill all our secrets here and now because you asked? Better you wonder this—why did you break my first and foremost rule? Why did you start trusting them? Why did you let them get to you? You were supposed to draw them in, get them to buy your confidence while you stayed out of reach.”

      “Who says I let them get close? I did buy their confidence! They trust me! They think I’m one of them! Not such a bad act, if you ask me.”

      “You sorry lying sod,” Eamon replied, spitting flecks of black saliva. “You think you can play all sides of the field? You think you can juggle all these knives blindfolded? Play up to your new friends to keep safe from us, then come to me and beg for knowledge they cannot give you? Not to mention your little pact with your girlfriend. Or is it fiancée? I see she’s given you a ring.”

      “Shut up! She’s not my girlfriend! She’s helping me find Mum and Dad! I’d thought you’d be happy about that! Besides, you’re the one who taught me to play whatever part the moment calls for. I’ve only been doing what I learned from you!”

      “You haven’t been acting. If that’s what you really think, you’re more foolish than I thought. Because if you had, you wouldn’t have bothered playing the hero when no one was looking.”

      “What? That stunt on the airship? That was—”

      “I’m not talking about the airship! I’m talking about what happened at Mastmarner! You don’t even remember, do you?”

      Eamon stood and walked a few paces away. The hellhound had just finished digging up another skull. The Spektor stooped, snatched it up in his hand, and gazed at it with a dark scowl.

      “Delia Ingleby. You saved her life during the battle at Mastmarner. Shoved her out of the way just before a hunter could shoot her in the back of the head.”

      He turned and chucked the skull at Ink’s feet. Ink stumbled back, staring wide-eyed at the lifeless, grinning head.

      “That was supposed to be her,” the Spektor continued. “She was supposed to have died in that library but you interfered, even though her survival would not serve you in any way. You did it without thinking. On instinct. And that is what makes you a liar.”

      Ink was stunned. His grandfather was right. He could scarcely remember having done it, but he was right. He shook his head, grasping for a foothold in the argument.

      “Look . . . what if you’ve got them figured all wrong? Caradoc's looking for your Mistress, not the Crypt. All he wants is for this mess to come to an end. Hasn’t said one word about controlling the Spektors or taking revenge on the Entrians.”

      Eamon began to laugh. It was a terrible sound, echoing around the clearing and making goosebumps rise on Ink’s arm.

      “Do you not think they lie to you? Do you not think they’ve become masters of the game you’ve only just begun to play yourself? You fit right in, there’s no denying that. But they are no better than the thieving backstabbers of this accursed little town, hiding away and sealing themselves off, thinking they are safe. Well, tonight I intend to teach them. All of them. Send off a little reminder—that for all the silver and gold in the world they cannot escape their fate.” He glanced down at the bones strewn around his feet. “Something these poor blighters knew all too well. Which is why they will help me give this lesson. The dead, after all, don’t like to be forgotten.”

      The Spektor stepped back to the middle of the hill and took up a handful of soil from beneath the snow. His silver eyes began to shine as he drew in a long breath, then blew it out onto his palm. A wave rippled through the ground in every direction. The skulls and bones were changed into a black mist, not unlike the vapor around the Spektor, but oilier and thicker. It rushed along the ground as he blew, like waves of a great dark tide heading straight towards the northern wall. Ink hurried back as it came close to him.

      “You think you’re so clever, boy? Find the gift, then. Only remember this—a life will be demanded for it. It cannot be avoided. Just make certain it isn’t yours.”

      Ink stumbled back down the hill, trying desperately to keep out of the black tide’s reach.

      Eamon crossed to the edge of the rise and looked down. “You like messages? Here’s one for you. You’d better run, boy. Run!”

      The word echoed out across the wood like a cannon shot. Ink turned and dashed along the wall, dodging the dark cloud just as it turned sharply upward and began floating out across the town. Ink pumped his arms, each breath like a painful stab of ice in his lungs. He pushed on. It was a small price to pay for leaving his granddad behind as fast as he could.
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      Ink didn’t stop to catch his breath until the north gate closed behind him. Then he doubled over against the wall and coughed. There was no sign of the black cloud now, but he knew it hadn't simply dissipated into thin air. As soon as the fire had gone from his lungs, he urged himself into a jog and made for the mayor's mansion.

      The house seemed empty as he burst through the front door and collapsed onto the steps of the grand staircase. There were no servants in sight. No signs of activity near the dining room or the main parlor. Ink hardly cared. His main worry was catching his breath before he passed out. He watched as the front door swung forward on its hinges and closed, shutting out the chill draft.

      A soft noise caught his ear. He glanced to his right. The kitchen door stood ajar, and a dim light glowed within. A shadow passed it twice. Ink tried to slow his breathing and keep as quiet as possible. It was probably just a servant getting themselves a cup of tea or a small bite to eat. All the same, he didn’t want anyone asking questions about why he had returned so late to the mansion, and out of breath.

      The shadow reappeared, this time holding a candle. The figure emerged from the kitchen, shut the door behind them, and came towards the main staircase. Ink held still. He would be spotted in a few seconds. He would need to think of something fast. But the figure stopped short, appearing to deliberate.

      It was then he saw the face in the candlelight. She was an elderly woman, wrinkled, white-haired, and stooped at the shoulders. Far older than any servant Ink had ever seen in the house. The candle shook in her hand.

      “Oh . . . one more pie wouldn’t hurt,” she said, then turned back to the kitchen and disappeared inside.

      The woman bore a remarkable resemblance to Gwenyth Kingsley. If he hadn’t known better, Ink would have sworn it was her mother. There was just one problem. Mayor Kingsley had said that none of their family members had followed them to Harroway, and he'd even gone on about making such a big sacrifice in leaving them behind. Muttering a curse, Ink jumped to his feet and hurried up the stairs.
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      “Riva!” Ink cried, bursting into the library and startling everyone inside.

      “Ink! Where have you been?” Harriet asked.

      “It don’t matter. Riva, was Kingsley lying? When he said that he and Gwenyth had left all their family behind before coming here? Was he lying?”

      Riva frowned, confused. “No. No, he was telling the truth that time.”

      Ink rubbed both hands across his face. “Sweet gravy. That was her! That was Gwenyth!”

      “What are you talking about?” Evering asked, dealing Abner and Jeremy a hand of cards.

      Ink strode to the middle of the library. “Listen, I saw her in the kitchen just now. She was in there eating pies. But she was old! Ancient, even!”

      Riva rolled her eyes. “A woman in her thirties isn’t old, Ink.”

      “She’s not thirty! Not even forty or fifty! She looked even older than Mavie! I thought it might be her mother at first, but then I remembered what Kingsley said. It was her!”

      “Your eyes probably tricked you in the dim light,” Abner said.

      “No! No, she’s got to be . . .” Ink stifled himself with a sigh, then tried to calm himself down. “All right. Maybe I’m wrong. Just maybe I am. But I heard something funny today. Something that makes my blood go cold to think it really might be her.”

      Caradoc leaned forward on the sofa. “And what was that?”

      Ink locked eyes with him, meaning to convey the gravity of the answer.

      “That vanity has a cost.”

      The others looked at each other, suddenly feeling uneasy.

      “Well,” Riva said, “perhaps it is worth investigating. Our own efforts haven't turned anything up.”

      “And if you ask me,” Ink added, “you ought to start in her room.”
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      They found Kingsley in the hall outside his chamber door, talking quietly with a servant. He went pale at the sight of all eight Colonists striding towards him.

      “Ladies, gentlemen,” he said with a nervous smile, dismissing the servant with a wave of his hand. “What can I do for you?”

      “We need a look ‘round your wife’s room,” Ink said.

      Caradoc put a hand on Ink’s shoulder and pushed him behind. “We . . . would like to conduct a thorough search of the mansion. Every hall, every room. Including your own personal chambers. By our reckoning, the chances of finding that gift here are much higher than anywhere else.”

      “We promise there will be no damage,” Simon said. “But we are running out of time.”

      The mayor nodded. “Well, of course. Whatever you require.”

      He led them to a door farther down the hall and knocked.

      “Gwenyth? Gwenyth, dear? A word, if you don’t mind.” He glanced back at the Colonists. “She’s made a habit of going to bed before the sun goes down. Hopefully she’s not yet asleep.” He knocked again. “Gwenyth?”

      They heard movement on the other side of the door.

      “What is it, Byron?” came a voice. The Colonists frowned at the sound of it.

      “Dear, our guests would like to conduct a search of the house. I thought it best to start with your room so they can be out of your way sooner rather than later. It will only take a few minutes.”

      A moment of silence followed. When Gwenyth spoke again, there was panicked indignation in her voice.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “My dear, we must do all we can to help these good people—”

      “I’m sorry. But this is a private home. It speaks against decency to go through someone’s personal belongings.”

      “But, Gwenyth, these are the people who are going to save us. Save Harroway.”

      “Enough, Byron. Just because you have bought their tales of dead spirits and magical gifts does not mean I have as well. They could be using all this as an excuse to loot and ransack our precious home.”

      “My dear, don’t be absurd! You cannot possibly—”

      “I have said my word on the matter. Good night.”

      They heard the click of the door being locked. Then all was silent. The mayor turned back with a pained look.

      “I’m terribly sorry. Gwenyth can be quite strong-willed at times. Of course you are no thieves. You are welcome to search any room you deem necessary. Take as long as you need. And you have my permission to enter her room just as soon as she ventures out again in the morning.”

      He smiled weakly, made a little half-bow, then hurried away.

      The Colonists returned to the library in pensive silence. Ink stood with his arms crossed, tempted to say something smug but too unsettled to bother with the effort.

      Simon sighed. “Well, that was not the voice of the Gwenyth Kingsley we had dinner with the past two nights.”

      “Certainly not,” Caradoc answered.

      Harriet frowned. “It’s a wonder Kingsley didn’t notice the odd sound of it.”

      “I’d wager there’s a lot that slips past his notice,” Abner said. “Anyway, there’s nothing we can do now. We’ll just have to wait ‘til she leaves in the morning.”

      “Not likely,” Ink replied. “There could be another attack by then. We can’t wait that long. I’ll just have to go in there and get it myself.”

      “You?” Evering said.

      “Yeah, who else? After she falls asleep, Riva puts a nice shroud ‘round me, I sneak in, sneak out, you got your gift and no harm done. Easy.”

      “But how will you know what to look for?” Riva said. “I spent the last two hours walking these halls. There are no enchanted items here unless they've been concealed.”

      “It's a gift for the Mistress,” Ink replied. “Odds are the closer I get to it, the more the hairs will rise on the back of my neck.”

      It was sound reasoning. And no one had a better plan.
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      Ink waited until two o’clock in the morning to make his move. Once he saw that all the other Colonists in the library had fallen asleep, he assured himself that Gwenyth had as well. He woke Riva to put the enchantment around him. Caradoc roused at the same time.

      “Now remember,” he said, “if you do find it, whatever it is, don’t touch it with your bare hands. Use a handkerchief or piece of clothing. Treat it like something poisonous. It might just as well be.”

      Ink nodded, anxious to be underway. A faint blue light emanated from Riva’s hands. He felt a sensation like a cold breeze passing over and around him.

      “Is it done? Can you still see me?”

      “It's done,” she said. “But it won’t last forever. You’ll have to be quick.”

      “Maybe I ought to go with him,” Caradoc said to her.

      “No!” Ink said in as loud a whisper as he dared. “Two people doubles the chance of us getting caught! Besides, you'll only get in the way. You're huge!”

      “Fine. But Riva and I will be standing just outside the door. And Ink, be careful—” He stopped and glanced around. “He's gone, isn't he?”

      Riva nodded. “He's gone.”

      They hurried into the hall after him.
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      The Kingsleys' bedchambers were on the far side of the house. Ink could hear the mayor snoring through the door as he crossed to Gwenyth's chambers and tried the handle. It was locked, of course, but that was no problem. He’d spent a bit of time after dinner making a lock pick out of one of Harriet’s hairpins.

      Once inside, he shut the door quietly behind him. Gwenyth lay asleep in bed, wearing a silk dressing gown with a high collar and a look of agitation on her withered and wrinkled face. There was no mistaking her identity, especially now that the mayor had confirmed it by calling her to the door.

