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            Colonists, Arise!
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      Dr. Tyrus stared down at his plate. It was a fine meal. Boiled eggs, ripe tomatoes, toast, bacon, sausages—all the necessary elements of a proper breakfast befitting an Entrian lord, and presented to him, no less, on a silver tray in the lavish dining room of his grand estate. Not only was a skilled cook at his beck and call, but a host of maids, footmen, grooms, groundskeepers, and dozens of others. There were people to shine his shoes, brush his hat, polish the door handles of his carriage. To answer his every whim. And if this was not blessing enough, he also had a loving wife and son, a good career, important friends, and an excellent social standing. His was an enviable life. Pretty well perfect, by all accounts.

      And every piece of it—every person, every possession, every luxury—would be snatched away the instant his terrible act of treason was discovered.

      Well. The deed was done. He had made his choice and he would take responsibility for it. He could do without his fine things and small army of servants. He would miss his wife and son, of course, but they would be permitted to visit him in prison, if they could bring themselves to be near him at all. As far as luxuries went, there was really only one he would regret losing. In fact, it was not until this moment—gazing at a corner of his plate—that he finally acknowledged his deep and abiding love for toast. It was delightful. Warm, crispy, buttery. He couldn’t imagine a day without it. He counted on it. Depended on it. Such a simple thing, yet such a treasure. He could eat a meal of nothing but toast if pressed for time. He could⁠—

      “Darling?”

      He glanced up. His wife, Helena, looked at him from across the table with a raised eyebrow.

      “You’re doing it again.”

      He frowned. “Hm?”

      “Staring at your plate as if to read all the secrets of the world. Are you feeling all right?”

      “Oh. Yes, my dear, just . . . lost in my thoughts.” He cleared his throat, then picked up his knife and fork and cut into a sausage. “The, uh . . . ship is due back this morning.”

      Helena took a sip of coffee with a look of faint concern. “Well, they’ve been gone for several weeks. I’m sure they’ll be wanting a good rest at home before rushing on to other business.”

      “She sent ahead for me. Don’t you remember?”

      “I am sure she did not mean for you to be waiting at the gate as soon as they arrive. Perhaps she fell ill on the trip and wants you to examine her. This is the Lady Madara we’re talking about. You know what she’s like.”

      “It is not . . .” Tyrus sat back in his chair and took a breath before continuing in a less panicked tone. “It is not the mother I am worried about.”

      Helena couldn’t help but laugh. “What? Seherene? In what world could she ever give you cause to worry? She’s adored you since she was a little girl.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you can’t possibly think you’ll be walking into a scathing inquest.”

      “And why shouldn’t I be? I lost a Colonist on my watch, Helena. A Colonist! She has every right to throw me into Stalikos for the rest of my days!”

      “Yet after hearing your explanation of what happened, she sent you home rather than clap you in irons. That must certainly mean she had the sense to see it was not your fault.”

      “She may have also changed her mind during the past several weeks! Or been persuaded to change it!”

      Footsteps echoed beyond the door as a servant passed down the hall. Helena and Tyrus both glanced towards the sound, pausing the conversation until they were certain of not being overheard. The doctor took the napkin from his lap and flung it down next to his plate.

      “Prison wouldn’t even be the worst of it. Seherene has worked so hard to bring the Colonists into custody. Every arrest gives rise to a week of celebration, every conviction regarded as if God himself came down to shower his favor upon us. I have failed my entire nation. But somehow it feels far worse knowing I have failed a friend. Someone I would never wish to disappoint.”

      “You are being too hard on yourself,” his wife replied. “You can’t possibly be blamed for being knocked unconscious by someone under a shroud enchantment, nor for blasting the Diamond Court into pieces while Rivalia was smuggled out of her cell. If anything, the High Council is to blame. As soon as Lord Malkimar declared that the Colonists are using black spells, they should have taken immediate action.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as sending a small army to keep watch over the girl, rather than a few dozen armed guards—no matter how gifted they are with enchantments.”

      Tyrus rubbed a hand over his brow. “We don’t have an army.”

      “The point is that we were all caught off guard, not only you. Now try to put your mind at ease. Finish your breakfast. It will settle your stomach.” In the next breath, she turned and smiled at a servant who entered the room. “Ah, good morning, Emma.”

      The woman bowed her head with a small curtsey. “Good morning, my lady. My lord. I’ve just come to ask if you’ll be wanting the carriage out today.”

      “Yes. Lord Tyrus has an appointment later this morning.”

      “Very good, ma’am. I’ll see to it now.”

      “Thank you. Oh, by the way, how is your daughter? Any improvement?”

      “Growing stronger by the day, thank you for asking. I believe the weather’s to blame for keeping her a-bed so long, but that’s sure to change now winter’s on the turn.”

      “Well, I shall continue to keep her in my prayers.”

      “We are both much obliged to you for your kindness, madam.” Emma turned and bowed again to Tyrus. “Sir.”

      He stroked his gray beard and nodded but didn’t meet the woman’s gaze. As soon as she was gone from the room, Helena smoothed the napkin in her lap and resumed her meal of poached eggs and salmon.

      “I am so glad you hired her. She’s always planning ahead. The household’s running far more efficiently. Even Mr. Farrow’s noticed. Have you been to see her daughter lately? Surely she ought to have made a complete recovery by now, living in the house of a doctor as she is.”

      “There is neither medicine nor enchantment to cure fever,” Tyrus said as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Only to reduce it. She’ll be fine in another few days, but we mustn’t press her.”

      “No, of course not. But I have been thinking about where to put her. Perhaps in the laundry to help Tara. Then again, she would have both ears talked off, so it might not be the kindest thing to do. The kitchen may be better.”

      “Whatever you think.” He reached for his coffee, hoping it would somehow alleviate the horrible dread still sitting in his stomach like a stone.

      Helena glanced towards the door again, then rose from her seat with a broad smile and outstretched arms. “Good morning, Kieran!”

      A young man wearing a huge grin of his own breezed into the room and into her arms. There was a bird perched on his right shoulder and a newspaper tucked under his left arm. “Good morning, Mother.”

      She kissed his cheek after embracing him. “How are you today?”

      “Clear skies,” he said, still grinning.

      “Good. And how are you, Lysus?” She glanced at the bird on his shoulder, brilliant green with striking black marks on its wings and tail. “You’re looking very bright and chipper this morning. Wouldn’t you say, Tyrus?”

      “I would, indeed!” Tyrus replied, rousing his enthusiasm as he stood to embrace his son. “Good morning, Kieran.”

      “Good morning, Father. Got your paper.”

      “I see you have. Thank you very much.”

      Helena patted Kieran on the arm as the paper exchanged hands. “Are you out with Mr. Zimmer today?”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      “You be sure to stay close to him and do as he says. No wandering off.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Helena gave her son a loving squeeze of the arm before he turned and left the room, still grinning. She sat down and reached for her coffee again, her eyes moving to the windows.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to Mr. Zimmer about the garden. I’ve rather taken to the idea of letting our hedges grow wild instead of keeping them so manicured. Not too wild, mind you. We don’t want anyone’s eye put out.” She dabbed her lips with her napkin. “So? Anything interesting in the paper . . . ?”

      Her voice nearly trailed off before she could finish the question. She had glanced back at her husband to find him staring at the front page in sheer, wide-eyed horror.

      “Tyrus? What is it?”

      He dropped the paper onto the table and leaned over it, tugging at his silk cravat as if gasping for air.

      She rose from her chair. “Tyrus?”

      “I need the carriage,” he said in a choked voice.

      “What? Now?”

      He ran to the door and bellowed down the hall. “Mr. Farrow! The carriage!” He turned on his heel, raced back to the paper, and snatched it up again. “Saints above, it can’t be true!”

      “What can’t?” Helena said. “Tyrus, tell me what is the matter!”

      “There’s no time! I must be off!”

      He folded the paper and hurried out of the room. His wife followed as far as the threshold.

      “At least tell me where you’re going!”

      Tyrus didn’t hear her. He was too busy trying to rush to the main stairs and down the steps without tripping over himself. “Carriage! I need the carriage!” he cried again. “And someone fetch Mr. Cork!”

      His head butler, Mr. Farrow, met him on the ground floor with his overcoat. “My lord, there is already one awaiting you in the front drive.”

      “My own?”

      “No, sir.” Farrow held the coat open with a knowing look.

      The doctor slowed his frantic haste, then let the butler help him into the garment with a disquieted frown.
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      He recognized the carriage on sight. His heart began to beat faster but he didn’t miss a step as he strode towards it with affected confidence. As the footman opened the door, he saw there was only one passenger inside. With a nod of greeting to her, he tucked the newspaper under his arm and stepped inside. The door shut promptly behind him, and the driver urged the horses at once into swift action.

      “My lady,” Tyrus said. “I just saw the news. I was about to hurry to your estate. I . . . I hardly know what to say. Surely there must be some mistake.”

      The Lady Madara looked at him with eyes more dour and grim than he had ever seen. Her wrinkled face was drawn and weary—almost, he thought, on the verge of tears.

      “There is no mistake,” she replied. “The Elders have called an emergency council. I am summoned this moment to give an account for what has happened and to discuss the consequences.”

      “Yes, of course. And Lord Pallaton? Does he follow as well?”

      The old woman’s icy glare sharpened. “I see you did not read any further than the headline.”

      “There’s been no time. My son only just gave me the paper.”

      “Then read it now. Before we arrive at the Council House. It is best you understand our situation quickly. I will need your skills within the hour.”

      “My skills?”

      “Yes. The plan is moving forward.”

      “What? But how can it⁠—”

      Madara leaned forward and grasped his coat sleeve, her pale face full of furious energy. “Do you trust me, Doctor?”

      Tyrus shook his head, taken aback. “Of course, my lady. Our families have been friends for over thirty years⁠—”

      “I do not appeal to your friendship. What are friends to me now? What is family? Nothing! They are empty words, as wasted and foolish as meetings and negotiations and courtroom debates. There is only action now, and I ask as a commander to her soldier. Do I have your trust?”

      There was desperation in her anger, even fear. The effect of yet another heartbreak, compounded by the grief to which she had clung for so long, had clearly planted seeds of bitter resentment in her heart. He pitied her. Hoped with all his might it wasn’t too late to stop it from growing into something worse. Above all else, he had to believe she could be made to see sense, or he would regret far more than he already did.

      “Yes, my lady,” he finally answered. “I trust you.”

      He hoped he meant it, for he knew it was the only answer she would accept, and she was watching him closely for the first sign of a lie. She narrowed her eyes for a moment, then released her hold on his sleeve and sat back in her seat. The horses’ hooves passed from earthen roads onto cobblestone, signaling their entrance into the capitol.

      “Was no part of the mission successful?” he asked. “Was no one apprehended?”

      “No.” She stared at the passing buildings, then at the steel-gray sky above. “Although . . . there is a possibility that Isaac Caradoc lies either dead or dying. But I cannot be certain even of that. And there is no point returning to Fenmire. They will be long gone by then.” She tapped her fingernails on her forearm and flicked her gaze towards the paper. “Read.”

      Tyrus turned his attention to the article. She hadn’t mentioned anything about Riva’s escape from custody, nor the attack he’d suffered during the incident. That was fine by him. He didn’t much feel like discussing it.

      Not least of all because he had planned it.
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      By the time they arrived at the gates of the Council House, a great crowd had gathered in the street. They shouted and waved newspapers. Some shoved against the iron fence. Others wiped at tears of anger and confusion. The guards could not urge them back to make way for the carriage, and so directed it to a second entrance on the north side. As soon as the gates were opened, the footman at the rear hopped down and hurried to open the carriage door.

      “Wait here,” Madara said to Tyrus. “Do not yet cross the gate. I want you near but not too near. I also cannot tell you the exact time you must play your part, but you will know the moment when it comes.”

      “From outside the gate?” he asked, bewildered. “Were we not to meet with the Elders all together to present our case? You did say the plan was moving forward.”

      “Yes. But by a different path. Our hand is forced. It cannot be avoided. Now get to your post. Stand ready. And do not fail me. You fail us all otherwise.”

      Still confounded, but knowing better than to question her further, Tyrus stepped out of the coach. Before the footman could shut the door again, he caught a glimpse of pure terror in the grave woman’s eyes. He had never seen the like in her before.

      Ahead, the ten Elders waited outside the Council House, each looking anxiously towards the carriage as it approached. A few glanced towards the crowd which was growing in size and volume. Their cries and shouts intensified as Madara disembarked. She greeted the Council with a single nod, then entered the stone building.

      Tyrus paced for the next twenty minutes, crossing his arms, then clasping his hands behind his back, then tightening them into fists inside his coat pockets. With a muffled curse, he struck the newspaper against his thigh and read the article again. Lord Pallaton and thirty Colonist-hunters murdered on the godforsaken shores of Fenmire? He couldn’t believe it. And as for Seherene . . . it was too much to bear. Unthinkable. No wonder the people were in a solid panic.

      The guards were called to the front gate as the mob began to push against the fence. A few brave souls even attempted to climb it but were quickly forced down again. Wagons and coaches in the street could no longer pass. The drivers shouted and cursed, demanding to be let through. No one heard them.

      “Lies!” Tyrus heard one woman shout above the rest. “Why do you let them print lies?”

      “They have bewitched her!” another shrieked. “She is bewitched!”

      As he looked on, a figure in a hooded cloak moved towards him, heading in the opposite direction of the crowd along the north side of the fence.

      “Good day, Doctor.”

      It was a woman’s voice. He turned and caught sight of her face just as she passed him.

      “Lady Annyulan?” he said, puzzled by her sudden appearance. The last time he had seen her, she’d been sitting next to Lord Malkimar in the Diamond Court, awaiting Riva’s judgment.

      And then it happened. In a blaze of light and with a deafening roar which shook the ground, the Council House exploded. Stones and shards of glass shot out in every direction. The iron fence was bent outward, the gates laid flat. Windows in adjacent buildings shattered as the shockwave spread. The crowd screamed out with one voice. Some tried to run, some fell to the ground and covered their heads. Many were struck by the flying wreckage. Tyrus himself was knocked flat onto his back and gasped as the breath rushed out of his lungs. Soot and smoke filled the air, obscuring what little sunlight came through the clouds.

      A horrible moment of silence followed. Then Tyrus heard ringing in his ears and felt a swelling contusion on the back of his head where he had struck the pavement. As soon as he could breathe again, he pushed himself up and looked around. The remaining guards had already jumped into action. Some rushed to assist the wounded in the crowd. Others ran towards the hospital across the street, shouting for doctors and nurses. Only a few could bring themselves to approach the remains of the Council House.

      “God,” Tyrus whispered. It was all he could think to say.

      He staggered to his feet and made a quick inspection of his limbs and torso. Nothing was broken or punctured, only bruised. He glanced around. Lady Annyulan was nowhere in sight.

      With a groan of dismay, he lurched forward through the broken gate. No part of the ancient building remained standing, not a single stone or timber. Neither was there any sign of movement within the wreckage. No calls or cries. Only fire, ash, and rubble.

      “Hello?” he called out. “Is anyone alive? Can anyone hear me?”

      Wailing cries and emergency whistles began to sound in the distance. He cast about the debris, nearly tripping over someone’s boot. Soon, he began to recognize faces. There was Lady Theia. Lord Havren. Parvus and Terimar. None moving. None breathing. Tears pricked at Tyrus’s eyes. The next moment, he stumbled over the remnants of a grand table. There were newspapers scattered about it, most in tatters, half-burnt, all bearing the same headline.

      
        
        LADY SEHERENE UNMASKED AS COLONIST TRAITOR

      

      

      Tyrus turned his head. A cry had caught his ear—faint but unmistakable. He followed it, urged it to speak again, then came upon a splintered door which shuddered as he neared it. He leapt forward and pulled it up, scattering embers.

      There lay Madara, her face singed, blood streaked across her temple. She could barely lift her gaze to him. He knelt by her side and put his fingers to the artery beneath her jaw. The pulse was weak but steady. She reached up and clutched at his arm, pulling him close. Her mouth moved but he could make nothing of the words.

      “What? What is it?” he asked.

      She drew in a shaking breath, then tried again.

      “Now,” she said, her voice a rasping whisper, “we arise.”
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      Inkwell Featherfield couldn’t quite reach the kitchen sink. Not properly, at least, and since he’d been asked to help with the washing up, this was a problem. It was just high enough—and the base of it just deep enough—that he was forced to fetch a step stool from the pantry. While doing so, he consoled his pride by insisting to himself that someone had built the sink unreasonably high, and that his predicament was by no means on account of his stature.

      He took out his frustration on a mixing bowl. Caked with flour and dried traces of bread dough, it resisted his first attempts with the scrub brush. Still he continued on, determined to conquer it. As he worked, his thoughts soon drifted, drawing him steadily further from his task until the mindless motions of his arm slowed almost to a halt.

      The Wickwire Watch felt heavier in his pocket than ever before, as if to constantly remind him of its presence out of spite. It was entirely possible. It belonged to the Mistress of the Spektors, after all, and was therefore something fiendish and malicious. Come to think of it, he had been feeling rather unwell the past few days. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to carry it around with him everywhere he went. But nor did he want anyone else finding it and bringing trouble on themselves the way he had. He certainly wasn’t about to give Oswald the Thieving Cat another chance at filching it again. Besides, he was taking precautions. Knowing now the danger of touching such a thing with bare skin, he was keeping it firmly wrapped in Fetch’s handkerchief.

      “All right there, Ink?”

      He glanced up and resumed scrubbing the bowl with vigor. Martin had just entered through the back door, carrying a load of firewood in his arm.

      “Yeah. Good,” Ink answered.

      Martin nodded but looked unconvinced. He dumped the firewood onto a pile in the corner and retreated through the door. Ink’s scrubbing arm soon slowed again.

      Of course, there were plenty of other reasons why he should feel ill. For one, he couldn’t shake the things he’d seen in the Middling House. He’d even had a few nightmares about the place, none of which were too far off from his actual experience. He hardly dared think of the scroll they’d taken from it. Bash’s research had led them to hope it might serve as a boon in their struggle against the Mistress, but nothing about it boded well—not the strange runes across its container, nor the fact that it couldn’t be opened. And especially not the warning from Caradoc’s father forbidding them to speak of it aloud.

      Then there was Fenmire itself—the dark, fog-ridden island to which their once-airborne village was now attached. Sometimes, when the wind was in the right direction, he could see the looming shadows of the ancient ruins farther inland, like huge eldritch creatures surveying their terrain. He never looked at them too closely or too long, for in-between lay the promontory where a host of Colonist-hunters had been murdered. The Entrians had recovered their dead and left the island soon after, but Ink still saw the phantom image of their corpses whenever his gaze wandered there.

      On top of everything else, the great Lady Seherene was now imprisoned in the Plumsleys’ old house. She who had cared for and protected him, even when her closest colleagues had advised much harsher treatment. Yes, she had tricked him into wearing a ring infused with a trace enchantment, but when finally confronted with the earth-shattering revelation of the Blue Flames’ machinations and the Colonists’ innocence, she had faced it head on, painful though it was, and accepted the consequences with a grace and humility no one would have expected of such a powerful person. He had never admired her more.

      Then there was Caradoc. A full two days after being shot by Seherene’s mother, he was still lying unconscious in the infirmary. The bullet had passed clean through, the wound completely healed. He just wouldn’t wake again. This was far and away their biggest worry.

      The other matter—which haunted him whenever he gave the slightest thought to either Seherene or the unconscious Keyholder—was the vision he’d witnessed of their first meeting at Mastmarner. In one way it had proved very useful. He’d finally confirmed the theory that if he kept the watch near as he slept, it would show him one of Caradoc’s memories, whichever pressed most heavily on his mind. Many times Ink had considered using it again to spy on their shared past. It wasn’t right, of course. He’d be outraged if anyone ever snuck a look at his own memories without permission. But the fact of it being wrong was not what ultimately discouraged him. He knew it would only inflame his envy, as well as his resentment toward Caradoc. He didn’t want that. And Caradoc didn’t deserve it.

      Still, it was impossible to keep his thoughts from the vision entirely. In the last few moments, the name “Mr. Revore” had been uttered. He could hear it even now, coming from the old assistant librarian’s lips as he asked Caradoc to help the mysterious visitor with the many cases he was carrying. Ink knew there might be plenty of other people in Eriaris who shared his real surname, but another part of him was convinced it was no coincidence. Had it been his father? His granddad? Or some other relation he’d yet to learn of? It was killing him not to know.

      Martin returned to the kitchen with another armload of firewood. This time, Ink noticed him a little too late to cover his idleness but leaned into the bowl anyway and redoubled his efforts.

      “Ink . . .”

      “I’m almost done.”

      “Hey.” Martin’s tone became more insistent but still gentle, without anger or reproach. “You don’t have to bother with that.”

      “Yes, I do. I asked for something else to help with and this is what you gave me.”

      Martin dropped the firewood onto the pile. “It’s not working, though, is it?”

      “What? The brush? It’s all right, but I might do better to start with a knife next time to scrape all these stuck bits off.”

      “I don’t mean the brush. I mean the chore.” Martin moved to the counter and rested his hand against it. “It’s not working as a distraction, is it?”

      Ink paused, let out a small sigh, and set the brush down in defeat. Martin looked at him for a long moment, then glanced away and shook his head.

      “It’s not working very well for me, either.”

      Ink stepped off the stool and leaned against the counter. “You know . . . I think them priests got the right idea. How they live, I mean. Away from people. Keepin’ mostly to themselves. Not having to worry ‘bout all the usual things, like feelings getting all jumbled up inside.”

      “Oh, I doubt that’s true. You can live as simple and easy as those chickens in Delia’s yard, but you’d still have worries and jumbled feelings.”

      “So what do you do, then? How do you get ‘em . . . un-jumbled?”

      Martin answered with a strained smile. “I’m probably not the best person to ask. I tend to act like everything’s all right until the fuse burns down and I explode in a rage. You’ve seen it for yourself. But I’m told by others far wiser that it’s better to talk with someone. Get it all out in the open. That approach often takes a sacrifice of pride, which isn’t particularly attractive. But sometimes thoughts and feelings get too complicated to untangle by ourselves.”

      Ink agreed. It wasn’t very attractive. Whoever he told about his problems was sure to be disappointed, hurt, even horrified. He couldn’t do that to any of them—especially not when there was a whole new set of worries and complications to fret about.

      Martin went to the stove to check on a pot of simmering soup. Chicken again, most likely, with maybe half a dozen carrots. Ink still couldn’t believe the stove was in one piece. Most everything else in the village had been damaged or ruined after Riverfall hit the skytrap and fell into Falkirk Bay. There were cracks even in the kitchen, running through the walls and floors. The windows had broken as well. Yesterday he’d helped Martin and Chester remove the remaining chunks of glass from the frames. They were lucky to have Seherene’s shield enchantment holding steady around Riverfall, or they might have had fog and snow flurries drifting into every room of every house.