      Ink moved to the middle of the chamber and glanced around. The place looked like Chester’s costume room. There were huge collections of gloves and shoes, bonnets and scarves, a dozen cases of jewelry, a number of ornate wardrobes, and a large trunk full of corsets and girdles. The dressing table was overloaded as well, full of assorted items for preening and primping. A mirror with a gold handle caught his eye.

      With a nearby handkerchief, he picked it up as carefully as he could and looked it over. It was unique, no denying that. There were even tiny jewels set around the glass. But it didn’t feel spine-chilling or sinister. Nor did it inspire any shiver or prick of horror. He set it down and glanced across the table at all the creams, powders, perfumes, and various other things he couldn’t even identify. He might have spent an hour going through all the little boxes and bags. He tried a few, then gave up and wandered to the wardrobes, stepping softly. The first was virtually overflowing with garments. The others would probably be the same. How on earth was he supposed to do this quickly? And what if she had hidden it? What if it was under her pillow? Or beneath some secret floorboard?

      Then he remembered the Keyholder Book, lying out in the open right under his nose. Was it too much to ask that he’d have the same luck this time? Gwenyth was doing something to grant herself youth and beauty, but it seemed to work only during the day. Youth. Beauty. Youth. Beauty. Ink repeated the words in his head, hoping they would make the item all the more obvious. It had to be something to do with the face, right? Maybe a powder? Or a bottle of perfume? Blimey. That meant it could be almost anything on her dressing table.

      As he turned his head, something glinted in the corner of the room. It was a silver ewer, sitting atop a marble basin. Hm. That was probably where she washed her face every morning. He crossed the room and examined the items without touching them. The ewer was a pretty thing, certainly no ordinary jug, but probably not out of place in a fine house such as this. If the marble basin turned out to be the gift, it was going to be impossible to carry by himself. Using the handkerchief again, he reached for the ewer’s elegant handle and picked it up. Again, no shiver up his arm. No ominous feeling in his bones. He glanced inside and found it empty. He tipped it every which way, glimpsing at the bottom as he did so.
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      His heart stopped. His breath caught in his throat. With a half-choked cry, he lobbed the ewer back onto the basin. It made a scraping noise as it wobbled back into place.

      Gwenyth awoke with a gasp behind him, sat straight up in bed, and pointed a pistol towards the dark corner. Ink froze in terror. Could she see him? She glanced around the room with wild eyes but held the pistol steady towards the ewer. She looked at the door, then the window—both shut. Ink sank slowly to the floor, out of her aim. It was just as well. His legs were shaking too badly to remain standing. He put a hand over his face.

      The Wickwire Watch was one of the gifts. Her gifts. He’d been fooling about with something meant for the Mistress of the Spektors. That's why they'd gone after him at the lake, why they'd hunted him afterward, and why when all efforts failed they demanded he bring it to them himself. It was no wonder his granddad refused to say anything more about the gift they sought in Harroway. He didn't want Ink discovering the truth about the one he himself possessed. They couldn't risk him turning it over to Caradoc, who would probably destroy it—or at least make sure it could never be used again.

      But that was the worst part of all. Ink had used it. He had named Caradoc as his enemy and had his soul marking engraved into the back of his eyelids, granting him the ability to see visions of the past. He was firmly tied to it. And it to him.

      Gwenyth uncocked her pistol. Her breathing had slowed, her panic subsiding as she lay back down on the bed. But Ink knew it would be at least another twenty minutes before he could be sure she was asleep again. That was fine. He would need that time to control his urge to throw up. He couldn’t even shut his eyes in the attempt. The last thing he wanted now was to see that accursed gold marking.

      By the time he summoned the nerve to rise again, he didn’t care if he was caught sneaking around in the bedchamber of the mayor’s wife. It was nothing to him now. He just wanted out of that room. After a deep breath he snatched up the ewer with the handkerchief. Like the watch, it felt three times as heavy as he guessed it would.

      And then he did feel it—a shudder of cold horror racing down his spine. He clenched his teeth and rushed out.
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      “I can’t believe it,” Caradoc said, staring at the ewer. “You actually found it.”

      Ink glanced around the library. Everyone else was still asleep.

      “Did anyone see you?” Riva asked.

      “No. But she was ready to start shooting at the first sign of an intruder.”

      “And her . . . face?”

      Ink crossed his arms to keep his hands from shaking. “Like she was a hundred years old.”

      Caradoc drew his eyebrows together. “The worst descriptions of the Mistress always made mention of her great vanity. That’s why your suspicion rang true when you said the word earlier. Gwenyth may have only gotten her hands on this a year ago, but the cost of using it during the day . . .”

      “Oh, how awful,” Riva said.

      Ink nodded. “That’s why she started going to bed before sundown.”

      Caradoc tipped the ewer over. He squinted, trying to read the writing without his spectacles. “Wickwire. Hm. I wonder what that is.”

      “Dunno,” Ink replied with a forced shrug. “You’ve never seen that before?”

      “No. Could be anything. A name, a place, an Otherworld.” He stared at it for a long time, then finally set it down, careful not to touch it with his bare hand. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now. We’ve got what we were looking for. I’ll take it out of here before first light, hopefully before Gwenyth wakes up.”

      “Wait,” Riva said, putting a hand on his arm. “Are we sure returning it is the right thing to do? It is hers, after all. Wouldn't we only be giving her an advantage?”

      “Only an empty one, I think. To prop up her self-conceit. Nothing more. And I'd rather she had her trinket back than let her keep menacing anyone over it.”

      “I suppose you're right.”

      Caradoc looked at Ink. “Well done, Mr. Featherfield. That took a lot of guts. If anyone is to thank for liberating this town, it's you. Be proud of it.”

      Riva touched him on the shoulder with a smile. Ink nodded, but couldn't bring himself to smile back.

      “Let's try to get some sleep,” Caradoc said.

      Ink took the last empty sofa in the corner of the room. He stared up at the dark ceiling, clutching his blanket tight to his chest. Proud? It was only guilt and shame he felt. He ought to have told Caradoc everything, right then and there. But during the last few moments of conversation, another dreadful truth had made itself clear to him. He put the back of his hand to his mouth with a grimace of horror.

      He had met the Mistress. Many times. She was the black-cloaked rider in the watch. She had been the one to carve the glittering soul marking into the sand. It had even been her voice in the pipeworks, calling him a clever boy and insisting that he name his enemy. And in his anger and fear, he had given her just what she wanted. To what end, he still wasn’t sure. Apart from the visions and the mark behind his eyelids, there seemed to be no other effects. Until there were, he would keep it a secret for now. He would first find a way to undo what had been done. Then he could bring it to Caradoc as a new discovery, as if he'd never been in its power. In hers.

      He rolled to his side and faced the wall. Sleep would be impossible now. He could feel the ewer staring at him from across the room.
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      At six o’clock the next morning, Ink woke with a start, his brow beaded with sweat and his heart pounding in his chest. He glanced around, clutching at the edge of the library sofa to steady himself. The others around him woke soon after, each with the same expression of panic and disturbed memory. Everyone had suffered nightmares. The kind that took hold and wouldn’t let go, leaving in their wake a gut-wrenching sickness as the last sights and sounds continued to linger—the final echoes of a scream, the fading glimpse of a terrible face, a feeling of falling. Ink knew the terrors had been the work of his grandfather.

      He felt no better once he noticed Caradoc was already gone. So, too, was the silver ewer. The thing had haunted him as badly as any nightmare. Had he brought the Wickwire Watch along with him to Harroway, he would have made his way outside the walls again and chucked it off the nearest cliff.

      A manservant entered the room and made a nervous bow. His shirt was crumpled and his customary wig was missing. After a brief greeting, he told them Caradoc had already made his way into town and had requested that they remain at the mansion.

      Abner frowned. “And if we don’t?”

      “In that case, sir, he said you could find him in the square.”

      They all washed and dressed as quickly as they could, then left the mansion together and headed down the main street. No one had the stomach to bother with breakfast.
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      They walked in heavy silence. Curtains moved. Doors opened. Dozens of curious and anxious faces appeared as they passed, each anticipating a day of horrible uncertainty and looking to their saviors for assurance. Some followed them, shrugging into coats and shawls. The guards on the walls watched through brass cylinder spyglasses.

      There was no one the Nightmare Fog had not touched. The townspeople were pale and skittish, and several obviously hungover. Not a single soul had slept in peace if they had slept at all. It was a serious blow to nerves already strained by the promise of a day threatening the arrival of real nightmares. The stakes were so high, the fear and anxiety so palpable, that the air quivered with all the energy of another imminent storm. It was an entire town on edge.

      When the square came into the somber procession’s view, the sight inspired all the dread of a battlefield or combat arena. For all anyone knew, they were about to witness a fight to the death—one which held their own fates in the balance. Ink walked stiffly down the road, his hands clenched into fists. Simon reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. For once, Ink did not shove it away. They came to a stop at the end of the road and looked out.

      There he was—the last Keyholder of Eriaris—lounging in a chair in the middle of the square. He rested his boots on the base of a stool as he cut pieces of an apple with a pocket knife. He appeared perfectly calm, even though an unholy gift of the diabolical Mistress sat atop the stool in front of him. He glanced over at them. “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” Simon called out, eyeing the scene warily. “Everything all right?”

      “Well, this apple’s a bit sour and the blade a bit bent but I’m making it work.”

      Ink exchanged a mystified glance with Evering. Caradoc had a baffling knack for making jokes at the worst times. Riva was the first to set off towards him, leading the others. The crowd of townspeople behind them fanned out along the pavements and storefront porches.

      “Everyone had nightmares last night,” Riva said. “Worse than we’ve ever had before.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I was afraid something like that would happen. It’s a tactic the Spektors like to use to put people off balance. I should have given you all a dose of sleeping tonic as a precaution. I’m sorry I didn’t think of it sooner.”

      “Did you have nightmares?” Ink asked.

      He shook his head and cut another piece of apple. “I didn’t sleep much. What about the Kingsleys? Any sign of them?”

      “Not since last night,” Abner replied. “So . . . what do we do now?”

      “We wait,” Simon said. He took a chair from a nearby outdoor café and set it next to Caradoc. “There’s nothing else to be done.”

      “What about all these people?” Harriet asked. “Shouldn’t we get them out? Evacuate the town?”

      “It’s too late for that,” Riva said. “They may as well stay and serve as witnesses now. Perhaps if enough people see the Spektors really exist, it will do some good. Make others aware of the danger.”

      Across the square, Captain Jarius approached with a host of armed guards, each looking more worried than the next. The grizzled officer halted in front of them and nodded. The look of guilt after yesterday's betrayal was still fresh in his eyes.

      “We’ve come to offer our assistance,” he said. “I have here every guard not serving watch duty. You have also a host of cannoneers at the north and south gates and riflemen to position wherever needed. We are at your command.”

      Caradoc rose from his chair. “Thank you, Captain. But I’m afraid cannons and rifles will do us no good. The best thing you can do now is stand with the people.”

      “If we can’t defend them, what will that accomplish?”

      “Your presence will give them a sense of security. Unity is a strength the Spektors have never known and one we can use to our advantage.”

      Jarius was quiet for a moment, hesitant, then glanced back and nodded. “Do as he says.”

      The guards behind him dispersed, heading towards the growing crowd of people gathering around the square. One of the shop doors opened. Two young children stuck their heads out, looking around in curiosity. A guard urged them back inside. Jarius, meanwhile, stepped forward and shook Caradoc’s hand.

      “Good luck to you, sir. To you all. God knows you didn’t have to do this for us. We are forever in your debt and always at your service, no matter the outcome.”

      Caradoc nodded. Jarius turned on his heel and headed straight towards his wife and daughter. Many of the guards had also found friends and family members. Most of the people held on to one another, whispering or praying. Some were on the verge of tears.

      “Look at them,” Jeremy said. “They have no idea what’s coming. They only know they can’t escape it.”

      A woman let out a sob from somewhere in the crowd. When Caradoc heard this, he started towards them. The people quieted when they saw him approach. He tucked his thumbs over his belt and gazed out across the sea of faces.