      The cobblestone path was a shambles, too, damaged by fallen trees, sunken bridges, and a deep fissure which coursed through the ground from the Pipeworks House to the Music House. In spite of this, Delia and Harriet still managed to walk the route every day, often talking for long hours as they made their way through the wreckage, removing some of it as they went along. They were doing so now, in fact. Ink had seen them near the Music House on his way to the kitchen. They had both quickened their pace while passing the prisoner’s quarters.

      Martin stirred the contents of the soup pot, then tapped the wooden spoon against the rim. The sound drew Ink’s attention. He stared at the man and tilted his head.

      “Sweet gravy.”

      “What?”

      “All this time . . . all these months living here and I never realized ‘til now. You’ve been chopping firewood with only one hand!”

      “So?”

      “So that’s incredible! I bet no two-handed person could do that. You must be strong as a bloomin’ ox!”

      “Inkwell Featherfield, are you trying to pay me a compliment?”

      “Don’t change the subject. How d’you manage it?”

      Martin set the lid on the pot. “Like I had to manage everything else—with practice. Teaching myself how to do things all over again, one by one, day by day.”

      “Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “Well, technically I’ve still got an arm and a half, so that helps. Of course I can’t tie knots very well. Probably won’t be learning the violin anytime soon, either . . .”

      “Ain’t you never thought of replacing what’s missing? You could get one made of wood, you know. With a hook or a metal hand!”

      “I tried a metal replacement early on but it didn’t feel right. It wasn’t . . . me. Maybe that’s a daft way to think. I’ve probably made things harder on myself by not having one. But seeing as it was perfectly feasible to be vice president of a bank with only one hand, I didn’t give any more thought to it.” He wiped his hand on the kitchen towel slung over his shoulder and moved towards the cupboards. He paused on his way, noticing the look on the boy’s face. “What? Did I say something wrong? Why the frown?”

      “No. No, nothing wrong. It’s just . . . well, I don’t think I’ve ever looked at you before. Really looked, I mean. And it hit me just now. You used to be somebody. Like Seherene.”

      Martin scoffed as he continued to the cupboards. Ink stood from the counter, determined to make his point. “No, listen! You were top geezer at that bank, right?”

      “Second top geezer.”

      “But you had money and power. And servants to drive you around and cook your meals and clean your nice big house. And people listened to you. Respected you. I’ll bet you even had your name in the paper a lot. And then, just like that, it was all taken away.” He nodded, as if to confirm his own theory. “Yeah. You got a lot in common.”

      Martin had begun pulling bowls down from the cupboard. He said nothing in response to Ink’s observation, but as he listened, his expression turned pensive.

      “I heard you were the very first to join,” Ink continued. “That you marched straight up to Simon and Caradoc outside the Great Hall, after the entire Assembly jeered at ‘em, no one else believin’ a word they’d said. But you offered to help anyway. That’s incredible, you know.”

      Martin nodded. “It’s the only truly worthwhile thing I’ve ever done with my life. Apart from marrying Harriet.”

      Ink dropped his gaze. He himself was nowhere near so brave. Or noble. “I reckon you all think I’m a beastly two-timing rat by now. After what Lord Pallaton said about me, back there on the island. It’s true, you know. I did make a deal. I said I’d help the Entrians track you all down. But I didn’t really mean it. I was just . . . scared. And I never thought anyone would get hurt, I swear.”

      “I know, Ink. We all know. You were in a tough situation. Nobody blames you for saying what you did to buy a little time. And nobody blames you for anything that’s happened since. You were the one who snuck into an Entrian camp to arrange a peaceful negotiation. Probably saved all our lives risking yours like that. You’d never have done such a thing if you were really trying to get us killed.”

      Ink sighed heavily. “No.”

      “All right. Then no need to keep moping about it. We know you’re a good lad. Even me, believe it or not. Now come on. Help me fill these and bring them to the table. The others will be here any minute.”

      Ink took an armful of bowls and headed to the stove. Apart from a few minor nicks and chips, they were the only ones still usable. As Martin ladled out the soup, they heard the front door open. Immediately after came a pair of arguing voices.

      “Are you really complaining about this? After everything that’s happened?”

      That was Margaret.

      “I’m not complaining!”

      Chester.

      “Well . . . all right, yes, I am complaining, but only about our general lack of action! You know as well as I do that we can’t survive much longer on what little supplies remain. We’ve got to start thinking about how we’re going to escape all this!”

      “I know. Believe me, I know. But it’s hard to think straight when the world is spinning madly around you.”

      Ink entered the dining room. Margaret had taken a seat while Chester remained standing. He set the bowls down in front of them.

      “Thank you, Ink,” she said, sweeping a stray lock of blonde hair from her face.

      He nodded, then smirked at Chester. “I see your stock of hair products came through all right.”

      The mustachioed man ran a self-conscious hand over his oiled locks. “I started keeping an emergency reserve once we came back from the North Country. Hey . . . why don’t we get Se-uh-Say . . . Sareen⁠—”

      “Seherene,” Ink said.

      “Yes, that’s the one. Why don’t we get her to raise Riverfall? Like Riva did! Get us back up in the air!”

      “And risk hitting another skytrap?” Margaret replied.

      “Oh, I’m sure it would be all too easy for her to remove them.”

      Ink moved back towards the kitchen. “I asked her about that. She said they can only be cleared out by the one who set ‘em up there.”

      “Besides that,” Margaret said, “even if we could get back into the sky, we’d have no system of propulsion or steering. We’d be worse off than we are now—especially without a working Drifter. What’s more, I’m not convinced the village could survive another raising. It’s likely to break all to pieces under the strain.”

      Deflated, Chester leaned his forearms on the back of his chair, then grimaced at his bowl. “Soup again, eh? Don’t suppose there’s any more bread?”

      “I’ll check,” Ink said, and disappeared into the kitchen.

      Just as he returned, Delia and Harriet arrived and began pulling off their coats and scarves. The shield around the village had made the temperature a lot more bearable but the sheer size of it meant they still had to don their warmer clothing for the foreseeable future. As soon as Ink set down the tray of bread rolls, Chester snatched one up and began to eat it plain.

      “Soup again,” he lamented with his mouth full.

      “It’s a miracle we’re able to have a hot meal at all,” Harriet replied. She took the seat next to Margaret, glanced towards the kitchen, then back again. “Is there any change?”

      Ink had just turned to fetch the next two bowls, but paused to hear the answer. Margaret had been delivering meals to Simon and Jeremy, both of whom were taking shifts in the infirmary—one monitoring Caradoc’s condition while the other slept in the room across the hall. She answered with a rueful shake of her head.

      “His pulse is strong. His breathing’s regular. But nothing will rouse him.”

      “That bullet was laced with a black spell,” Delia said, taking her seat across from Harriet. “That’s certain to be the cause. I can’t say I know much about such things but I have seen the effects of blood poisoning, and it’s bad enough when it’s only the common sort.”

      Ink retrieved the next two servings of soup, then returned to the table and placed them in front of Harriet and Delia. Martin followed close behind with two for Ink and himself. He sat next to Delia, while Ink took the chair at the head of the table. Chester remained standing as he finished the last bite of bread, then began to shake his head in frustration.

      “But you realize who does know about ‘such things’, don’t you? Come on, I can’t be the only one who’s had the thought. We all saw what happened back there on the island. You really believe she wouldn’t be able to help?”

      Delia picked up her spoon with a dismissive sigh. “Not this again, Chester.”

      “Yes! This again! I’ll say it as many times as it takes. We have no right to hold her prisoner in that house! Not after what she’s done for us! I know you all think I’m some kind of drooling deviant and can’t be relied upon for a reasonable opinion since she’s come here, but you can just as well pluck my eyes out and put a bag over my head! I won’t change my mind!” He yanked his chair back from the table and moved to sit. “Prisons are the business of jailers and judges and we are neither! It doesn’t sit right with me! It’s not⁠—”

      The chair collapsed under him, dropping him temporarily from sight. Each of the Colonists seated at the table did their utmost not to laugh out loud. Ink only half succeeded. Martin disguised his snickering with a clear of the throat.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      Chester cursed as he hauled himself to his feet and flung the pieces of the broken chair into the corner of the room. “Damned, bloody useless . . . ! Of course I’m all right!” With an angry huff he marched to the next chair, dragged it out, stamped his foot on the seat to make sure it would hold him, then sat down and pulled his soup bowl close.

      Ink, still grinning, leaned towards Delia. “If he had his eyes plucked out, why would he need a bag over his head?”

      “He doesn’t think that far ahead,” she replied with a smile.

      “What you say is true, Chester,” Harriet said, a hint of mirth in her voice. “She has done a lot for us. But even so, you can’t blame us for being cautious. It will take more than two days to discern if her change of heart was genuine.”

      “And it’s not as though she’s chained to the wall or being starved or tortured,” Martin added. “She’s quite comfortable, as prisoners go. We haven’t even locked the doors.”

      “Furthermore,” Delia said, “what happened on Fenmire is no proof that she could wake Caradoc again. He didn’t stir when he lost consciousness the second time, even though she was near. I’m still not convinced she had nothing to do with the shooting.”

      Chester scoffed aloud. “That’s ridiculous! She could have killed us all then and there if she’d wanted! Or had us dragged off to that airship with no difficulty whatsoever! Why flee to Riverfall and help hide us?”

      “Why did George Marlas shoot Abner and let Evering run off with a bag of silver?” she cried, anger flaring in her eyes. “That makes no sense at all! But still it happened, and you will not convince me that Marlas did it for love or kindness or compassion. There is no such stuff in his festering heart!”

      “I won’t argue with that. But she is not George Marlas!”

      “You’re right! She’s only the woman who signed my husband’s execution order!”

      This was followed by a long moment of uncomfortable silence. Ink stared down at his soup and pushed around a floating bit of carrot. Martin picked up his spoon but only fidgeted with it before turning his gaze to Delia again.

      “She did admit as much.”

      “Oh, not you, too,” she said, glaring at him. “You’re usually the first to object to anyone new to our company. You certainly gave your very loud opinion the day she set foot on Riverfall, as well you should have. She’s been our most feared enemy for the past nine years. There’s every reason to doubt her motives and intentions. Her own mother is commander of those monstrous Blue Flames. Do you honestly think⁠—”

      “I don’t know what I think,” Martin interrupted. “I don’t know if I can be certain of anything that’s happened in the past few days. It’s like nothing we’ve ever been through before. I’m all for being cautious in our first steps with her, but I have been wondering . . . if we are so set on making her prove herself to us . . . what more must she do?”

      “Bringing Riva and the Plumsleys back wouldn’t hurt.”

      “Of course not. But that still means figuring out a way to return to the mainland. And yes, we could also stand her in front of the Assembly and High Council and have her tell them the whole truth. But knowing the Blue Flames, they’ll be three steps ahead of us and will see to it that she never makes it there, or at least is not taken seriously if she does.”

      “And that’s if she doesn’t turn around and betray us on the spot.” This Delia said almost under her breath, so as not to re-ignite her quarrel with Chester. She swept a hand across her brow. “I don’t know what the answer is. But I can’t sleep properly knowing that woman is here. It turns my blood to ice just thinking about what she could do to this place. To us. Coincidentally, is Evering still sitting outside her house?”