      “It’s true,” he said in a loud voice. “We have the gift they’re seeking, and with any luck they’ll simply take it and go. But there are no promises, save that we’ll do all we can to make this exchange happen as peacefully as possible. I know you’re standing here now because you’d rather face what’s coming than turn your backs to it. I don’t blame you. But understand—this will not be easy. You’ll see things you’ll never be able to unsee. Everything will change. Your lives, your worlds. Knowing this, if you’re still willing to stand here, then by all means, stand. If Harroway is to survive, it will be done in just this way. With one accord.”

      As Caradoc started back towards his chair, Ink felt a wave of sickness pass over him. His granddad had said that a life would be demanded for the gift. These people were gathered like sheep on the threshold of a slaughterhouse, and there was nothing to be done. Even if he warned them about it—and even if he found a way to omit his visit to a Spektor last night—they would be powerless to stop it. No matter what they believed, no matter how strong their spirits or how great their courage, someone would not be leaving the square alive.

      “There must be something more we can do,” Harriet said. “Surely you can’t mean for us to just stand by and watch.”

      “You can help the others,” Caradoc replied. “Keep them from panicking. Be an anchor when the storm breaks. But only Simon and I must face them here on the front lines.”

      “Then let Riva make a shield enchantment,” Jeremy said.

      “Yes, or a shroud!” Evering cried. “And anything else we can think of!”

      “They’ll be able to see straight through all that,” Simon answered.

      Riva shook her head. “No. No, there’s got to be some other—”

      “Enough,” Abner said, surprising them all with a stern tone. He took the hat from his head and rubbed a hand through his thinning hair. “The rest is out of our hands. No use trying to argue. Come on. We’ll spread out amongst the crowd in pairs. And as for you two . . .” He looked at Simon and Caradoc. “Just say the word if you need me. I’ll be right there. Always have been. Let’s go, Evering.”

      They turned and headed towards the crowd. Evering’s gaze lingered a few moments longer, his attempt at a smile dampened by worry. Jeremy put a hand on Riva’s shoulder to draw her back. Her eyes reddened as she turned away.

      Caradoc looked at Ink and nodded. “Thanks for the gift, Ink.”

      “No thanks needed. Just get rid of the thing.” Ink nodded toward Simon. “And stay close to the priest here. You should be all right then.”

      Simon smiled as Ink turned and made for the crowd. Harriet stepped back, thinking to follow the boy, but couldn’t yet bring herself to go. Caradoc nodded in encouragement. A crestfallen laugh escaped her lips. Heartbreak filled her eyes.

      “All this time,” she said, “all these years and you still don’t know how difficult it is.”

      She looked as though she wanted to say more, but decided against it and finally forced herself to turn away.
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      Simon returned to his chair and sat forward with his arms on his knees, staring at the silver ewer.

      Caradoc resumed cutting into his apple. “You don’t have to do this, you know. Just because the Keyholder Book suggests having a Defender doesn’t mean we have to take it as law.”

      “Strongly suggests. You think they write anything in that book as an afterthought? Besides, I’ve been wearing that title for nine years now. I’d like to think I’ve gained some standing with these creatures after all that time.”

      Caradoc offered him a piece of apple. “So you’re doing it for the prestige?”

      “Of course,” Simon answered as he took it. “You didn’t think we were friends or anything, did you? And don’t tell me you don’t need a Defender. I remember how you looked when you returned from Corvus Lake. And that was only one Spektor.”

      “It's just that I've always hated the idea of putting someone else’s life in danger. But . . . I suppose if you’ve made it this far you can’t be completely useless.”

      Simon smiled, but it was tinged with sorrow and faded soon after. He clasped his hands together. “I'm sorry you ever found the Key. It’s a miracle you even survived the first year with it. Do you know that?”

      A shadow fell over Caradoc’s face, pain dimming the light in his eyes. “Well . . . I did have quite a formidable Defender back then.”

      Simon felt his heart sink alongside his friend’s. “Yes. You certainly did.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back by the ring of storefront porches, the townsfolk clustered around the Colonists and peppered them with questions. What did these Spektors look like? What kind of powers did they possess? Would they steal their souls? Or make them join their ranks? The Colonists did their best to both answer and calm their fears, but it was a hard task to accomplish with their own spirits so unsettled.

      “Miss Welch! Miss Welch!” someone called above the noise.

      A young woman was making her way to where Ink and Harriet stood, elbowing through the crowd with an urgent air. Ink did not recognize her, but Harriet knew her instantly.

      “Galena?”

      “I’m so sorry, Miss Welch!” she cried in near-breathless earnestness. “I heard about what happened yesterday. I swear I had no idea of Kingsley’s despicable plot! I swear it!”

      “Of course, Galena. We don’t blame you.”

      “You can’t imagine how disgusted I was to learn my own father had a hand in it. He tried to prevent me from coming to the square this morning by locking me in my room. I had to go out the window.”

      “Don’t suppose you happen to know where ol’ Kingsley is hiding this time?” Ink asked.

      “Likely in his estate, the same as my father. Even the priest has locked himself inside the temple. Paragons of leadership, they are. It makes me sick. And you know half these people don’t even believe in the spirit creatures. They’ve just come to see if there’ll be a good show. But anyway, now that I am here, tell me what I can do to help.”

      “I’m afraid there’s not much more to be done,” Harriet said.

      “Make way! Make way, there!” someone shouted.

      Ink looked to see William Castor shouldering his way through the crowd. He carried an assortment of odd instruments and leather packs, even juggling a rifle over his shoulder and a crossbow on his back. He raised a hand towards the two Colonists in the middle of the square.

      “Morning, gentlemen!” he called out.

      “Mr. Castor. What’s all this?” Caradoc asked.

      “Just an assortment of bits and bobs I’ve picked up over the years. Thought to make myself useful with ‘em. Here now. Take this rifle. I’ve already loaded it. And the crossbow might be a bit rusty but should still do the job.”

      He lobbed the rifle at Simon, who barely caught it before it hit him in the face. “While we . . . certainly appreciate all this, Mr. Castor, it won’t do any good. You can’t fight something from the Spirit World with physical weapons.”

      “Fair point, sir, but these aren’t your typical weapons. That rifle, see, that’s full of silver bullets. Had ‘em made right here in Harroway. And that crossbow? It’s got diamond arrowheads that have been hollowed out and filled with holy water from the great temple of Orthys itself.” He pulled open his coat to reveal a dozen chains and pendants hanging around his neck. “And see here! Charms, holy talismans, and good luck pieces. You can stave off anything from cockroaches to werewolves with these things.”

      “Werewolves?” Caradoc echoed.

      Castor shrugged. “You never know what you might come across in these mountains. I’ve been through some places that made my skin crawl, if you know what I mean. There’s all sorts of stories about strange things lurking here and there. My take is you can never be too careful, no matter how ridiculous it may sound. A point proven yesterday by you and your good companions.” He reached into his pocket. “Here. That’s for you, Mr. Caradoc. The skull of a rare type of bat. Supposed to bring good luck. Got it from a dwarf I met down in Tansey. At least, he said he was a dwarf.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Castor, but I don’t think even a rare bat skull will quite do the trick.”

      “Then how do you propose to kill ‘em, sir?”

      “That’s just the thing. You don’t have to. They’re already dead.”

      The next moment, the world darkened as though a cloud had crossed over the sun, though the sky was clear. The breeze died away. The air somehow became thicker, sitting heavy in their lungs. All three men looked northwards and watched as a thin sheet of fine mist begin to rise in the distance. The crowd behind them went silent.

      Simon glanced at Castor, who had gone quite pale. “Perhaps you’d better wait back with all the others.”

      Castor reached for the crossbow and fumbled with a quiver of bolts. “If it’s all the same to you, sir, I prefer to stand with the veterans in the face of imminent battle. Right along with this crossbow.”

      Everyone stood in hushed silence, listening. There was no noise of horns from the walls. No calls or cries of alert. All remained quiet and still. The guards tightened their grips around their pistols and knives. The people glanced at one another in uncertainty.

      “Well?” Castor said, daring only to whisper. “Where the blazes are they?”

      Then they did hear a sound—a low growl, coming from a courier dog lying near one of the guards. He stood slowly, flattening his ears against his skull and showing his fangs as the hair bristled along his back. Caradoc stripped the fingerless glove from his left hand, strode forward, and took a matchbook from his pocket. The dog continued to growl as it backed away, staying low to the ground until it finally tucked its tail and trotted off in the opposite direction. Caradoc struck a match and held it over a dark line on the ground which stretched from one end of the square to the other. He set his jaw, tossed down the flame, and stepped away.

      A line of fire blazed to life, shooting a wall of flames seven feet into the air. The effect lasted only a few brief moments, but it was enough time to catch a glimpse of the horde of Spektors standing on the other side of the inferno. They were beyond count—all with cruel and hungry silver eyes, all with spiked chains twisted around their withered, decrepit bodies. The foul black vapor about their shoulders congregated into one massive cloud of pestilent fumes.

      Castor dropped his crossbow. Three people in the crowd fainted. Several screamed. Galena clapped a hand over her mouth. For all anyone knew, the Spektors had been standing there the entire time, watching them with dead-eyed stares. Ink clutched at the wooden post beside him, his knuckles turning white as he fought to keep his legs beneath him.

      His granddad stood at the head of the multitude with his horned hound at his side. He raised a waxen, claw-like hand and clenched it into a fist. The red flames turned black, then died away in a billow of smoke. He curled his lip as he stepped through, showing his silver teeth, then threw his arms wide and cried out in a loud, hollow voice.

      “Hello, Harroway!”

      The sound sent shivers down every spine, more terrible than any warning horn or chorus of screams.

      Eamon clutched at the lapels of his rotted coat. “I must admit, we were counting on a much bigger crowd than this sorry showing. Ah, well. Suppose it can’t be helped now.” He paced back and forth a few steps, sweeping his icy gaze across the terrified faces. “We also heard a few of you came looking for a show. Something to make your wearisome lives a bit more exciting. Well? Tell me now! Do we disappoint?”

      The Spektors behind him erupted into a cacophony of hoots and howls, rattling their chains and spewing jeers and curses. A few more townspeople fainted. Caradoc raised his left hand, no higher than his hip. At this, the Spektors went silent, an air of hateful dread replacing the scornful laughter. Even Eamon’s wicked grin dropped from his face.

      “We have the gift,” Caradoc said. “And I confess myself surprised. I never thought you the sort to go chasing after trifles and trinkets. How desperate your Mistress must be to use you like this. I’d considered throwing it into the sea and watching how long and how many of you it would take to recover it. But because I care no more for her vanity than I do your overdramatic performances, I’ll allow you to take it and go.”

      Eamon clasped his hands behind his back and moved to the middle of the square. He cast a wary eye at Caradoc, then stared down at the ewer. After a long moment, he began a slow walk around it, pursing his lips and stroking his pale chin with long, yellowed fingernails. He paused when he came to Castor.

      “You’re in my way.”

      Castor lurched back as though he’d been stung by a wasp, stiff with fright and nearly tripping over his fallen crossbow.

      The Spektor resumed his walk. “It seems I must congratulate you. This does indeed appear to be the stolen gift. The Mistress will be pleased.”

      He stopped next to Caradoc and narrowed his eyes at him. The black vapor billowed out around the Keyholder. Caradoc did not appear fazed in the least.

      “By the way,” the Spektor said, “I heard about your encounter with those seven Spektors in Burgess Valley. I’m sure they meant no offense and I do hope there were no hard feelings afterward. And not too much blood.”

      “Not at all. By the same token, I hope your compatriot in Ban-Geren was not punished too harshly for revealing that clue to your Mistress’s whereabouts.” Caradoc set his hardened gaze on the mob of Spektors behind him. “Incidentally, does anyone else feel like betraying her today?”

      They hissed and spat at him. Others pulled at their hair and fraying clothes in agitation.

      “Curse you, Eamon!” a woman cried. “Just take the damned thing and let us be gone!”

      “Coward!” an older man replied. “Do you tremble in front of mere flesh and blood!”

      “This is more than flesh and blood!” another man wailed. “This is the Broken One!”

      A second woman shook her fists, making her chains rattle. “Stand or flee, the Broken One damn you all!”

      The mob erupted into a cursing match, throwing insults and spewing venom at one another while the black vapor pulsed and writhed around them. Caradoc cast an amused smirk behind him.

      “Look, Mr. Castor. The dead people are arguing.”

      “Shut up, all of you!” Eamon raged. The hellhound at his heels snarled and barked, causing every Spektor to clap their hands over their ears and writhe as though the sound ripped through their skulls. Eamon turned back to Caradoc, his expression growing even more sour.

      “I must also confess surprise. Namely, to hear you speak with such confidence in the midst of a host who could tear you to pieces before your next breath. If you leave Harroway alive, it will only be because we desire it. Surely you must know that. Or would you like a second opinion? Why don’t we ask your Defender? Ever loyal and faithful, as any dog should be.”

      He circled back to Simon and put an arm around his shoulder.

      “Tell us, Dog,” the Spektor said. “Do you really believe, as your master does, that he has cause to be so self-assured in his ability to defeat us? A mere mortal weakling against those mighty enough to survive the curse of death?”

      “You call that surviving?” Caradoc replied.

      “Please, Broken One. I am asking the dog.”

      Simon clenched his jaw. “You won’t raise a finger against him. Against any of us. You wouldn’t dare risk it.”

      “Wouldn’t we?”

      “No. Because if you did, he would take as many of you down with him as he could. And not one of you is willing to take that chance, or make such a sacrifice. You don’t have the nerve.” His gaze turned to the mob of Spektors. “And that’s why you’ll never win. We risk only death. But you fear something worse. Far worse. We see it in your faces. So if I were you, I’d hurry back to where you came from. Return the prize to your witch, and never set foot in Harroway again.”

      The Spektors writhed, seething with hate. Hisses and curses surged to the tips of their black tongues. Darkness seeped into the whites of Eamon’s eyes. His lips curled into a sneer, then he let out a short bark of a laugh as he pulled away.

      “Hellfire, Broken One, you have trained your dog well! I didn’t think him capable of giving such a fine speech! He can lie almost as well as his master. But what of the others?”

      The Spektor turned on his heel and swept past the silver ewer. The horrified townspeople surged back against the shops and houses as he strode towards them with the hellhound following at his heels. Only the Colonists stood fast, even as Eamon halted and fixed his chilling gaze on them. He flicked his black tongue between his silver teeth.

      “Look at you all. Righteous. Sainted. Ever full of daring and bravery. I will say, you do seem to be waning in number. I could’ve sworn there were more of you only a little while ago. A run of back luck, perhaps?”

      “You dare throw mockery at us?” Simon shouted from behind him.

      “Be silent, Dog!” Eamon shot back. “You talk of risk! You talk of courage and sacrifice! But what are they really worth? It now falls to the rest of your friends to answer! What profit has there been for all your pains? For all your suffering and sorrow? I have seen it bring you nothing but failure. Nothing but weakness and infirmity. I have seen it weary you all to the bone. Is that not the truth? What say you, Master Abner Hart, failed husband and father? And you, Evering Hart, failed son?”

      Abner and Evering’s breath caught in their throats at the declaration of their true names. The burly engineer put a hand on his son's shoulder but neither answered the Spektor's charge. Eamon’s eyes bore into them like bolts of fire before turning to the next pair.

      “Jeremy Stockton, failed brother twice over. And Lady Rivalia, failed daughter of the Entrian people, how do you answer?”

      Both looked away. Neither spoke. The Spektor put a fist to his hip as he turned his silver eyes to the last pair.

      “And you, Harriet Whistler, failed wife and would-be mother. Are you not wearied to death of pain and suffering? Would you dare look me in the eye and deny it?”

      She fought hard to hold his gaze, but she could only bear it for a few moments. As soon as her eyes dropped, the Spektor sneered and glanced at the boy standing beside her.

      “And you, Anthony Revore. Last and certainly least. Failed in all things. You have been lucky to escape your fate so far, I’ll grant you that. But do you truly believe that luck will hold forever? Do any of you? And what is more . . . do you truly want to escape it? Aren’t you tired?”

      These last three words had a horrible effect, for it seemed they suddenly did begin to feel the crushing weight of exhaustion. The sleep-robbing nightmares, the terror of facing a host of dark spirits, the kernel of truth—however small—in the Spektor’s words, it all began to bear down on them with a heavy oppression they had never felt before.

      Eamon shook his gray, matted head. “Perhaps now you can better see the wisdom in this—that you should never claim a victory before the battle has begun. It is bad sportsmanship at best, overconfidence at worst. But come! Look! I have one more thing to show you! One more mirror to turn upon your false spotless images!” He swung his arm in a line in front of him, drawing up a ring of strange fire which burned without smoke and flickered without color.

      With a sudden surge of anger, Caradoc raised his left hand into the air. The Spider Key began to glow as though on fire. Eamon gasped as his chains tightened around him, the metal thorns digging into his pale flesh. Drops of black blood oozed through his clothing. A moment later, a chorus of scraping blades and creaking bowstrings sounded from behind.

      “Stop!” Simon said.

      Caradoc frowned, realizing the warning was not for the Spektors, but for himself. He glanced over his shoulder and found that the gruesome horde had now armed themselves with a collection of spears, axes, and bows. Each was aimed straight at him. His hand faltered in the air. His eyes found Ink across the square, remembering how the boy had noticed the spot of blood on the front of his shirt. Ink shook his head, his face filled with terror.

      The ghostly flames Eamon had kindled rose higher. Flecks of black spittle dripped from the Spektor’s chin as he raised a damning finger at Caradoc. “There! There is your King of False Images! The true enemy! The great evil-doer and liar of this age! He knows I seek to reveal his secrets! See how he tries to stop me! How he seeks to bring me under his hand—as he would do to you all given the chance!”

      He swept both hands through the colorless fire. In the blink of an eye, the ring of flames burst open and shot across the entire city like a shockwave. The people screamed and cowered, turning away and hiding their faces as it swept over them. But it was only a vision of fire, bringing no heat or pain.

      The true effect proved no less horrifying. A scene of absolute devastation now appeared before their eyes. The square was littered with burning corpses, young and old, lifeless and broken. Noises of far-away screams and crashing timbers echoed in their ears. Flames licked the sides of buildings and sent massive plumes of smoke high into the sky. Eamon’s chains fell slack as Caradoc loosened his hold on the Spektor and stared in horror at the scene around them.

      “May I present,” Eamon shouted, “the great and terrible island of Damiras!”

      The Colonists all turned away, mortified. Only Ink could not tear his eyes from the images.

      Eamon cackled, pulling at his loose chains. “See what has already burned for his ambition! See the true consequence of the courage and selflessness they so nobly claim!”

      “You will not take this city,” Caradoc said, his voice a rasping growl. “I swear by my blood, not one of you will anchor here. Not one will lay claim to a single soul. No matter how low you stoop, even to false witness.”

      “False! False am I?” Eamon said, then paused and considered the accusation. He glanced around, tapping his lip. “By thunder, the wretch does put me on the spot! My apologies, ladies and gentlemen, it seems I have indeed made an error. This is not Damiras. There has been so much destruction left in his wake, the names do begin to jumble themselves together. Would you care to do the introduction, Broken One? For surely you must remember the ruined city of Krymenos?”

      This time, Caradoc did not answer. He’d gone deathly pale, and the light of the Key faded as his arm dropped to his side. Ink, too, felt the remaining blood leave his face. He had seen Krymenos once before. His grandfather had explained it as the doomed city of an ancient world. The site of a battle between Caradoc and the Spektors which had resulted in its utter destruction. A river of unquenchable fire coursed through its streets, hidden only at high tide by a merciful sea.

      “You see what he will risk? What he gives as an offering?” Eamon continued. “It is not his life, but yours! Theirs! There is no soul he will not offer to the fire to gain the power he seeks! No unspeakable deed he will not commit! This is the true meaning of the sacrifice he boasts—ritual slaughter!”

      A section of building crumbled above the crowd. They screamed as it toppled over them, sending chunks of flaming debris in every direction. It didn’t matter that the rubble passing through them was only a ghostly image.

      “What are you doing? Why do you linger?” Abner shouted above the crowd, his anger overcoming his horror. “You have your damned gift! Take it and go!”

      The Spektor turned and put a hand to his black-veined brow. “Oh, no. Oh, dear. How careless of me. How utterly foolish.” He glanced up at the crowd again and held out his hands in apology. “Once again, I must beg your pardon. I am mistaken about this particular scene of devastation but they do tend to look alike after a while. What you see before you is not Damiras, nor is it Krymenos.” He ventured a few steps forward, then stooped and spoke with a whisper that echoed into every corner of the city. “This is Harroway.”

      Full panic broke as every citizen realized the corpses were theirs, the burning buildings their own homes and shops. They clung to one another, weeping and wailing. A few even left the square and ran home. Caradoc raised his hand and closed his eyes. A low rumble trembled through the ground. A pulse of white light broke from the Spider Key and spread across the square. For a moment, the vision vanished. But then a crack of thunder sounded from overhead, and with another burst of ghostly light the scene re-appeared, more vivid and terrible than before.

      Eamon laughed. “You see? The truth demands to be shown! This is your future! A fate you cannot escape for all your coin! For all the souls you trample upon! There is no running from it! No hiding! Believe me, we’ve tried!”

      He turned back to the Spektor mob, who broke into another chorus of sadistic laughter. Ink looked to the Colonists. They were stunned silent, pained in fresh grief. Caradoc clutched at his wrist, struggling to control the Key’s waning power. The light flickered and faded. Blood ran down his arm from the open wound. Ink glanced back at his granddad, who was looking straight at him. He had succeeded in breaking the entire town.

      Or rather, he almost had.

      “It's not true!”

      The words tore from Ink’s throat before he knew what was happening.

      “You can't believe him! He's made it all up!”

      No one answered. They hadn’t heard him above the sound of their own shrieks and cries. Eamon turned away and stepped back to the horde of dead with a swagger. Ink felt a surge of anger blaze hot inside his heart. And then he remembered the story Martin had told him about the night he’d almost thrown himself from a bridge, hounded by voices and visions he couldn’t escape. A single word had saved him. Ink stood tall and took a deep breath.

      “Liar!” he shouted. “Liar! Liar! Liar!”

      He said it over and over again, hoping to draw attention. No one so much as glanced at him. Still he continued at the top of his lungs, shouting until he heard himself grow hoarse and felt his throat turn raw.

      Not until then did he recall the ultimate lesson from Martin's terrible ordeal. The word alone hadn't done it. Nor the anger or defiance. With a mind and body ravaged by a possessing Spektor, the man had only the power to whisper his pronouncement. It wasn't a matter of volume or bravado. Ink had to believe what he was saying, deep in his soul and beyond a shadow of a doubt. He clutched at the porch railing, steadying himself, and fixed his grandfather with a hardened frown.

      When he spoke again, his passions and emotions were no longer tossed about by the wild flames of fury. They had coalesced into conviction. As solid as stone.

      “Liar.”

      The word came from his heart. As soon as it left his lips, something caught his eye near a patch of ghost fire burning a few feet away. A flash of gold light flared to life like a small bolt of lightning, ran a space across the ground, then disappeared, taking the ghost fire with it.

      Ink glanced around with a thrill of gleeful surprise and triumph, wondering if anyone else had noticed it. There was no reaction—save for a single, tiny, immensely important detail. The Spider Key had flared bright again. It was only for a moment, but Ink knew it was tied to the word he'd spoken. He looked at Caradoc and Simon, Keyholder and Defender, standing like fighters in a ring. And the thought struck him; what if he could do more? What if he could put into action what he and Caradoc had discussed in the judge's chambers? Strengthen his newfound confidence with hope and courage, adding oil to the flame already burning inside?

      Without another moment’s hesitation, he jumped over the porch railing and raced towards the middle of the square.

      “Ink!” Harriet cried. “What are you doing?”