      Ink nodded. “Right along with that pistol of his.”

      “Is anyone bringing him meals?” Harriet asked.

      “Ah! Now, none of that!” Chester said, pointing his spoon at her. “He put himself on guard duty and he can jolly well get his sorry backside to the kitchen himself! Don’t encourage him by coddling him.”

      Margaret pushed her bowl away and folded her arms on the table. “It feels like the whole world has turned upside-down. Nothing looks the same anymore. Not even dear old harmless Evering.” She glanced towards the east-facing window. “And we still haven’t done what we first came here to do. That scroll could be on the island somewhere, in that Middling House. If we mean to gain an advantage over the Mistress, we can’t leave without it.”

      Ink glanced around the table but kept his mouth firmly shut.

      “You’re right, of course, Miss Margaret,” Chester said, “but personally, I don’t think we stand a chance of getting anywhere near such a place without Caradoc around. And besides that, I think food is the slightly more pressing issue at present.”

      “How much is left?” Harriet asked, looking across the table at her husband.

      “About a week’s worth,” Martin answered. “And I know I said I wasn’t certain of anything, but I do know we can’t stay here much longer. Fenmire is barren. There’s no fish in these waters. No game to be seen. We do have the silver pieces in Evering’s keeping, but where to spend them? And how to get there?”

      Chester shrugged. “Why don’t we move the village across the water again? She did it once already, she could do it again if we all helped.”

      “It’s ten times as far to the mainland,” Harriet replied. “And the effort spent the first time was exhausting enough.”

      “What about the Drifter?” Margaret said. “It may never fly again, but couldn’t we row it across the bay?”

      Delia shook her head. “The winds haven’t died down since we arrived. Those waves would overtake it before we were even halfway across.” She leaned back in her chair and pushed her own bowl away. “But come now, Mr. Whistler. Your estimation was far too generous to our feelings. We could survive a lot longer than a week. It would just mean killing all our animals.”

      There was a general outcry around the table. No one had a particularly close relationship with the resident chickens, but Nyssa the cow and Annabelle and Bessie the horses might as well have been family members.

      Martin raised a hand. “Calm down. It won’t come to that.”

      “We can eat only eggs if we have to, couldn’t we?” Chester asked.

      “Chickens need feed to lay eggs,” Delia replied. “There’s not much left of that, either.”

      There was another long silence. Ink took the opportunity to empty his bowl. He briefly considered having a bit of bread as well, but soon decided against it and stood from the table. “Well, that’s me finished. I ought to bring her supper now, even though she ain’t been eating much.” He turned back towards the kitchen.

      “Wait a moment, Ink,” Margaret said, rising to her feet. “Why don’t you take Simon and Jeremy theirs instead? Let me go to her this time.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You sure?”

      “We’re out of ideas. We need all the help we can get.” She glanced around the room with an air of curiosity. “And besides, I’d like to see for myself what everyone’s so afraid of.”
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      By now, the Colonists had learned that Fenmire was privileged to only an hour or two of sunshine each day. At all other times, the fog inundating the island was so thick it was almost night-dark again. Margaret could tell the moment of respite was drawing near, for snatches of golden rays had begun to steal through the oppressive gloom around the shield enchantment, rending the clouds slowly apart with every stab. She slowed her pace, eager to enjoy even the smallest glimpse of light.

      She picked her way around fallen trees and over the many fractures in the stone pathway until she came to the Plumsleys’ house. Before it sat Evering Hart, the self-appointed Warden of Riverfall. As Margaret rounded the chair and caught sight of his face, she smirked. The young man was fast asleep with his mouth half open. His pistol lay nestled in the crook of his arm.

      Stepping lightly, she climbed the front steps and let herself into the house, careful to close the door gently behind her again. She steadied the bowl of soup in her hand, then went to the room on the right side of the hall and knocked.

      “Come in.”

      She found the Lady Seherene sitting at a desk in the far corner. She was still dressed in the same blouse, riding trousers, and boots she’d been wearing a few days ago, but with Caradoc’s bloodstains now removed. She had also mended the gash in her arm and stitched the sleeve together again.

      She was bent over a sheet of paper, writing intently. Several finished pages were stacked nearby. Her eyes remained fixed on her work as she acknowledged the interruption with a small tilt of her head.

      “Hello, Inkwell.”

      “Not this time, I’m afraid,” Margaret said.

      Seherene looked up with a start, then put down her pen and stood. “Oh . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

      “Ink was busy with something else, so I thought I’d give him a hand.”

      She set the bowl on a small table near the door. The Entress nodded towards it.

      “Thank you.”

      Margaret held the woman’s gaze long enough to take a good look at her face. She was pale and drawn, evidently sleeping no better than she was eating. Her eyes were also pink and her lower lids half swollen. It was the face of a person who was only now beginning to recover from crying for hours at a time—perhaps even days. Margaret knew the signs all too well.

      Movement caught her attention. There on the bed lay Oswald, the gray one-eyed cat, stretching all four legs until his claws extended.

      “So there you are, you sly thing,” Margaret said, moving towards him and reaching down to scratch behind his ears. “Have you been hogging that bed this entire time?” She glanced up again. “I can take him out if he’s been bothering you.”

      “No. He’s not been bothering me at all. He’s been good company, in fact. I’ve quite missed having animals around.”

      Margaret’s eyes fell to the pages on the desk. “Looks like you’re well on your way to finishing a novel there.”

      Seherene nodded. “It’s my account of all that’s happened. Everything I’ve learned. I thought I should get it down in writing. Especially about the Blue Flames. The Assembly knows nothing of their existence. Of course, they still may not believe it. No one is likely to trust my word any longer.”

      As she turned her gaze to the window, Margaret took the opportunity to study her more carefully. The Entress was definitely older than herself, closer to Harriet’s age. Forty, perhaps, or thereabouts. Then again, it might have only been the weight of sorrow and the burden of her life’s work that made her appear so. Such things were enough to age anyone, even by several years. Still, she wore it well, with grace and decorum, and no obvious attempts to hide the signs.

      “Why don’t we take a walk?” Margaret said. “Get you out of this room for a while. The sun’s about to make a brief appearance. Best we take advantage of it.”

      Seherene looked back at her in surprise, then shook her head doubtfully. “I’ve given my word not to leave the house. I don’t mean to go back on it.”

      “You were not to leave the house without permission. Which I am now giving you, officially.” She moved to the door. “Come on. We’ll have to go out the back way to avoid waking the guard. You’ll want your cloak as well.”
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      After a little more convincing, Seherene finally followed Margaret out of the house through the back door. They took a route across the snow-covered meadow which twisted between tufts of sleeping grass and stretched all the way to the bulwark of trees at the village’s perimeter. The sun was shining now, though dark clouds and curtains of fog hung ominously near. Still, it was light, and combined with the open spaces of the meadow, it made for a reasonably pleasant walk. Margaret took a deep breath of the crisp, invigorating air and lifted her face to the sky.

      The Entress, however, did not appear to be enjoying herself at all. There was a stiffness to her movements, and she looked around and over her shoulder every half minute or so, as if expecting to be caught and accused of escaping.

      “I’m Margaret, by the way. Margaret Wallis.”

      Seherene glanced back at her. “I don’t recognize your name. Nor your face.”

      “I’m not on any of the warrant lists. I came late to the party, about four months ago. Simon and Caradoc showed up on my doorstep one night to turn my entire world upside-down without warning. But for very good reason. There were seven Spektors in my house.”

      The Entress halted in her tracks. “Seven? In one place?”

      “I thought you’d appreciate that,” Margaret said with a small smile, which quickly faded. “I’d gotten myself mixed up in a very bad business. The details aren’t important. But after a fair amount of convincing, Caradoc brought me through the Veil and we faced them together.”

      “And you taking the role of Defender? With hardly any preparation at all?”

      Margaret nodded. “Things went as poorly as you might imagine. At one point, I was sure it was going to be the end of us both. But somehow we managed to make it back again. Afterwards, I begged my rescuers to take me along with them. My house had been destroyed. I had no friends or family to rely on. In the end, it was Simon who persuaded the others to agree to it.”

      “I’m guessing you knew nothing of their true identities.”

      Margaret laughed as they both resumed their walk. “No, not at first. Of course I went mad when I did find out. Ran through the village with an axe, actually. Certain they wouldn’t let me live to see another day. But I calmed down eventually. Heard their stories. Got to know them. And now I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”

      “Really? Even though they are hunted and cursed and exiled from society? And you along with them?”

      “Well, I don’t say it’s been easy. But until we hit that skytrap, we had quite the nice home for ourselves. Orchards, gardens, vineyards. Even our own plumbing and heating system, if you can believe that. It’s been a little piece of paradise in the sky, far out of anyone’s reach, even—” She stopped short, barely catching herself.

      “Even mine,” Seherene finished.

      Margaret wasn’t sure how to respond. Fortunately, the Entress wasn’t eager to dwell on the point and said nothing more about it.

      They soon came to the far end of the meadow. Many trees there had fallen, some even pulled up by the roots. Riverfall’s outermost edge was also much closer than it had been before, and the frigid waters of the bay lapped just beyond. Seherene stopped beside a young oak tree which had snapped almost in half. She put a hand to the dark rings in the heart of the trunk.

      “I could try to repair some of this damage. Not only the trees but the houses and pathways, and anything else of that kind.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Margaret said, “but I fear it would be a wasted effort. That is, until we can find a solution to our supply shortages.”

      She then recounted the Colonists’ conversation in the Dining House, including the ideas they had already discarded and the shrinking timeline which made their situation even more dire. Seherene listened closely with a look of concern. When Margaret asked her advice, she seemed surprised to be consulted at all. But she took time to think the matter over, pacing slowly and searching the ground in thought before giving her answer.

      “Well, I agree it’s not feasible to raise the village again, or move it to the mainland. For all the reasons you’ve already mentioned. At this point, I can think of only one viable option. But it could be very dangerous.”

      “Well, it’s better than no options at all. What is it you suggest?”

      “To bring aid here to you. I could set a light enchantment above the village, high enough to be seen by passing ships. Most sailors will know Fenmire is uninhabited, so their curiosity may draw them closer to investigate. At which point you could try to barter with them. Say your own ship had sunk and marooned you here. Of course, that’s assuming other ships even venture into these waters.”

      “They do. Caradoc told us there’s a rare mineral here that merchant ships come to harvest.”

      “Then there’s a chance the plan will work. But trading with the occasional passing crew will only get you so far. If you’re wanting a long-term solution, you will have to leave the village altogether and find a ship willing to take you on as passengers.”

      Margaret folded her arms. “Passengers with easily recognizable faces, while the papers are no doubt printing warnings to be on the lookout for a group just our size and in just our situation.”

      Seherene nodded. “You see the danger.”

      The sun disappeared for a moment behind a swath of clouds. Snowflakes had begun to tumble down against the shield enchantment. Once the hour of sunlight was up and the sky turned dark again, it would take nothing less than an Entrian light enchantment to break through the wintry gloom.

      Seherene pulled her cloak tighter around herself. “How are your weapon stores?”

      “Decent enough, I suppose.”

      “Pistols and blades?”

      “Mostly, yes. A few rifles, too, I think.”

      “Good. Because you may be better off dispensing with any attempt at a cordial negotiation and plan instead to commandeer the first vessel that comes close enough. Provided it isn’t carrying a very large crew.”

      Margaret nearly let a curse slip but turned it into an incredulous scoff at the last moment. “Us? Commandeer a ship?”