      He continued on, even though his stomach was tying itself into knots. He stopped beside Caradoc and stood with his hands balled into fists. The Spektors jeered and laughed at him. His grandfather wasn’t even looking. It didn’t matter. There was no time to lose. Ink took a deep breath, preparing to lose a good chunk of his dignity, and began to sing at the top of his lungs.

      
        
        
        Four and twenty miners along the mountain track

        Four and twenty bundles upon their sturdy backs

        Four and twenty hours until they make it back

        In the open or the underground

        To sunder and to hack

      

      

      

      Music had power, the Plumsleys had said, and it was the very kind he needed. Sputterings of gold light passed across the square, erasing a corpse, then restoring the roof of a collapsed building. The illusion was fading, the spell breaking. Castor and Simon looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. Caradoc stared hard as though trying to understand. Then a grin spread across his face, and he took a deep breath and began to sing along.

      
        
        
        Four and twenty axes to take the silver fine

        Four and twenty hammers to break the slate and lime

        Four and twenty shovels to send it down the line

        In the open or the underground

        In rainstorm or in shine

      

      

      

      The panicking crowd behind them began to quiet down, stunned by the sight of the Keyholder and the boy singing their hearts out. A bigger bolt of gold lightning washed across the square, wiping away another dozen burning corpses. Simon and Castor saw it this time, as well as a number of the townspeople.

      “Come on, sing!” Caradoc said. “We heard this song a hundred times on the mountain!”

      Simon and Castor exchanged a baffled look. They joined in with weak voices at first, uncertain, but soon grew more confident with every verse.

      
        
        
        God’s grace to a miner

        His strength in every hand

        He keeps the candle burning ‘til the work comes to an end

        If you search across the desert

        If you search across the sea

        You'll never find a heart so bold with grit and gallantry

      

      

      

      A dozen pulses of light flashed to life, like cracks in the air through which golden sunlight bled. The ghostly visions were being washed away with every word, and the Spektors were almost as astonished as they were incensed. Some lowered their weapons. Others faded into black vapor. Ink ran back towards the onlooking crowd, beckoning.

      “Join in! Come on! All you servants and workers! Guards and watchers! You know this song! Let's give ‘em a noise like they’ve never heard before!”

      It was slow to start, but one by one, voices began to chime in. Every man who had ever been a miner, every woman who had ever worked in the camps. Former prisoners. Outcasts and beggars. They sang with one voice, while the wealthier patrons of Harroway could only look on in stunned silence. Abner and Jeremy even joined in, their voices proud and strong though they stumbled over a few of the words. The light of the Spider Key shone bright as the sun. Gold flashed in every corner, splitting off into a hundred bolts and streaking across the ground and sky above. Before long, the scene of destruction was gone. But the song did not end. Seeing the work of their voices, they grew bolder, determined to drive off the hellish host entirely.

      The Spektors began to shrink away. The hellhound growled and anxiously set its tail between its legs. Ink stepped forward, kicking up a spray of snow.

      “What’s this? Frightened off by a song? Could you be any more pathetic?”

      “Don’t forget the gift before you go,” Caradoc said. “And give the Mistress our regards. She'll see us very soon.”

      They had won. Harroway was free. There would be no more terror. No more threats. There would not even be a life demanded for the gift, as his granddad had warned. For of course, that too had been a lie. Ink grinned. It was all over. Sure and certain.

      Until someone screamed.

      “No! No!”

      The song died away. All eyes—living and dead—turned towards the main west road. A woman raced towards them, still in her nightgown and robe, her eyes wide and frenzied. It was Gwenyth, and she was heading straight for the silver ewer.

      “It’s mine!” she cried. “You had no right! Thieves! All of you!”

      Castor reached out a hand. “No, Gwenyth! Stop!”

      Had any of the three men been standing close enough, they would have caught her up and held her back. Caradoc started to run forward but halted as soon as she reached the stool bearing the ewer. The Spektors stood behind her in silence. She did not look at them.

      “Stand away!” she shouted. “It's mine! My personal property!”

      The effect of having gone without the Mistress’s gift for an entire morning had already taken its toll. She now appeared to be halfway between quite young and very old. Parts of her face were sagged and wrinkled, her dark hair streaked with white. Other parts still held the firmness and color of youth.

      Castor stared at her, appalled. “Gwenyth? What’s happened to you?”

      “Mrs. Kingsley, please,” Caradoc said. “On your life, do not touch that object.”

      “Do you take me for a fool, Mr. Rawlings? I know the way of magical items. The merchant warned me never to touch it with bare hands. A year now I have kept it with the utmost care, and it has paid me well in return.”

      Simon raised a hand. “Madam, we beg you. Step away from it.”

      “Ma’am,” Castor said. “Whatever it may have done for you, that thing is now the property of those creatures behind you! Please!”

      She glanced behind her and frowned. “Oh, very fine, William. Do they now make a liar out of you as well as a thief?”

      “But . . . can you not see them?”

      “I see only traitors.” She leaned over the ewer like a guard dog. “Now back away!”

      The mob of Spektors behind her stared grim-faced, their expressions lean and hungry. The townspeople looked on breathlessly. The Colonists left the porches and gathered together at the southern end of the square—but no further. They knew one step too many might push her too far.

      William Castor, however, did not know so well. He lunged forward, making a quick grab for the ewer. Gwenyth screamed as though he sought to murder her and snatched up the ewer in her bare hands without a second thought.

      “Let go!” Caradoc shouted. “Gwenyth, let go! I can’t help you if you don’t!”

      “But I deserve it!” she cried, stepping back. “Freezing in these godforsaken mountains all these years! Imprisoned in these walls! You cannot begrudge me this small piece of happiness!”

      She backed away as she spoke, straight into the mob of Spektors.

      “Gwenyth!” Caradoc cried. “Don't—”

      They swarmed her in an instant, like bees on a honeycomb. She screamed as a cloud of black fog rushed over her, swirling like the winds of a vortex. For Ink, everything went dark and silent. Caradoc had rushed to him and wrapped his arms around his head, pulling him close and blocking out all sight and sound of the gruesome scene. Ink did not struggle.

      By the time Caradoc released him, everything had gone silent. Ink looked around. The Spektors were gone, the silver ewer had been taken, and Gwenyth Kingsley lay dead in the middle of the square.

      No one moved. No one spoke. There was not even a cry of alarm from the crowd. Ink could hardly breathe as he stared at her. The only sign of harm was a line of blood trickling from her mouth to the snowy ground beneath.

      “Gwenyth!”

      A man raced towards them down the west road. It was Mayor Kingsley, still in his morning robe and silk slippers.

      “Gwenyth!” he shouted. “Gwenyth, no! No!”

      Simon hurried forward and caught him with an arm across his chest. Tears sprang from Kingsley’s eyes as he stared in horror at her lifeless body.

      “Someone fetch help! Someone call for the doctor! Gwenyth! Oh God, not my Gwenyth!”

      He sobbed and sank to the ground, dragging Simon with him. The townspeople looked on in shock. Some removed their hats. Captain Jarius hurried forward and ordered two guards to fetch both the doctor and the priest. Ink felt himself in a daze, unable to hear anything but Kingsley’s weeping. Someone laid a hand on his shoulder.

      “Come away now, Ink,” Harriet said. “Let Riva take you back to the mansion.”

      Ink stumbled back, unable to tear his eyes away from Gwenyth. Caradoc removed his coat and covered her with it. The mayor buried his face in his hands. Castor sat beside him and rested a hand on his shoulder. Riva put her arm around Ink and gently turned him away.

      A life demanded for the stolen gift. It hadn't been a lie after all. And indeed, the significance was even greater than he'd first realized. Until now, they had only known of two circumstances in which a Spektor was allowed to kill; to take down a Keyholder, and to destroy a victim of possession. But here was a third reason—as retribution for a gift stolen from the Mistress.

      Gwenyth’s fate should have been his. The Spektor in Corvus Lake should have made him a corpse the day he’d found the Wickwire Watch, only Caradoc had been there to save him. He'd also never held the watch in his hands when they were too far apart for the Keyholder to come to his rescue again. It was only by luck that he’d survived this long. Pure, dumb luck. But it went even further than that. He might have brought the watch to his meeting with his granddad, atop the mass grave in a snowy wood. He might have carried it any number of times, just far enough away for a Spektor to take it back and claim vengeance for its theft. Except he didn't have it. It was nowhere near. And all because of an old, one-eyed cat. By snatching it from his room, Oswald had saved his life.

      If only Gwenyth had known such luck.
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      Back in the square, a woman standing behind the crowd turned and began to walk away. She tightened her cloak around her, holding her hood close to hide her face. A twisted grin was on her lips. A moment later, she vanished.
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            A Welcome Distraction

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      In the wake of the tragedy, Captain Jarius stepped forward to take charge of things. A day of mourning was declared, to be followed by a day of feasting to celebrate the end of the attacks. The weight of sorrow laid heavy on the witnesses in the square, but as soon as they turned homeward again, they found the heaviness lifting, the sky lightening, and the air easier to breathe. The death of Gwenyth Kingsley was dreadful, but the more the people of Harroway talked about her, the more everyone came to realize that no one had really known her. She had never attended any of Harroway’s many social events, but kept mostly to the mansion, and even then had only befriended one or two of her servants. Some even began to think of her passing as a liberation from the lonely existence which had made her so miserable.

      Moving the body would be a messy business, and under Caradoc’s direction it was not undertaken until the square had been cleared out. Once Kingsley came to his senses, he requested that she be buried that same evening. He wanted her at peace as soon as possible, among other friends who had since gone to their rest. There was a small service late that afternoon with only a handful of servants and local officials present. Of the Colonists, only Caradoc attended, as they had agreed the presence of all eight of them might be too upsetting for the mayor.

      After the service, Caradoc had a talk with the priest about the Spektors and encouraged him to contact the Librarian of Mastmarner with any questions or concerns. The priest clearly felt guilty about hiding in the temple during the whole ordeal, but to his credit, he did appear to take the truth to heart and didn’t scorn or scoff at anything Caradoc told him.

      The rest of the Colonists found themselves busy with a stream of visitors who came to the mansion bringing gifts and many heartfelt thanks. Despite Eamon’s best attempts to give their true identities away, no one believed them capable of causing any amount of destruction in any place. Even Mr. Castor—who had actually heard of the island of Damiras—insisted that the entire thing had been a lie to rile everyone up. The Colonists didn’t care to correct him.

      Ink stayed in his room for the better part of the day. He didn’t want anyone thanking him or giving him gifts. They may have saved the town, but it had come at a terrible price, and the choices he now faced were not so easy to push aside for another time. He began at first to think he had found a way to be free of the Spektors. Surely, as long as he didn’t carry the watch he could go wherever he pleased. He could strike out on his own again, resume the search for his parents, make up all the time he had lost. But then he remembered the warning his granddad had given him behind Margaret’s house. He had seen too much, learned things that could never be unlearned. And so he would never shake them.

      Ink rubbed a hand over his face and jumped down from his enormous bed. He made his way to the window at the far end of the room and looked out. The town had come to life again. The streets were full of people. Courier dogs raced in and out of the north gate. A gang of woodcutters drew wagons of firewood behind them, their mouths moving in unison. Ink unlatched his window and opened it, braving the chill air. They were singing “Four and Twenty Miners.”
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      By the next day, the general mood was much improved. The Colonists were glad to be heading home that afternoon, and the servants’ news of party preparations in the great meeting hall cheered even Abner. A bit of joy and light-heartedness would be a welcome distraction and would do a great deal of good in eradicating any remaining traces of darkness the Spektors might have left behind. Kingsley appeared once in the library to thank the Colonists and apologize again for his underhanded tactics. He kept to his room for the rest of the morning after that, leaving the Colonists to enjoy breakfast without him.

      Mr. Castor, however, brought his wife and children to the meal, eager to introduce them to the “heroes of Harroway” and recount the brave exploits of the showdown in the square. Ink felt his cheeks flush at Castor’s boisterous re-telling of his singing debut, and there was a great deal of laughter and good-natured ribbing at his expense. Castor also told them of his efforts to investigate the identity of the merchant who had sold Gwenyth the silver ewer, but in all the supply logs and records in the courthouse there was not a single mention of it. A little while later, Castor’s children asked to see the Key on Caradoc’s still-bandaged hand. He smiled gently and apologized that he couldn’t show them, but remained mostly quiet for the rest of the meal.