      “You doubt you could?”

      “Not necessarily. It’s just a devil of a thing to consider after trying so hard all this time to avoid a fight. But I suppose it’s come to that, hasn’t it?”

      She bit her lip as she considered the proposal. The others wouldn’t like the idea, and Delia was sure to think it a trap of some kind. But it was certainly better than starving to death.

      “Well, it’s the best plan so far,” she said. “I’ll discuss it with the others, see what they say. Perhaps we could all help with the light enchantment. Make it as bright as possible.”

      At this, Seherene raised both eyebrows and slowly shook her head. “I must admit . . . I am still having trouble believing it. Though I saw it with my own eyes. Felt it. What we did two days ago was . . . beyond extraordinary. I’ve been wondering how the rest of the world might react upon learning of it. Cassrians contributing to enchantments. On the one hand, it inspires a great hope for harmony and reconciliation. But on the other . . .” She did not continue the thought, seeming to think better of it. “Does anyone else know? Apart from the Colonists?”

      “Not to my knowledge. And we’re not exactly eager to spread the word and make the entire Entrian nation even angrier with us, as well as more afraid. They already accuse Cassrians of stealing their homes, their lands. Even the Auric Keys. How much worse to believe we’ve somehow stolen their God-given gifts as well?”

      The Entress nodded but remained quiet, her brow wrinkled with concern. Margaret glanced back towards the Plumsleys’ house in the distance.

      “Well, look, I’ve taken you about half a mile from that bowl of soup. It’s probably stone cold by now.”

      “Oh, that’s nothing to worry about. I haven’t had much of an appetite.”

      They started back across the meadow, much slower this time, both deep in thought. Margaret had no intention of returning the Entress to her prison cell but thought instead to take her on a wider tour of the village. The others would likely have a fit over it. But let them. The woman had just come up with a way to save their lives—again.

      “We don’t have to go straight back, you know,” Margaret said. “This meadow runs almost a complete circle around the village.”

      “Ah, no. I shouldn’t like to make anyone even more nervous by being so far from the house. Besides, I feel I could sleep a little now. The fresh air has done me a power of good.” She looked at Margaret and nodded. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Have you found much else in there to keep you occupied? Apart from the novel-writing?”

      “I spend most of the time lost in thought. But when I can’t bear that any longer, I take to glancing through the impressive selection of music books and operettas. Most of the tunes are unfamiliar to me, but the lyrics are beautiful. Poetry, really.” She lifted her gaze to the shield enchantment and watched as the fog billowed around it. A corner of her mouth turned up. “We saw the Plumsleys perform once. In Altan. I’d forgotten my opera glasses. Isaac lost a cufflink between the seats as soon as we sat down. Still, the night was . . . perfect.”

      She blinked, as if to draw herself out of the memory, then shook her head with almost sheepish self-reproach. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lapse into sentimentality.”

      “Oh, don’t apologize. I’m surprised it took you this long to mention him. You’ve probably been bursting to talk about it with someone.”

      Seherene passed a hand over her face and turned to her with a pained, anxious look. “Is there any change in his condition?”

      “Nothing yet. But if I know Caradoc, he won’t stay down for long.”

      They had reached the back door of the Plumsleys’ house. Here they both paused, neither in any hurry to go inside. Seherene’s expression grew even more troubled. After a long moment of strained silence, the Entress put voice to the worry.

      “Do you know him . . . very well?”

      Margaret pursed her lips to keep from smiling, then moved to the sun-painted stones of the wall and leaned against them. “Not so well as you’re imagining. But I’ll confess I did try to charm Mr. Caradoc soon after I came here. Only once, but in just the way you might think. It was an attempt to gain his favor at a time when I feared I would lose the good opinion of everyone else. He had no intention of taking the bait, even before he caught on to my game. We had an argument the very next moment, during which I spoiled the mood even further by calling him an arrogant brute, so that was the end of that. Of course, there’s no true animosity between us, and I’m still very fond of him as a person . . . but I am not in love with him. So you can put your mind at ease about that.”

      It took another minute, but Seherene’s worry eventually turned to curiosity. “That couldn’t have been an easy thing to tell me. Why admit to it at all?”

      Margaret glanced out over the frozen meadow. “I figured it was best to get it over with. Lay all my cards on the table before losing my nerve . . . now that I’ve decided I like you, and that you’re a genuinely decent person.”

      “What?” Seherene said in surprise. “Just from one conversation?”

      “I used to run an illegal gambling room. Got quite good at sizing people up. Deciding who was above board and who had something up their sleeve. Takes me about five minutes now. Most of the others are still too nervous to even think about you being here, but I know they’ll come around, too. In time.”

      “How can you be so certain?”

      Margaret considered the question carefully before answering.

      “Because we would never truly hate anything—or anyone—that one of us cared for.”

      A few steps down from the wall was a wooden crate filled with empty wine bottles. Seherene went to it, sat down, and shut her eyes as if to ward off her rising emotions.

      “It can’t be possible that he should still care for me. Not after all I’ve done. He shouldn’t.” Her next words followed on the rush of a frustrated sigh. “And I ought not to have spoken to him the way I did during the healing. It was . . . presumptuous.”

      “It was nothing of the sort. I’d even wager it’s what got his heart beating again. That’s certainly how it looked from where I stood. And, if I’m not mistaken, he did respond to you in kind.”

      Seherene’s gaze fell to the ground, watching the shadows cast by the waning sunlight. “My mother worked so hard to make me believe he’d only been pretending. That he’d never wanted anything more than to get close enough to hurt Darian. Her words stung like the truth, and I could never present a convincing argument to the contrary. But still there was always a part of me that doubted it.”

      “Some do pretend, to be sure,” Margaret said wistfully. “But not Caradoc. In all the time I’ve known him he’s acted like a widower. I even asked him once if that was his situation. He didn’t answer, and no one else seemed to know the reason for the behavior, so I never understood it. Until a few days ago.”

      Seherene was quiet for a long time, staring out at the meadow and ruminating over everything Margaret had said. A trio of gulls flew into sight high above the shield and soon disappeared into the next bank of rolling fog.

      “I wasn’t sure the enchantment was going to work,” she said at last. “Healing can be made all the more powerful depending on your feelings for the person. It used to take only a few moments to set him right again after an encounter with a Spektor.” She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath before continuing. “When I saw him there—lying in the snow—I feared I’d buried those feelings and desires too deep to ever find them again. But I’ve since realized they had all come rushing back to me earlier that day. The moment I laid eyes on him to discuss terms.”

      She turned her face away and wiped her cheek. Sensing the Entress might prefer to be alone again, Margaret stood from the wall and adjusted her scarf.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a nickname, would you?”

      “What?”

      “I know it’s an odd question, but I was just thinking I’d go and tell the others about your plan, and it would be a good deal easier if I could pronounce your name properly. Ink’s got the hang of it, but I’m afraid the rest of us have been referring to you as ‘she’ or ‘her’. Or ‘that woman’.”

      Seherene stood from the crate. “I do, actually. It’s Sarah.”

      “Really? That’s quite Cassrian-sounding.”

      “It was given to me by a Cassrian tutor my brother and I had when we were children. He couldn’t pronounce my name, either.”

      “Does it bother you to be called that?”

      “No, not at all. My father and brother even started using it after a while. Some of my friends as well. Only my mother disapproved.”

      At the mention of the Lady Madara, Margaret pressed her lips together with a frown. “Simon was right, you know. You aren’t to blame for having been set against us. Not really. When it comes down to it, you’ve suffered as much as anyone at the hands of the Blue Flames. And I know it’s none of my business, but if I were you, I wouldn’t let other peoples’ ill intentions and underhanded scheming keep me from a second chance at happiness. Especially not when the person I regarded with affection felt the same way about me. It will take time. Years, perhaps. But I hope you can find a way to forgive yourself. Break free of the past.”

      Seherene nodded. “I appreciate that. Truly. But even if I could somehow find the courage and confidence to try for that second chance . . . nine years is a long time. We could be entirely different people by now.”

      “That’s possible, of course.” Margaret smiled with a knowing tilt of her head. “But so is the chance that you’ll be even more well suited for each other than before. Anyway . . . thank you for the advice. We’ll let you rest a while before we try the light enchantment. Sleep well, Sarah.”
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      Later that night, the Colonists gathered on the broken cobblestone path in front of the Plumsleys’ house. Seherene had been allowed to emerge from her holding cell once more to perform the enchantment. Ink placed a hand on her right arm, Margaret her left, and just as they had done on the snowy promontory, the rest linked together hand-in-hand. Jeremy had even managed to join them, having woken early before his shift in the infirmary. Delia stood the farthest away from the Entress, along with Evering, who did not loosen his hold on his pistol.

      The Entress extended her hand, palm facing upward, and closed her eyes. The faint outline of an orb appeared, hovering a few inches in the air. Gradually it brightened, until no one could quite stand to look at it directly. With the slightest motion of her fingers, a pale green light encircled the orb and began to lift it steadily upward, over the tops of the houses and trees, finally passing through a small gap in the shield enchantment, which the Entress opened and closed again with two subtle twists of her hand. Margaret couldn’t help but be impressed. It was only the second time she’d ever seen an Entrian use so many skills so quickly—the first being the battle between Seherene and Pallaton on the island. But then there had been no space to feel anything but terror.

      The orb floated east towards Fenmire, as they had all agreed it was best to lure any curious onlookers to the island rather than to where Riverfall was hiding in the bay. The Colonists released each others’ hands as soon as the enchantment was in place above the shoreline. Though snowflakes and thick fog swirled around it, the light managed to cut through the gloom like a piercing beacon in every direction.

      “Well,” Jeremy said, breaking the silence. “That’s a hopeful sight, I must say.”

      “It’s bloody brilliant,” Chester replied. “No one who gets a glimpse of that will be able to resist taking a closer look.”

      “How long will it last?” Margaret asked.

      “A light orb is one of the easiest enchantments to conjure,” Seherene answered. “On my strength alone it might last a week. With everyone’s help I imagine it could burn for many months.”

      “With everyone’s help,” Delia repeated, her steely gaze fixed on the Entress. “That’s an important point now, isn’t it?”

      Seherene’s brow wrinkled in confusion, clearly uncertain of the elder woman’s full meaning. Delia let another few moments of uncomfortable silence pass before folding her arms and narrowing her eyes.

      “Do it again. Call up another light. Only this time, without our generous help.”

      “What’s this about, Delia?” Chester said, a note of wariness in his voice.

      “I’ve been thinking long and hard about this. We’ve all discovered that Cassrians can offer their energy to an enchantment, but must it be done willingly? Or can it be taken by force? I think that’s a very important question to answer. Riva was able to raise Riverfall without us all being linked up—back before we knew this was possible. But we were all encouraging her. We weren’t opposed to what she was doing. So what happens if we give nothing at all? What might this woman do when all our backs are turned? Figuratively speaking? If she’s able to gain the slightest advantage by us, we ought to know it, here and now.”

      “I have to admit, I’ve had the same thought,” Harriet said.

      Evering nodded at the Entress. “Well? You heard the order.”

      He cocked his pistol. Martin reached over and snatched it out of the young man’s hand.

      “Don’t be stupid, Evering.”

      “I’ll try it,” Seherene said. “It’s a fair question.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Delia shot back with an icy glare. She looked at Martin. “Just keep that pistol ready in case she goes too far.”