      By noon, servants were loading the Colonists’ packs and bags into a wagon, along with all the weapons Captain Jarius had confiscated upon their arrival. Two fine carriages pulled up to the outer stair, ready to transport them to the great feast in the meeting hall. Abner herded everyone down the stairs and into the huge foyer near the front door.

      “Remember now,” he said, “we’ll be leaving as soon as this celebration thing is over and not coming back here afterwards. Make sure you’ve got everything. Hats, coats, gloves . . .”

      The front door opened. Riva stepped inside, a beaming smile lighting up her entire face. “They’ve already started the music! And they say there’s a dance floor as well! It’s like a holiday festival!”

      Evering twitched his nose towards the open door. “Oh merciful heavens, I think I smell roast beef.”

      “Just look at those carriages,” Harriet said as they made their way outside. “And those horses are absolutely beautiful.”

      “Maybe we should take a few with us,” Ink said. “We could use some horses in the village. For chores at the very least.”

      “What, and rob you of all that good manual labor?” Evering teased.

      “Oh, you’re hilarious, you are,” Ink replied, shoving his arm.

      “Wait, where’s Caradoc?” Jeremy said.

      “He must still be packing,” Simon replied.

      Everyone paused mid-way down the steps, but Abner waved them on.

      “I’ll get him. The rest of you go on. We’ll catch up.”
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      Caradoc sat on the storage trunk at the foot of his bed, leaning on his knees with his hands clasped together. His pack lay on the bed beside him. He stared down at the floor in a daze, unblinking. A chorus of bright pipes and merry fiddles floated up the street and through the open window.

      He finally broke from his trance at the noise of laughter echoing from the courtyard. Horse hooves clopped against the cobblestones. Servants called to one another. He raised his head and twisted his neck, wringing out a twinge of pain near his shoulder. He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t go to a party and pretend to be happy and carefree, as if nothing had happened. Then again, neither did he want anyone sinking into despair under a cloud of gloom. He set his hands on the edge of the trunk, preparing to stand. But then his eye caught sight of something glinting in the light. It was the knife tethered to his pack.

      He stared at it for a long moment. All the while a great swell of deep anger grew, darkening his face. It was all he could do to keep from shaking with it. Almost absentmindedly, as though he'd fallen into another trance, he began to unwrap the bandage from his left hand. The blood had dried but the wound still ached. The sight of it pushed his anger to the edge of rage.

      He grabbed the knife out of its sheath. Sweat beaded on his brow as he held it in front of him, trying to determine the sharpness of its edges. Satisfied, he set his hand on his knee and uncurled his fingers. The golden web gleamed in his palm. With a deep breath, he brought the tip of the knife to the topmost strand of the web, where it met with the flesh of his palm. The tendons and nerves stretched taut below the mark. He tightened his grip on the knife, steeling himself. A drop of perspiration trickled down the side of his face.

      A hand came to rest on his shoulder. For a long time, no one said a word. Through the window, lively hand drums began to play. Abner’s grip on Caradoc’s shoulder gently tightened.

      The knife clattered to the floor. Caradoc curled his left hand into a fist and brought it to rest against his brow. A knock came at the door.

      “Pardon me, sir,” a servant said, poking his head into the room. “Your carriage is ready.”

      Abner nodded. “Thank you, but . . . I think we’ll walk.”

      The manservant bowed his head and withdrew. Abner clapped his hand lightly on Caradoc’s arm, then crossed the room and took up his coat draped across a chair. He held it open and stood patiently without a word. They heard the sound of the carriage driving away. Caradoc sat motionless for another minute, then rose and let Abner help him into his coat.
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      The meeting hall was only a short walk from the mansion. From the courtyard gate they could see party lights glowing in the distance. Music and boisterous laughter carried across the entire town. People made their way down the pavements in high spirits, nodding and tipping their hats to the two Colonists who walked along at a slower pace. Only Abner returned the greetings. When they were alone again, he looked at Caradoc.

      “You know . . . when Evering was very young, he would always ask why we couldn’t live in a big house, or go on holidays to the sea. Why he had to help his mother at the cotton mill after school while the other boys ran off to play. He’d say, ‘Why don’t others work as hard as we do?’ And I’d tell him, ‘Because others don’t have the heart for it. They’re not strong enough. Not tough enough. So God chose us to make up for their weakness.’ And then one day, when he was a little older, he said, ‘I understand that, Dad. But sometimes . . . I’d just rather be weak.’”

      He snuck another glance at Caradoc’s face.

      “I’m not a fool. I know the things you do carry a heavy cost. Greater than any of us can imagine. You’re the toughest man I’ve ever known, Mr. Caradoc, and I’ve always meant to tell you how sorry I am for that.”

      Caradoc remained silent but finally lifted his eyes from the road. They walked on until the entrance to the meeting hall came into sight. A line of carriages was parked alongside it. Riva waved to them from the door. Caradoc stopped where the path curved down towards the hall and gazed out at the scene.

      “Aren’t you tired, Abner?”

      Abner rubbed his chin, recognizing the Spektor’s question. He watched a family pass by on the opposite side of the street. The youngest girl giggled as her parents swung her between their arms as they went.

      “Only of myself, sometimes,” he finally answered. “I get tired of my worrying over the pipeworks. My fretting over Evering. My guilt over letting Jeremy and his brothers take a few days’ leave from the factory. So . . . what do we do when we get tired? We sleep, of course. But sleeping isn’t always enough. Then I think, what do I do with a piece of machinery that starts to get overheated or grind its gears a bit too far down?”

      Caradoc looked at him, awaiting the answer. Abner nodded.

      “You put it aside for a while. You let it rest. You find laughter and song. Good food and drink. That celebration down there, that’s not meant to wipe away yesterday’s troubles. It’s not turning a blind eye. It’s time off from sorrow and grief. Permission to hope that things will be all right again.”

      A slight smile lifted the grimness from Caradoc’ face. “So what now? Are you going to force me to have fun?”

      “Force a Keyholder to have fun? No. Never. Impossible.” Abner grinned, a twinkle glinting in his eye. “But Isaac Caradoc? Absolutely.”
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      The meeting hall was the largest building in town, designed to hold every citizen in Harroway. This was fortunate, since nearly every citizen turned up. Filled to capacity, the hall became so warm that windows had to be opened to let in the winter air. Servants floated in and out of side doors to keep the tables constantly full of food and drink. In the very center of the room was a raised platform where a band played with boundless energy. A crowd of people danced around them, cheering and shouting as they went. Ribbons fluttered from the rafters. Silk tapestries shimmered on the walls. The Colonists themselves had been seated at the head table on the far side of the room. Riva led Abner and Caradoc to it.

      “There you are!” Simon said above the noise as they arrived. “We were just about to have this changed over to a search party.”

      Caradoc jerked a thumb towards the platform. “Shouldn’t you be up there telling jokes?”

      “Just look at this ungodly amount of food,” Abner said as he took his chair.

      Evering shook his head, his mouth half full of roast beef. “Too bad it ain’t as good as Harriet’s—I mean, Anne's cooking.”

      “You’d never know by the way you’re shoveling it in,” Riva said, poking him in the shoulder as she went to take her seat.

      Four servants approached from a side door with huge bottles of red wine. As they went down the table filling their glasses, Abner took a sip and shook his head.

      “Ugh, that’s strong stuff. You stick to water, Son. And that goes for you, too, little Eddie.”

      “What?” Evering protested. “Dad, I am twenty-four.”

      “You’re still my son and I’m still your father. Jeremy’s not drinking either.”

      “What about Riv—I mean, Charlotte? Why does she get to have some?”

      “She’s not my daughter.”

      “I’m not your son!” Ink chimed in.

      “Don’t change the subject,” Abner replied. “Now hush up. Someone’s speaking.”

      The band had gone silent for a moment as Captain Jarius rose to his feet and proposed a toast to the Colonists, then another to the memory of Gwenyth Kingsley. The people raised their glasses. When they had taken their seats again, the Colonists made their own toast to Chester and the Plumsleys. Ink drank dutifully from his water glass for the first half hour of the feast. The rest of the evening, he snuck swallows of wine from Simon’s glass.

      It was like old times again. They laughed and teased and ate until they couldn’t eat any more. Simon and Caradoc challenged each other to arm-wrestling and drinking contests, often both at once. Ink and Evering placed bets and egged them on, while Harriet and Riva chided their foolishness but laughed the entire time. Jeremy and Abner spent the first part of the feast talking of practical matters and discussing improvements to be made on Riverfall. This came to a halt when an endless train of desserts arrived at their table, at which time they took it upon themselves to sample each one and decide which was best.

      “Uh oh, Evering. Don’t look now,” Riva said with a smirk. “There’s Galena.”

      “Oh yes?” Abner said. “I’d love to meet this girl. Which one is she?”

      Harriet smiled. “You’re in luck. She’s headed right this way.”

      “What? Does Evering have a girlfriend?” Simon said, a little too loudly.

      “Shut up! She can hear you!” Evering hissed, turning a shade of bright red and shrinking down in his seat.

      Galena approached the table with a broad smile and produced a charming courtesy. “Ladies. Gentlemen. I know I'm hardly the first to say so, but allow me to offer my most sincere gratitude for your selfless actions in service of our town. I daresay they ought to give you Kingsley’s job in light of everything that’s happened. I know I would.”

      “That’s kind of you, Galena,” Harriet said. “I hope you didn’t get into trouble with your father for leaving the house.”

      “Not at all,” she replied, arching an eyebrow with a pleased look of pride. “After what he'd done, he couldn't so much as raise his voice to me. Anyway, that’s old business. We look to better times now. So, gentlemen, who will indulge me with a dance? Mr. Rawlings?”

      “Oh, no. Sorry but I don’t dance.”

      “What?” Ink said, glancing over at him. “You sing and you play instruments and you act a fool, but you don’t dance?”

      “I would be more than happy to indulge you, Miss,” Abner said, rising from the table to the mortification of his son. “If you wouldn’t object to having such an old man as a partner.”

      “I’d certainly never object to one so handsome,” she replied, taking his hand with a smile.

      As they moved off to the center of the dance floor, Ink elbowed Evering in the ribs.

      “Look at it this way—you can see her every day if she ends up being your step-mother.”

      Evering shot him a murderous look.

      The next dance began. As soon as the rest of the townspeople saw that Abner had been spoken for, a dozen or more approached the table and invited the others to be their partners. Riva in particular was suddenly quite popular. It seemed that no one objected any longer to having an Entress in their midst. Even Ink found himself with a few offers, though of course he turned them down, insisting he’d done enough to embarrass himself in public. Before long, only he and Caradoc remained at the table. The Keyholder continued to decline invitations long after the dance had begun.

      “You know, I've been thinking about something,” Ink said to him. “Every time you find yourself in a bad situation—even when you're just bored or lonely—you could step off to an Otherworld whenever you want. You could get out of this whole mess with that Key of yours, even if it was only for a little while. So couldn't you do that for the rest of us? Take us all to some other place instead of staying on Riverfall? And couldn't you have done it for all the people here when the Spektors came? Just send everyone out of Eriaris?”

      Caradoc poured himself another glass of wine. “It's a bit more complicated than that. Keyholders can only take one other person through the Veil at a time. The Keys were designed that way to prevent hosts of people flocking between worlds where they don't belong.”

      “But couldn't you just take 'em back again?”

      “That's the other complication. Doors open and close all the time in the Veil, which means you're never guaranteed a route back to the place you came from.”

      Ink put his elbow on the table and cupped his chin in his hand. “That's another thing. What is the Veil? I've heard it mentioned a lot, but I've never really understood it.”

      Caradoc ruminated on the question while sipping his wine. “In the plainest terms, the Veil is the part of the Spirit World which threads through all physical ones. That's why the Spektors—who are creatures of spirit—can pass so easily between them. Personally, I like to think of the Veil as an endless ocean, and all the worlds like ships. The water lifts them up, carries them along, gives them life and movement and purpose. And yet, that is only one small part of the ocean’s function. What we know of it is only what we've seen on the surface. We haven't even begun to plumb its depths.”

      Ink folded his arms. “When you put it that way . . . it sounds almost terrifying.”

      “It can be. Especially at first. But after you've done your fair share of dives, you get used to being in the water. Sometimes you even look forward to it.”

      “But what about Margaret? If the Spektors were in her house, why did you have to cross the Veil at all?”

      “Because the Spektors use the Veil not only as a means of travel, but as a hiding place. They had set their anchor in her house—staked their claim on it—but then retreated to an Otherworld where their presence and influence would be harder to detect.”

      Ink's gaze fell to the tablecloth as he pondered this. In that time, two servants came to the table, one to clear away the empty dishes, the other to replace them with new ones. When they had both gone again, Ink looked back at Caradoc.

      “What about you, then? Using the Key to just get away on your own? Haven't you ever thought about it?”

      “Of course. Many times. But I've also made it a personal rule never to run away when I can help it. To face things head on. Besides, Riverfall is where I’m among the only family I have left. It would be unthinkable to leave them now.” He took another sip of wine, then cast a tentative glance at Ink. “Speaking of which . . . I’ve made it a point not to press you on the subject, but the night before we went to Margaret's house, you told Simon that Anthony Revore wasn’t your true name. That you weren’t the lost orphan from Kinsington in the kidnapping notices. But the Spektor in the square called you by that name. And when Coram used it at Mastmarner, you didn’t correct him. You don’t owe me the details or the truth. Your identity is your business. But not once, in all this time, have you mentioned anything about your family. I know you like to keep things close to the vest, but I thought I’d ask—”

      “No,” Ink said. “I’m not an orphan.”

      Caradoc’s eyes filled with concern. “Where is your family? Do they need help?”

      Before Ink could answer, Mr. Castor and his wife broke their dance and paused in front of the table.

      “Mr. Rawlings!” he cried. “Mr. Douglas! What are you doing sitting down? You’re missing out on all the fun!”

      “Afraid we’re not much for dancing,” Caradoc replied.

      “Oh, for shame!” Mrs. Castor teased. “What with all these young ladies wanting a partner! Heartbreakers, the both of you.”

      They laughed as they resumed their dance, whirling away. Caradoc looked to Ink again, waiting for the answer to his question. Ink fidgeted in his seat. He couldn’t tell him about his parents. At least, not yet. There would be a danger of unintentionally bringing the Entress and the Colonists together in the search. That was something he couldn’t risk.

      “They’re fine,” he answered at last.

      Caradoc did not look convinced. The dance soon ended, bringing the others back to the table with flushed cheeks and even higher spirits. Abner clapped his son on the shoulder as he took his seat again.

      “First rate girl, that Galena! Very charming indeed! I give my blessing, officially.”

      The hall suddenly quieted. Without any warning or announcement, Mayor Kingsley had joined the party. He paused at the door, as if he might turn and walk out again. Judge Hallstein, who stood beside him, whispered a few words and nodded his encouragement. The mayor continued forward, avoiding all eye contact with his shoulders hunched and his head bowed. Ink glanced around the room. The joyous frivolity had turned in an instant to a somber display of cold stares and disapproving murmurs. Whatever love there had been for Kingsley had vanished overnight. Still, Ink couldn't help but feel sorry for him.

      When the mayor had gone only a few dozen steps, he stopped and lifted his head.

      “I . . . I do not mean to impose upon this happy time. I will not stay long.” He looked at the Colonists, wringing his hands. “I do not have the words to express my regret over my actions. Nor my thankfulness for your efforts to free Harroway. No more, at least, than the meager few I have already attempted.”

      He glanced behind him and nodded. Half a dozen servants filed through the entryway carrying small leather pouches.

      “This is all I have left to give,” Kingsley continued. “One hundred pieces of silver for each of you. Along with our eternal gratitude.”

      The servants gave each Colonist a pouch. Ink’s mouth dropped open at the sheer amount of coins. It was more than he’d ever heard of, much less seen. They could restore what supplies they’d lost. Purchase entirely new sets of costumes and disguises. They would never again need to fear losing a crop to a drought or an early frost. They could have a royal feast every day of their lives for the next ten years, or even buy their own full-sized airship.

      “I also want to thank those of you who have sent your prayers and good wishes for my wife and I,” Kingsley said. “For keeping her in your thoughts. As to the circumstances of her passing . . . I would ask that each of you bear it as a warning. Those of us who cling to the safety and comfort of home, surrounded by familiar faces, may think ourselves shielded from the harsher tests and trials of the world. But you must not believe it.” He shook his head, almost in regret, then turned his bleak gaze to the Colonists. “You cannot.”

      He glanced around the room once more, then turned and shambled away. As the chatter resumed among the townspeople, Jeremy rose from his seat and sprinted across the hall, catching the mayor just before he reached the door.

      “Mr. Kingsley,” he said. “I want you to have this.”

      He removed the thin chain from around his neck and put the glass-encased Spektor tooth into his hand. Kingsley stared down at the speck of silver.

      “I’m sorry for your wife, sir,” Jeremy continued. “We all are. But as you’re parting from us with a warning, I’d give you one as well. Don’t forget. Not any of it. And don’t ever try to make yourself believe it happened differently. Once you do, they win again. Use this to remind you of that. To remind them all. Then you can be stronger than ever.”

      Kingsley nodded, still staring at the tooth. “Silver for silver. Thank you, Mr. Rusby.”

      Judge Hallstein put a hand on the mayor’s arm to lead him away. Kingsley turned, clutching the charm to his chest, but paused on the threshold again.

      “God help you,” he said, almost in a whisper. “All of you. The rest is out of my hands.”

      Jeremy frowned, watching as the mayor passed outside and into his waiting carriage. He turned back to join the others, but was almost immediately accosted by a trio of women asking him to dance. The music had started up again. From the middle of the hall, Castor raised his hand and called out.

      “What say we have Master Edward lead us all in a song, eh?”

      A chorus of cheers and applause went up from the crowd. Ink promptly dove under the table, causing the entire room to erupt into laughter and good-natured booing. They tried to encourage him with another round of applause but he did not reappear.

      “Then how about you, Mr. Rawlings?” Castor said, still laughing. “I’ve yet to see you leave that table. Come on, sir! Give us a song! Or a dance, at least!”

      The crowd cheered again.

      “Go on,” Abner said. “I said I’d force you to have fun. Don’t let me down now.”

      Caradoc looked under the table. “Is there enough room for me down there?”

      “Find your own table!” Ink replied.

      Harriet stood and went to help Caradoc to his feet. “Come now. Neither Chester nor the Plumsleys would ever forgive you for passing up a chance like this.”

      He sighed as she led him around the table. “If this backfires I’m setting them on you.”

      She laughed. “What does Ink say? You’ll have to catch me first.”

      Ink emerged from under the table, then ducked with a grin as Caradoc reached out to scuff him on the back of the head, just missing.

      The Keyholder made his way through the crowd and stepped up onto the raised platform to speak with the band. When he turned to face the waiting crowd, he raised a hand drum and a wooden tipper into the air, inspiring another round of lively cheers and applause.

      The celebration carried on for another hour. Ink continued stealing more sips of wine and teasing the others between dances. Caradoc kept time with the band, and there were many instances in which he came close to forgetting he didn’t dance. The others had an endless supply of partners and could barely find time to rest between sets. Riva even received a marriage proposal, though the man was so drunk he passed out a few seconds later.

      Near the end of that hour Evering fell exhausted into his chair, thinking to sit out the next few dances. He spied his father’s wine glass nearby, but before he could reach for it a guard approached him with another leather pouch.

      “Beg pardon, sir. Captain Jarius asked me to give you this. He didn’t want to pile them with the rest of your things and risk breaking them.”

      Evering glanced inside the bag. It contained their spyglasses. “Oh. Thanks very much.”

      As the guard walked away, Ink smirked and nudged Evering’s arm. “Here comes trouble again. And I don’t think it’s coming for me.”

      Evering nearly dropped the bag of spyglasses as Galena strode up to their table and fixed him with a broad smile.

      “Well, Charles, at last you’re free. Care to have a go?”

      He didn’t answer. When Ink elbowed him in the ribs again, Evering stood from his chair so fast it scraped across the floor with a loud squeak.

      “Uh, of course. Of course. My pleasure. Absolutely.”
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      It was just as well Evering hadn’t managed a drop of wine. He had enough trouble focusing on his steps and timing to avoid treading on her feet. But if she noticed his nervousness, she didn’t show it. She pulled him closer.

      “Listen, I have something to tell you, but you’ve got to keep smiling. Understand?”

      Evering frowned. “Uh . . . sure.”

      “That’s not smiling.”

      “Sorry,” he said, then attempted a weak smile.

      “You and your friends, you have to leave quickly. As soon as you can. Now, if possible. I just overheard some of the servants talking about a secret order for the honored guests, and it didn’t sound like anything good . . . look happy!”

      Evering had let his smile drop. He re-attempted it, but failed even more miserably.

      “They’re planning something. I don’t know who exactly, or what they mean to do, but you’ve got to get out now. As soon as this dance is over. Do you understand?”

      Evering nodded.

      “Laugh!”

      Evering forced a laugh. It was so jarring that a number of dance partners glanced his way at the strange noise. He had barely enough time to get his thoughts in order. He wanted to ask if he could write to her, or at least find out if she was with anyone else. But before he knew it, the song was over, and she was pushing him back towards his table.

      He told Ink first, who immediately went to retrieve Caradoc from the band platform. Once the others were gathered, they donned their coats and picked up their hats. Evering tied the bag of spyglasses to his belt to distribute later. There were disappointed protests as they made apologies for departing early, but they knew the party would continue on without them well into the night. Captain Jarius shook each of their hands. Several guards saluted them on their way out. They were offered carriages to take them the rest of the way home but these were declined.

      Castor broke away from the party and hurried to meet the Colonists outside. He reached into his waistcoat pocket and withdrew a small card.

      “Here, Mr. Rawlings, this is for you,” he said, handing him the card. “I got you Old Saul’s address.”

      “You got this from Kingsley?” Caradoc asked.

      “From one of his letters. He doesn’t know about it, of course, but I figured you deserved to have a lead on this character. We’ve never seen hide nor hair of him except his handwriting.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Castor,” Simon said. “This means a lot to us.”

      “Least I could do,” Castor answered, tipping his hat. “If you ever need anything, William Castor’s your man. Safe travels to you now. All of you. I hope we meet again.”

      Evering glanced through the doorway as Castor returned to the party. Galena stood gazing back at them from the middle of the hall. As their eyes met, she raised her hand as high as her shoulder and gave him a light wave of her fingers. She couldn’t risk anything more.
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      “I think we’re in the clear,” Riva said, glancing furtively over her shoulder. “No one’s following us. I don’t even see any guards on the walls.”

      “Maybe Galena was mistaken,” Jeremy replied.

      Abner nodded. “All the same . . . the sooner we’re back home, the better.”

      Every warning, no matter how vague, was reason enough to take the utmost precaution. Their spirits, however, remained indomitably high in the afterglow of the party.

      Evering laughed. “If Chester and the Plumsleys ever get wind of this trip they’ll be green in the face for a week. That was a celebration to end all celebrations!”

      “If a bit too crowded for my personal taste,” Harriet said.

      “And Evering’s right, your cooking is far superior,” Caradoc added. “Not to mention Chester’s wine.”

      “Didn’t stop you from sampling a good bit of theirs, though,” Riva said, taking hold of his arm and pulling him closer. “Come back. This way.”

      “What?”

      “You keep veering off the road.”

      He frowned at his feet. “You sure it’s not you?”

      “Aha!” Simon said with a wide grin. “So the old sailor can’t hold his drink anymore!”

      “You’re a fine one to talk. Look at you,” Harriet replied. “Do you know you’ve buttoned your coat all wrong? You’ve got the top button on the third hole.”

      He frowned and glanced down at himself. “Oh.”