      Seherene took a deep breath, then lifted her hand and closed her eyes again. The others watched in breathless silence. This time, Margaret felt no rush of energy as she had before. There was only a feeling of slight fatigue, which she might have dismissed as perfectly normal had she not been standing near an Entress attempting to harness her energy.

      Another orb appeared, hovering just above her palm. The light was steady and grew bright, as though a miniature full moon had alighted on her hand. But it was nowhere near as brilliant as the first. After another minute, Seherene opened her eyes.

      “I can draw nothing more. There was a marked difference this time. Instead of open channels of energy, it was . . . remnants. Lingering traces. The enchantment is brighter than what I might have achieved on my own, but not by much.”

      “Good,” Evering muttered to Delia. “That’s one less thing to worry about.”

      “Unless she didn’t really try.”

      Seherene bore the accusation silently. Nor did anyone rush to her defense. There was no point in having yet another argument about taking the Entress at her word.

      Delia ventured a few steps closer. “Now on to the next order of business. Caradoc is obviously lying in the grip of a black spell. Surely you must know how to counter it.”

      The Entress drew her eyebrows together. “I wish I did. Mr. Elias asked me the same question two nights ago, but I learned very little of black spells in my studies. I wasn’t eager to delve too deep into the subject.”

      Jeremy looked at her with a worried frown. “How bad is it? What you did learn, I mean.”

      She was clearly reluctant to answer. Margaret felt a brief inclination to speak for her, to insist that she didn’t have to respond and that the others ought to leave her be. But the feeling soon passed. The matter was simply too important.

      “Black spells are given by demons,” Seherene replied at last.

      That alone was enough to merit alarm from the entire group, as well as to put a chill down everyone’s spine.

      “They’re essentially curses in the First Language,” she continued. “Which is why they must be spoken aloud.”

      “Blimey,” Ink said, his face drawn in appalled horror. “Do people really do that? Try to talk to demons?”

      “And how is it even possible?” Chester asked. “Not that I really want to know, of course, but . . . how?”

      “With a simple ritual. You must burn barrow weed, provide a sacrifice of some kind—either human or animal—then call a demon by name. If one appears, you make your request and hope it is willing to reveal the words that will make the spell have its desired effect, whatever that may be. I’m afraid I know nothing more.”

      “Nothing more,” Delia echoed. “And yet the practice seems to be in the family. Your brother, your mother⁠—”

      “Hold on, now. We’ve been over this,” Ink interrupted. “She didn’t know they were doing those things. There ain’t no call to keep interrogating her.”

      Margaret nodded. “Ink’s right. We can’t hold her responsible for the actions of others.”

      “As the Entrians did to our friends and families, you mean?” Delia replied angrily. “Holding them in jail cells and prisons while they were questioned? Some for weeks at a time?”

      “That was wrong of us,” Seherene said.

      Evering scoffed. “Oh, you see it now, do you?”

      “Enough!” Jeremy commanded.

      They all looked at him in astonishment. No one had ever heard him use such a stern tone of voice. His customary meek and mild demeanor usually led him to remain silent when the group was all together. But like so many other things, that had changed sometime in the past few months. Margaret even felt a small swell of pride for him. He cleared his throat, self-conscious of the attention.

      “I mean . . . that’s enough for now.” He turned to the Entress and nodded. “You can go inside. Thanks . . . for the enchantment.”

      She nodded in return, then hurried up the steps and into the house. Chester raised a hand before she shut the door.

      “Thank you! Uh . . . Se . . . S-Sarah.” He leaned towards Ink. “Boy, that will take some getting used to.”

      Martin tucked Evering’s pistol into his belt and breathed out an audible sigh. “Well . . . however else we might feel about things, that light was a good idea. We’ll have to take turns walking the perimeter and watching for ships, all hours of the day and night.”

      Ink looked towards the garden grove. “Too bad there ain’t much left of the tower. Would’ve made the job a lot easier.”

      “We can use the horses,” Harriet said. “They can take us along the border in no time at all.”

      Everyone agreed, though they would still need to undertake their patrols by foot whenever it was time to let the animals rest. When the group fell quiet again, Evering glanced around with a quizzical expression.

      “Hey, has anyone seen Oswald? He used to spend half the day sleeping under my chair, now I don’t see him hardly at all.”

      “He’s in the Plumsleys’ house,” Margaret replied. “With Sarah.”

      “What? But why would he be in there? Did she take him?”

      “No, she didn’t take him. He’s there of his own accord. I think . . . I think he just sensed someone nearby who was even sadder than you.”

      The look of irritation remained on the young man’s face, but he said nothing more.

      Jeremy rubbed the back of his neck. “We’ve been waiting so long for the Entrians to see our side of things. Now that one of them has . . . this is how we treat them? As a prisoner?”

      “Are we wrong to be careful?” Delia asked.

      “Of course not. But when does it become too careful? Too fearful?”

      “I don’t think we can be too careful, mate,” Evering said. “Putting even the smallest bit of trust in our worst enemy is not a step we should take lightly.”

      “No,” Ink said. “But you do have to take it sooner or later. I did.”

      All eyes turned to the boy in the oversized coat. Delia pursed her lips. Chester smiled. They all knew he was right.

      “Margaret, too,” he went on. “We were scared to death when we first got here, and realized who you all were. But eventually we had to admit we got it wrong. That you weren’t really cannibals and monsters.” He jerked his head towards the house. “Seherene was our worst enemy. That’s true enough. But we were also hers if you think about it. And once she realized she’d got the wrong end of the stick, she turned right around and helped us, and has been ever since. Pallaton fired a pistol at me, remember? And Margaret, and then Chester and Harriet. But none of us got hurt ‘cause of that shield. Her shield. She’s no more a monster than we are.”

      Margaret nodded. “Mavie knew it as well. She said as much when I went to see her at Mastmarner. ‘She carries a world of grief and anger’, she told me. ‘But she is not all the things you may think of her.’ And anyway, the sooner we can stop thinking of her as an adversary, the sooner we can leave Fenmire and go after Riva and the Plumsleys.”

      They stood silent again. Margaret wasn’t sure, but she hoped the tide of opinion was shifting, even if only a little.

      Martin turned and clapped his hand on Evering’s shoulder. “Come on. You and I will take the first watch. There could be a ship heading our way as we speak. And I’m keeping this pistol. We’ll need our bullets for hunting game, not each other.”

      He turned and began heading towards the stable. With a sigh of resignation, Evering followed.

      “I can take the next watch,” Margaret said. “I may try to sleep a little first, but you can tell them to come and wake me when it’s time.”

      Harriet nodded. “I’ll go along with you. Jeremy, do you need anything more to eat? I can bring you some more soup.”

      “No, I’m fine. But I will head to my own watch, now.”

      “You will tell us as soon as he’s awake?” Delia asked.

      “Even if it’s the middle of the night?” Ink added.

      “Of course.”

      Harriet tugged her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “Thank you for doing this, Jeremy.”

      He smiled sadly. “It’s no trouble at all. I know he’d do the same.”

      He touched his hand to his cap, then disappeared into the shadows of the garden grove. Margaret lifted her gaze to the orb. It was nice to see a light in the night sky again. She couldn’t remember having seen the moon even once since they’d arrived at the island.

      “Oh, no.”

      Delia’s voice drew her out of her thoughts. She looked over to see the elder woman holding a hand over her mouth.

      “What? What is it?” Harriet asked.

      “What’s wrong?” said Margaret.

      She lowered her hand to her throat. “Your mention of Mavie got me to thinking. The Entress was the only person protecting her from arrest—on account of her knowing some great secret. That could only be her connection to Caradoc. But now that the woman is here . . .”

      She let the question hang in the air.

      “Oh, hang it all,” Ink muttered with an air of dread.

      Margaret felt her own heart sink. “That’s right. So who’s protecting her now?”
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      John Spindler sat slumped in his chair with his head in his hands. He heard the sound of clinking glass and liquid being poured. Footsteps came near. He lifted his gaze and saw the drink in front of him. He reached out with his right hand—but pulled it back again just as quickly. He was still getting used to the great wad of bandage wrapped around his last two fingers, often forgetting it was there. He took the glass in his left and downed it in two draughts.

      The Librarian of Mastmarner took her seat again and folded her arms, her shrewd gaze studying him closely. Spindler tried to read the conclusion before it could be spoken. No doubt she thought him a fool. A coward. Perhaps even deserving of the misfortune he’d brought down on himself. He wouldn’t waste time arguing any of those points. All were true.

      “I know,” he said, resting the empty glass on his knee. “Poke and prod at a dangerous beast long enough and you’ll get the sharp end, sooner or later. Or the tips of your fingers shot off, courtesy of Bill Stone.”

      Something like a smile came to the woman’s wrinkled mouth, but the weak light in the room made it hard to be sure.

      “Oh, it’s much worse than that,” she said in her deep, gravelly voice. “You’ve been pulled deep into the lair. And I’m afraid there’s more than one lion lurking about, as well as vipers and vampire bats.”

      “So I’m learning. Still . . . I did try to be careful. I tried to play it smart.”

      “And ‘careful’ and ‘smart’ means getting children to do your dirty work for you? Interesting.”

      Spindler sighed. “It was wrong of me to send Ink to snoop around in Bash’s house, I know. I knew it then, too. I regret getting him mixed up in all this. I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”

      Mavie reached for her own glass and filled it halfway with whiskey. The liquid looked a deep amber in the light as she swirled it around before taking a swig. The flickering firelight played upon the strange C-shaped scar on her left cheek.

      “Well,” she said, “you say Jeremy told you to come to me for help, but I’m not sure what I can do at this point. You’re pretty well stuck in the middle of things. You know terrible secrets you shouldn’t. The enemy knows your name and face. And now you’re meeting with a Colonist-sympathizer who’s under house arrest.”

      “I realize it’s too late for an escape route,” Spindler replied. “I have no choice but to continue on. To find hard evidence that the Mistress of the Spektors and the Blue Flames Militia caused that massacre on Damiras, and then conspired to pin it all on the Colonists.”

      “I imagine any such evidence was destroyed long ago. Or a short while ago, if you consider all the research Bash had done which Bill sent up in smoke.” She took another swallow of whiskey and half-coughed, half-chuckled afterward. “To think . . . Mr. Iophulis Bash making deals with Spektors and digging up all those dark secrets. Who’d have thought it of you, old man?”

      “The research may be gone, but we’ve still got a lead with that scroll he discovered. The one that’s supposed to be in this . . . Middling House. Surely that must be worth pursuing.”

      “Of course it is. But the chances of you and I surviving such an expedition are very slim indeed. Especially without a Keyholder to accompany us.”

      Spindler frowned. “Exactly what sort of place is it? Bash’s notes didn’t go into any detail. And none of the Colonists I met seemed to know. But you, being a former Keyholder . . .”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Did Jeremy tell you everything?”

      “Just enough for me to be able to help, I think.”

      Her gaze fell to the candle flickering on the table beside her chair. Even with her attention fixed elsewhere, Spindler thought she had the brightest eyes of anyone he’d ever met. They sparkled even in the dim room. She may have been well into her eighties but there was still so much vigor and spirited energy about her. In most others, such things were carried in the heart and soul. But he could readily believe her eyes were the center of her being.

      She leaned on the armrest. “You should know then that Keyholders are not generally encouraged to spread their knowledge far and wide, save to other Keyholders and Defenders. And even being a former Keyholder, I shouldn’t like to say more about the Middling House. If the secret of what it contains got out into open society—if people began to believe it was more than a gruesome fairy tale—I shouldn’t like to think of the consequences. I already regret saying too much to the last person who asked me about it. And you have enough worries on your mind without me burdening you with such things.”

      Spindler sat back in his chair and took a moment to survey the room. It was an odd place for the overseer of Mastmarner to make her home. The position usually granted enough prestige to afford every luxury and indulgence one could desire. But the chamber in which he now sat was little more than an attic, and certainly as dusty and cobwebbed. There were only a few pieces of furniture, a handful of trinkets and possessions, and a dozen or so books stacked against the wall near a small bed. The only real distinguishing feature in the room was the three guide pillars—statues of women in various positions of repose, holding books in their marble hands.

      Spindler tapped his finger against his empty glass. “Then I suppose there’s only one source of evidence I can go after. Personal testimony. I may have mucked things up trying to invite Lord Malkimar for tea, but now that I know a good deal more of the truth, I can be smarter going about it. There’s got to be somebody from the Blue Flames who’ll talk to me. Somebody willing to boast about what they’ve done. Or who feels even the slightest bit guilty about the whole business that they can be prodded to full-blown regret. Just look at the Lady Seherene. If she’s chosen to believe the Colonists are innocent, others will eventually follow. They’re bound to!”

      The old woman glanced away with a small smile. Spindler tilted his head towards her, his expression of curiosity crumpling his mustache.

      “Did you suspect she would do such a thing?”

      “‘Suspect’ is too strong a word. But I certainly hoped she would. I’ve also been wondering if she really had anything to do with Riva’s escape, as the papers claim. Though the timing was certainly perfect.”

      Spindler leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “Do you think it was the Blue Flames who blew up the Council House?”

      Mavie stood with some effort, collected his glass, and returned it to the tray on the nearby table. “After listening to you talk about them for the past hour, it makes all the sense in the world. What happened to the Elders was nothing less than an atrocity, but it seems these people have become quite comfortable committing them.”

      Spindler nodded. “It’s only been three days since the attack, but I imagine plans are well underway to choose a replacement High Council. Have you heard anything?”

      “Just rumors from a few of the hunters downstairs. Seherene’s own mother, Madara, is supposedly vying for a spot.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. Seems that whole family has politics in their blood. Do you know anything else about her?”

      “Only that she has no great love for Cassrians, but that’s quite a common trait on this side of the world.” She leaned against the table. “I wonder if there isn’t some connection between her and these Blue Flames.”

      “You mean . . . maybe she’s being set up as a puppet leader?”

      “Well, if these people have managed to gain any friends in high places, it would be the perfect opportunity to elect whoever they wanted. That’s a dangerous thing. A very dangerous thing. Talking of which . . .” She turned and looked at him again with a hand on her hip. “You do realize that if Bill survived that little scuffle with those wolves, you’ll have to sleep with one eye open for the rest of your life?”

      Spindler felt the blood drain from his face. “Yes, I-I know. I’ll probably have to change my name. Dye my hair and grow an itchy beard. Bill Stone’s a terrible shadow to have breathing down your neck. Almost as frightening as my landlady.”

      “Your landlady?” Mavie said with a hoarse chuckle.

      “Yes! She’s been trying to set me up with her daughter for years. She did everything but drag us into the temple and say the vows for us! Now all that time and energy and planning’s been wasted. Don’t you see? She’s a would-be mother-in-law scorned! I can’t think of anything worse! Can you?”

      “Blimey, you’ve gone a funny color. D’you need another drink?”

      “A double this time. Please.” He planted his face firmly into his hands again.

      “Madam.”

      Three women’s voices rang out all at once. Mavie froze. Spindler looked around, his eyes wide. The sound had come from the statues.

      “Madam,” they said again. “It is time. They have come for you.”

      The old librarian moved closer to them with a look of grave concern. “Who has come?”

      “Soldiers.”

      Spindler shot out of his chair. “Soldiers? There haven’t been soldiers in Eriaris for over two thousand years!”

      “Whom do they serve?” Mavie asked, still looking at the statues.

      “Consul Madara.”

      Spindler’s mouth fell agape. He and Mavie shared a look of astonished dread.

      “Consul?” he repeated. “Not . . . not Elder?”

      Mavie bowed her head. “Three days. They only waited three days before taking control. Bloody hell. This is so much worse than I thought.” She glanced at the statues again with a small wave. “Thanks for the warning, girls. I think it’s high time for that holiday I never took.”

      She went to a cupboard and withdrew a leather pack. After a quick inspection of the contents, she stuffed in a few smaller bags from the same cupboard and took the half-full bottle of whiskey as well. She then hurried to a pair of shoulder holsters hanging from a hook on the wall.

      “I knew this day was coming, but I thought I’d have a bit more time.” She donned the holsters and checked the two pistols tucked snugly inside. “Our dear Entress had been keeping me safe from Stalikos. Good of her, too. She always suspected I was much more than a sympathizer.”

      “What? Seherene?” Spindler asked, doubly confounded. “But why should⁠—”

      “Questions are for later. Now where’s your kit? I didn’t see you come up with one but please tell me you have it somewhere.”

      “Have what?”

      “An escape bag! Don’t you have an escape bag? Always have an escape bag!”

      A brief noise of shouting came from somewhere down below. Mavie drew one of her pistols and shoved it into Spindler’s hand.

      “Take this. Hide it in your belt. Get downstairs to my assistant, quickly but quietly. I want both of you to meet me on the beach on the north side of the library.”

      “What about the other staff?”

      “I put them all on indefinite paid leave. There haven’t been any patrons in the place since the hunters moved in. No use making them lag about with nothing to do.”

      More shouting. Then the sound of doors slamming. Mavie put on a leather overcoat and shouldered the pack. Spindler thought she would’ve made an imposing sight if not for her advanced age and slight frame. Still, he was amazed by the deftness and speed at which she moved in the sudden crisis. She hurried to the room’s only door and pressed her ear against it. Spindler tucked the pistol under his belt and met her there when she beckoned to him.

      “I won’t go this way,” she said in a low voice. “Reggie’s still guarding the door and I don’t want him to see me leave. I can’t have him be held responsible for losing me. He wasn’t even supposed to let you in here. He’s a good boy, that one.”

      “But how will you get out? Through the window?”

      “Dumbwaiter.”

      Spindler frowned. “What did you call me?”

      “Oh, you silly clot head. Look there!”

      She pointed to the opposite wall. It was half-hidden in shadows but he could just make out the frame of an inset window with a sliding door over its face.

      “I had it built just for me,” she said. “Should only take about five minutes to get to the beach once I start off. Now hurry along. And stay sharp!”

      She opened the door and pushed him through it. Spindler found himself immediately locking eyes with the young Colonist-hunter guarding her quarters. He smoothed down his jacket and nodded at him, trying to calm his fast-beating heart.

      “Thanks for the time, Warden.”

      The hunter nodded in return, but with no lack of suspicion. Spindler did not wait around to justify it.
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      As he made his way down to the first floor, the shouting grew louder. There were noises of running footsteps and more slamming doors. Colonist-hunters started coming into view. Most looked worried, others were angry. All were on their feet and staring towards the front entrance. This was fortunate, for it meant no eyes were directed at him.

      It wasn’t until he stepped off the last spiral staircase that he saw what had drawn everyone’s attention. At the door stood no gang of ragged Colonist-hunters, but two dozen soldiers. There were both men and women in their ranks, all wearing striking dark blue uniforms with silver epaulets and tailored greatcoats. Their hats were stiff and broad-brimmed, with one side upturned. Each also had a sword strapped to one hip, a pistol on the other, and a rifle slung over the shoulder.

      Their leader, if that’s indeed who he was, argued with a handful of Colonist-hunters.

      “Sir, we are authorized to take whatever actions are necessary to carry out our orders. If you continue to stand in our way, we will have no choice but to take you into custody as well.”

      The Colonist-hunter standing toe-to-toe with him twitched his mustache in vexation. “This is our territory. We were charged with keeping it, along with its prisoner. We don’t recognize you or your authority.”

      So the quarrel went. Eventually, the head soldier dispatched half a dozen troops to post themselves at the spiral staircases around the library, effectively closing off any foreseeable exit points. This only infuriated the Colonist-hunters more, who rushed to block the doors giving access to the roof and terrace areas—hence the shouting, slamming, and racing footsteps.

      Just as Spindler reached the assistant’s desk, the lead soldier pushed past the hunters and headed for the same spot. Spindler whipped around a guide pillar at the last minute to hide himself.

      “Excuse me, sir. We apologize for the disturbance, but we⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, I know. You have a warrant for her arrest,” the assistant said. “I could’ve heard you from the roof, you know, shouting like that.”

      “Can you direct us to her location? It seems these hunters act upon little and know even less.”

      That started a shoving match between the groups behind him, accompanied by several unsavory phrases and insults.

      “Twelfth floor!” the assistant shouted above the rising noise. “Back of the hall! You’ll see a door marked ‘Staff’!”

      The soldier thanked him, then turned and waded into the fray which grew more impassioned by the moment. Someone pulled a pistol. Spindler hurried behind the desk and stepped up beside the old man.

      “Sir—”

      “Oh!” the assistant cried, putting a hand on his heart. “For goodness sake! Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

      “It’s time to go. Mavie wants us to meet her on the beach.”

      “Ah, yes. I figured things were headed that way.” He turned and opened a cupboard, withdrew a small leather pack, and slung it over his shoulder.

      “You have one, too?” Spindler asked.

      The old man raised his bushy gray eyebrows. “Of course. Always have an escape bag.”

      The shouting voices grew even louder. More hunters ran in to help their fellow comrades. More drew weapons on each side. The soldiers who had been sent to the staircases rushed back to aid their fellow troops.

      “Stand away!” the head soldier shouted. “This is your last warning! We will fire in defense!”

      “Quick! It’s now or never!” Spindler whispered urgently.

      The assistant turned to the perch at the back of the alcove and held out his hand to the dark-feathered bird resting there.

      “Come along, Varn.”

      The bird hopped onto his curled forefinger. Spindler took the lead and hurried towards the front entrance, his hand on Mavie’s pistol.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They escaped undetected. No guard had been left immediately outside the doors, but half a dozen rifle-bearing soldiers patrolled the bridge which linked the library to the mainland.

      “Hurry!” the old man said, nudging Spindler. “Down the stairs to the right!”

      It took a second for Spindler to see any stairs, half-hidden as they were by shrubs and weeds, as well as heaps of snow. They followed the curving path along the wall until they came to the sandy beach at the bottom. A closed door stood a few feet away.

      “Inside?” Spindler asked.

      “No. That’s only a boiler room. Round to the back! Farther on!”

      Half a minute later, they found Mavie kneeling on the sand and pulling heavy stones from the rear section of the outer wall. She was breathing hard, attempting to move quickly but slowed by their weight. Spindler glimpsed the prow of a boat within.

      “Help me with these,” she said.

      “Up, Varn,” the old man commanded. The bird promptly hopped from his finger to his shoulder, allowing Ezra to rush forward and assist her as well as he could.

      Spindler dove in between them, working twice as fast as his counterparts. It was awkward with one hand half-bandaged but they were soon able to reach into the gap and haul the craft out onto the sand. It was a small rowboat, barely big enough for the three of them, but in good condition. After a moment or two of rest, they dragged it another twenty feet across the sand and into the freezing waters of the Northern Sea.

      “You first, Ezra,” Mavie said, nodding to the old man. “In you go. Varn, too.”

      The assistant smiled, gave out a sigh, then brought his hand to his shoulder and summoned the bird to his forefinger again.