      Abner raised an eyebrow. “Well, that leaves you two out for steering the Drifter.”
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      A quarter of an hour later, they’d all but forgotten Galena’s ominous warning. Their chatter and laughter rose high into the clear winter sky, echoing off the icy slopes of the mountains looming on each side. Evering even forgot to complain about the cold.

      Ink, meanwhile, was in the midst of making an extraordinary and entirely unexpected discovery. He was glad to be returning to Riverfall. He had actually missed his small bed in the round house. Missed the wild overgrowth of the garden grove, and the stream cutting deep through mossy banks—though he’d nearly drowned in it once. He didn’t even mind the thought of returning to work in the kitchen, or slogging through the village with a broom and a dust rag. In spite of a rocky start, things had changed for the better. He was not hounded or harassed, not looked down upon or told to get out of the way. He was not a prisoner or a slave or a servant. And especially not now with a hundred silver pieces hanging from his belt.

      Then a bitter truth soured his cheerful thoughts. There was another infernal gift on Riverfall, one he had brought in his own pocket, bearing the name of an occultist who had disappeared over a thousand years ago and which would invite death to whoever touched it with their bare hand. It was like a land mine or a dormant virus just waiting to wreak havoc on everyone around it. The Colonists needed to know. They had to be warned. He couldn’t risk bringing any more harm to them. Not as long as he could help it. He lifted his gaze to Caradoc.

      “You all right there, Ink?” Jeremy asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I was just thinking . . .”

      “Ha! I know what about,” Simon said. “Waiting for the right moment to break into another song.”

      Caradoc grinned. “Well, come on, Ink. Don’t hold back now. It’s just us.”

      Ink was about to reply but stopped when he noticed Riva put a hand to her brow and slow to a halt in the middle of the road.

      “Are you all right?” Caradoc asked as she withdrew her hand from his arm.

      She shook her head. “I’m just feeling a bit faint all of a sudden. Sort of dizzy.”

      “Maybe we should all stop and rest for a bit,” Abner said, pulling out his handkerchief and mopping his brow with it. “We might’ve had more excitement than what’s good for us.”

      Riva clutched at Caradoc’s arm again, then slowly buckled to the ground. He knelt at her side, putting the back of his hand to her brow. “You’re burning up.”

      “Here, take this,” Harriet said, kneeling on her other side and handing her a flask of water. At the same time, Abner had fallen to a knee.

      “Dad?” Evering said, hurrying to help him.

      “I’m all right. I’m all right.”

      Ink puffed out a breath and pulled at his collar. “It’s this hill. I don’t remember it being so steep. We should’ve parked closer.”

      “Riva!” Caradoc cried.

      “Good heavens. Simon!” Harriet called out.

      Riva had slumped into Caradoc’s arms, unconscious. Simon rushed to her and checked her pulse. “She’s out cold. But this can’t be any common fever. It hit her too fast.”

      They lowered her gently to the ground. Caradoc blinked and wiped his brow with his sleeve.

      “You all right?” Simon asked.

      “My eyes don’t want to stay open,” he said.

      Harriet put her hand to his brow. “You’re warm, too. Try to stay awake. Try.”

      He blinked heavily, then grasped her hand and tried to say something. But the next moment, he fell to his side and lay still. Across the road, Abner collapsed. Jeremy hurried over and tried to help Evering raise the burly man to a sitting position. Abner shook his head as his eyelids fluttered. Evering gripped his shoulder.

      “Keep looking at me, Dad. Just keep your eyes on me. You can rest once we’re home.”

      Simon started towards them but stumbled to his knees in the middle of the road. He gasped, then fell forward onto his hands. “The wine! It was . . . something in the wine.” He slumped onto the ground.

      “Simon!” Harriet cried.

      “See now?” Abner said to Evering, managing a weak smile. “Aren’t you glad you listened to your old dad?”

      Evering watched helplessly as his father’s eyes closed and his body went limp. A smile was still on his lips.

      Jeremy stared across the road with wide eyes. “Harriet . . . you had the wine, too?”

      She swayed, pressing her hand to her cheek. “Don’t worry about me. Ink . . .”

      She collapsed. Jeremy rushed to her side. Evering rose to his feet, glaring at the boy.

      “Tell me you didn’t drink any of it! Tell me!”

      Ink had long been fighting the urge to shut his eyes. He was already on his knees and now took the hat from his head and laid it on the ground beside him so as not to crush it when he fell. He gave Evering a mock salute as the horizon lurched in his vision. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Ink!”

      In an instant, the boy was gone, sprawled next to his hat in the middle of the road. Evering stepped forward with a choked cry of horror. Jeremy rose to his feet, trying not to panic as he glanced around at the six unconscious bodies.

      “Blazing hell, Jeremy, what do we do?” Evering cried. “They’re not dead, right? Simon said they were only unconscious! That’s what he said, didn’t he?”

      “Yes, Evering, yes!” Jeremy answered, grasping the young man’s arm to calm his hysteria. “We’ve got to get help! Run back to Harroway! Tell them what’s happened!”

      “But who do we trust? Galena said someone was planning something! Planning this!”

      “Find her if you can. Or get Castor. But stay calm. Don’t start a panic. I’ll stay here with them.”

      Evering took a step back but couldn’t tear his eyes away from the road. “Good God, Jeremy, we took the Drifter. We took the Drifter! If something happens to us, the others can’t get down!”

      “It’ll be all right. Now go!”

      Evering turned to run but stopped when a noise of horses echoed from down the southern end of the road. A band of men were riding towards the gates of Harroway, along with a dozen or more high-walled wagons. Evering and Jeremy froze. There was no time to conceal the unconscious Colonists, and no place to even hide themselves. All they could do was wait for the company to reach them.

      When they came a little closer, Evering rushed to Jeremy and shook him by his sleeve. “That’s him! Jeremy, that’s him! That's Old Saul! Riding at the front! The man we met in Vaterra who sent us here!”

      He looked just the same—old and bald with a long silver beard, garbed in ragged, dirty clothes. His eyes were fixed squarely on Jeremy and Evering, but there was no expression on his face, not even a hint of concern for the scene around them. He raised his hand as they arrived, stopping the train of horses and wagons. Half a dozen riders pulled up beside him. The old man cast a cold glance across the road, hardly batting an eyelash.

      “Get them into the sacks,” he said. “But bind their wrists and ankles first. We don’t want any trouble if they should wake before they’re meant to.”

      The riders dismounted and started towards the Colonists.

      “What are you doing?” Jeremy demanded. “Who are you?”

      “Don’t touch them!” Evering shouted.

      They rushed forward. Evering grappled with a large man who quickly twisted his arm behind his back and dropped him to his knees. Beside him, another man dodged a blow from Jeremy, then struck him in the temple with the butt of his rifle. Jeremy crumpled to the ground.

      “No!” Evering cried.

      “Easy now, don’t hurt the young man,” Old Saul said as he dismounted and walked towards them. There was no hint of the limp he’d had in Vaterra. “Go to your work. Bring up the wagons. And get his friend there into a sack as well.”

      His voice had changed. It was not the weak, tired sound of an old man. Moreover, the accent was nothing of the same kind it had been before.

      “Who are you?” Evering said. “Why have you done this? Who are we to you?”

      Old Saul did not answer but watched closely as the men began to put each of the Colonists into burlap sacks. It did not take them long to discover the bags of silver coin, and they soon set to cutting each purse and tossing them into a pile. Three times Evering hurled himself forward and flailed against them with his fists, only to be shoved to the ground again.

      The sacks were loaded onto seven separate wagons among bales of straw and bags of grain. Old Saul went to each driver and handed them an envelope.

      “I am giving you all a letter of instruction. Each has a name written on the front. This is the person to whom you must deliver your cargo. You may neither ask nor answer any questions regarding the situation. Direct them to me for that. As you see, these envelopes have been sealed and are to remain so until delivery. Dire consequences will befall the person who disobeys this order.”

      With tears filling his eyes, Evering cried out in fury and charged straight toward Old Saul himself. Two men stopped him before he could reach his target. One held his hands behind his back, while the other forced him to his knees. The old man didn’t so much as turn his head.

      “Load these coin purses into my saddlebags. Every man here will receive ten silvers once the job is done, in addition to the payment already promised. Oh . . . wait just a moment.” He turned and beckoned. “I’ll be taking one of them myself. Bring one down to me. It doesn’t matter which. The rest of you go.”

      Two men brought one of the sacks and placed it at his feet. The rest of the wagons turned onto the road and headed back in the direction from which they’d come. Old Saul dropped to one knee beside the sack, then looked up at Evering.

      “I’m sorry this is the way things have to be,” he said. “I’m sorry fate cannot be kinder more often than she is cruel. I cannot stop wheels which are already in motion. Not with so much at stake. But take comfort in this; at least they will not suffer as they might have.”

      He put his hand to his hip and pulled a pistol from his belt.

      Evering went into a frenzy, raging against his restrainers with all his strength, screaming until his voice cracked and flecks of spit flew from his mouth. “No! No! No!”

      Old Saul seemed not to hear him. With a calm air and a steady hand, he brought the pistol to the sack and placed it against the unconscious Colonist’s head. He glanced at Evering again.

      “Don’t look.”

      He pulled the trigger. Blood spattered across the inside of the sack, throwing red droplets across the white snow. The gunshot echoed through the Kurna Mountains.

      A raw, guttural wail tore from Evering’s throat as though his own heart had exploded. As soon as the men released their hold on him, he threw himself onto the body, sobbing and cradling the head in his arms.

      Old Saul put his pistol back into its holster. “Load the body onto my wagon.”

      “No!” Evering sobbed. “No! Please! No!”

      The men were gentler this time in pushing him away. As the body was lifted into the waiting wagon, Evering crumpled to the ground, weeping. Old Saul got to his feet and glanced at another man still on horseback.

      “Go to the gate and deliver my order. Take the rest of the wagons with you. And tell Kingsley I will expect to receive the deed to the mines within a fortnight.”

      The man nodded, then urged his horse forward. The remaining wagons followed, making a wide berth around Evering. Old Saul let out a sigh as he looked down at him.

      “Keep your bag of silver, Evering Hart. It’s more than your life is worth in the eyes of this world.” He stepped forward, grasped him by the arm, and pulled him to his feet. “Now run. Go on! Run!”

      He shoved him away. Evering frowned in confusion, his senses in a fog as tears dripped down his cheeks.

      “Foolish boy! Run!” Saul cried again.

      Evering picked up Ink’s hat from the middle of the road, stumbled a few steps, then finally let his legs carry him away.
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      Old Saul returned to the remaining wagon and swung up into the passenger seat. He nodded at the driver, who snapped the reins and set them off down the mountain road.

      “Where to next?” the driver asked.

      “Vaterra,” Saul answered. “The Lady Seherene will have arrived by now. I’ll deliver the body to her myself. That should get the High Council off my back for a while, not to mention the Assembly.”

      The driver shook his head. “It’s a hard business. And I still can’t believe you’ve had all that stuff on for three days now.”

      “Well, if they can do it, so can I.”

      As he spoke, he pulled the bald cap off his head and tousled the white hair beneath. He next peeled off the silver beard, then the thin rubber mask he had carefully adhered to his face. With a fine silk handkerchief, he began to wipe the rest of the glue and makeup from his skin.

      “Thank God this is all over with. I really can’t stand disguises, you know.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At the gates of Harroway, the lead rider approached the side entrance and knocked. A window opened at the top of the door. The attending guard glanced first at the man, then at the circle of wagons behind him.

      “Ah. You must be the clothing merchant from Jaston. Wait here. I’ll fetch Mr. Castor.”

      “I am not here for Mr. Castor,” the rider replied. “I have an arrest warrant for the citizens of Harroway.”

      The guard frowned. “What?”

      “They are suspected of aiding a dangerous group of fugitives known as the Colonists. Fifty residents will be transported immediately to Talas to await trial. The rest will be placed under watch until they are also transferred.”

      “This is absurd!” the guard replied. “Under whose authority? Whose orders?”

      The rider produced a document with a golden seal and held it up to the window. “Commissioner George Reginald Marlas. Now open the gates.”
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