      “Of the two of us . . . I’m afraid only Varn is suited for such adventures.”

      Mavie’s anxious energy dissolved into confusion. “What?”

      “I’d slow you down. And the soldiers would recognize my face, just as the hunters would.”

      “Oh, don’t be absurd. This is not the time to⁠—”

      “I can do more good here,” he interrupted. “I sent them up to the twelfth floor to look for you. By the time they get back down to my desk, I’ll have remembered my mistake and can send them back up to the eleventh. Old men forget things like that, you know.”

      “Ezra—”

      “And you’ll have a decent head start. You see? So it really is for the best.”

      Mavie’s wizened face wrinkled into a deep frown. “You can’t stay behind. You’ll be arrested once they find out what you’ve done. That you’ve helped me. Possibly worse than arrested under this new government of theirs.”

      Ezra nodded. “Well . . . when you get to our age, each new day is a pleasant surprise. Better to be doing something useful with them than to simply be . . . waiting. I should be proud to risk my life in service of my friends. Something I should have done long ago, in fact. When I first had the chance.”

      She put a hand on his arm. “That sounds like the start of a long and fascinating story. One you can tell us on the way. Please don’t make me beg you, Ezra.”

      “Bash.”

      Both Mavie and Spindler stared at him in astonishment. The old assistant smiled again.

      “Ezra Bash,” he said. “You never knew my full name, did you? Well, I took care no one should.”

      “Bash?” Mavie repeated. “Not . . . not the same⁠—”

      “The same, yes. Iophulis was my brother.”

      “Iophulis Bash?” Spindler cried. “From Harburg?”

      “That’s right. We’ve no time for the whole story, but suffice to say he joined the call-up to go to Damiras while I preferred to stay out of things. The only time I dared get close to any of it was when I installed that statue of him in the library.”

      “The guide pillar?” Mavie said. “That was your doing?”

      “At his request. He meant it as a means for the Colonists to find his research.”

      “You knew about his research?” Spindler said, even louder.

      Ezra rubbed his chin. “My, there’s a lot of repeating. Is your hearing up to snuff?”

      “Is there any more? Any other places he might have kept it? Besides that room in his house? Or did he send any of it to you?”

      “Oh, no. If he had, I would’ve sent it straight back again. I always did my best to stay out of trouble. His talk of Spektors and Blue Flames and strange keys made me nervous. I didn’t want any part of it.” He nodded at Mavie. “Nor did I want to burden you with such things. I knew you had enough difficulties to contend with. I only put that statue there because he begged me, year after year, until I couldn’t take it anymore.” He looked away. His mouth quivered for a moment. “Then the old fool went and got himself killed. But . . . perhaps he had the right idea. To die for something rather than to live for nothing.” He stooped and slipped the leather bag from his shoulder, then held it out to Spindler. “Take it.”

      Spindler glanced at Mavie, hesitant. She was too overcome to speak. Too bewildered. But they couldn’t stand there talking for much longer. He accepted the bag with a grateful nod.

      “And Varn as well,” Ezra said, lifting his other hand. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to him.”

      “Oh, uh . . .”

      Before Spindler could protest, the assistant urged the bird onto his shoulder.

      “He’ll fly off to feed himself, so you don’t have to worry about that, and he knows better than to relieve himself on your coat. You’ll hardly know he’s there at all. He just likes to be talked to once in a while. He’s quite clever as well. Knows a few words and phrases.”

      The bird cocked his head, ruffled its black feathers with his beak, and settled down comfortably. Spindler glanced at him, unsure about the whole business but willing to try it for the old man’s sake. “Uh, all right. H-hello, Varn.”

      “Hello!” the bird squawked.

      “Oh, good Lord, you’re loud,” Spindler said, bringing a hand to his ear.

      Mavie stepped forward and took Ezra’s hands, her eyes welling with tears. “I will miss you, my friend. I should stay behind if I had any sense. Make you reveal all the other secrets you’ve been keeping from me.”

      “No more secrets. All that remains is to apologize for not telling you sooner. Who knows how it might have helped things? But now you must go. You can be a great help to your friends, and they will need as much as they can get—especially considering recent events. Though I must say . . . it does my heart good to know they’re together again. As they should be.”

      Mavie smiled. “You knew as well?”

      “Oh, please. It didn’t take a great deal of imagination. They spent a whole month in that boiler room together. One would always stay and wait for the other. And I could hear their laughter all the way up through the dumbwaiter. Give them my fondest regards. As well as my apologies to the Lady Seherene. I’m afraid I wasn’t able to discover anything about young Mr. Revore’s mother and father, though not for lack of effort.”

      “Ink?” Spindler said. “Seherene was trying to find Ink’s parents?”

      “Yes. On account of feeling sorry for the poor lad, or so I guess.”

      “But he’s an orphan, isn’t he?” Mavie asked.

      “The lady didn’t seem to think so. She sent inquiries to every hospital and infirmary in the country to start with, but when that brought no result, she expanded the operation. I received a letter from her a few months ago asking for my help with the search. I’d been meaning to tell you about the whole business, but I’m afraid it quite slipped my mind, what with all the excitement.”

      “No one could blame you,” the old woman replied. “And I pray this new excitement doesn’t prove too troublesome. I can’t bear to think of them marching you off to Stalikos.”

      He patted her hand. “Then don’t think of it. Now come on. In you go.”

      He helped her into the boat. Spindler steadied her by the other arm while trying not to dump Varn off his shoulder. Once she was seated, Spindler turned back to the assistant.

      “You should know . . . your efforts weren’t in vain. The finding of your brother’s research changed a lot of things for many people. Myself included. I’m sure it even played a part in convincing the Lady Seherene to see the truth. That’s no small achievement.”

      “Well . . . that’s very kind of you to say.”

      “You’re sure about staying?”

      The old man smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Go on. And you be good, Varn.”

      Spindler turned reluctantly, shoved the boat into the water, and jumped aboard before the icy waves could reach his knees. The oars were secured by leather straps under the gunwales. Mavie and Spindler worked quickly to loosen them and set them into their locks.

      “Oh!” Ezra said. “I put today’s paper in that bag of yours, Mr. Spindler! Better have a look at it when you can.”

      “Will do!”

      “And you take good care of yourself, Ezra Bash!” Mavie cried, then repeated the name to herself in renewed astonishment. “Bash!”

      The waves sent them floating westward before Spindler had a good grip on the oars. He pulled a few aimless strokes, unsure of their destination but knowing they had to get far away from Mastmarner. The midday sun was like a beacon bearing down on them. Mavie watched the shore until the old assistant turned and disappeared around the curving tower wall. She wiped at her eyes and cleared her throat before speaking again.

      “Steer us east towards the mainland, around the library. We should come up on the mouth of the Ceridwen soon enough. We’ll ride it as far south as it will take us.”

      “You’ve got a plan already?”

      “Of course I do. You don’t have an escape bag without also having an escape plan. No more talking for a while now. I can already see soldiers on the far shore. Just keep your head down and row. And get Varn off your shoulder. Someone might recognize him.”

      He held his finger out to the bird, who hopped on without protest and allowed himself to be set beneath the seat. This done, Spindler glanced over his shoulder in a panic. There were three soldiers patrolling the mainland on horseback. They were headed towards the library but their eyes swept both the water to their right and the dense wood to their left.

      “Shouldn’t I bear more out to sea?” he asked in a low voice. “They’ll spot us if we keep on like this!”

      “Of course they will. Just keep your gob shut and do as I said.”

      Mavie shifted in her seat and lifted the lid off a squat basket in the stern. From out of this she pulled a cloak, a large straw hat, and two pieces of a fishing rod which snapped together. She put on the cloak, adjusted it, and donned the hat. The brim was so wide Spindler could hardly see her face.

      “I’m not dressed for fishing!” he said in a loud whisper of alarm.

      She answered him with a sharp hand signal—of which he well knew the meaning—then laid the fishing rod across her lap. He glanced over his shoulder again. One of the soldiers had dismounted and was looking their way. As soon as he noticed Spindler turn his head, he raised his arm and beckoned.

      “Ho there! Come closer ashore!”

      He looked back at Mavie and perceived a slight nod by the motion of her straw hat. With a grunt, he threw his weight on the starboard oar and took them closer to the soldiers. Once in range for conversation, he attempted a smile.

      “Anything wrong, sir?”

      “Just doing an inspection of the area,” the dismounted soldier replied. “Can you ask the lady to remove her hat?”

      “What?” Spindler asked, trying to sound offended. “Is that really necessary?”

      “The hat, madam. If you please.”

      “But—”

      “Hold your tongue, boy. It’s no great effort.” Mavie removed her hat and lifted her wrinkled face to the soldiers with a wave of her hand. “Pay no attention to my grandson. He can’t reason any better than he can help me reel in our dinner, though I do try to teach him.”

      The soldier looked hard at her face, then back to his colleagues. One shook his head. The other narrowed his eyes at Spindler.

      “Must be hard to fish with a hand wrapped up like that.”

      “Ha,” Mavie said with a bitter laugh. “That’s from our hunting lesson gone awry. He’s always trying to hurry things, but I keep telling him, ‘You can’t turn a city boy into a proper man overnight.’ ‘Specially if he keeps insisting on dressing like one. Doesn’t he look like a right git wearing all that?”

      Spindler put on his best wounded look.

      After another long moment, the dismounted soldier raised his hand and nodded. “All right. Be on your way.”

      Almost before he had finished speaking, the sound of gunfire ripped through the air. Everyone looked to the library. The soldiers stationed on the bridge ran towards the front entrance. As more shots followed, the soldier on the shore leapt astride his mount and followed the others at a full gallop, leaving Spindler and Mavie to stare after them in dread.

      “Keep your head down, Ezra,” she said, then clicked her tongue. “And my poor library. Who’ll clean up afterward?”

      Spindler reached down for the glossy-feathered bird. It gave him a brief peck on the hand as if to chide him, then hopped onto his arm, and from his arm to his shoulder. “Why did they let us go? I can’t understand it. They were clearly looking for you.”

      “Yes, but they were expecting someone else entirely.”

      He opened his mouth to speak again but she waved his question away and repositioned herself to a more comfortable spot on the bench.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later. Keep rowing. I can see the river just up ahead. We’ll keep to the water as long as we can. They’ll be watching all the roads and ports.”

      “So what if they are? They saw your face. They didn’t recognize you.”

      “No. But yours is the one that’s going to get us into trouble if there’s any to be had. Bill Stone may be far away but there’s no telling how many Blue Flames are roaming about at any given time.” Her eyes fell on Mastmarner again. “Good Lord. Soldiers in Eriaris. I never thought I’d see the day. And someone was certainly planning ahead to have had all those uniforms ready for service.”

      “We have to get out of the West Country.”

      “Of course. But only if my friends have done so ahead of us. I have to check their schedule again. Make sure it hasn’t changed. Where’s that newspaper?” She reached for Ezra’s bag. “If only we could get to Riva somehow as well. But with any luck she’s already crossed the Lockhorns.” She pulled the newspaper from the bag, opened it to the second page, then held it closer as her eyes raced over the print. “Ah, so it did change. Ramminburn was supposed to be their next stop. Now it’s Jaston.”

      “Jaston? That’s in the South Country! You can’t really mean for me to row us that far!”

      “It’s the safest way to get to them.”

      “Well, that’s very comforting, I’m sure. But who exactly is this ‘them’ we’re after?”

      Mavie turned the paper around and held up the page she’d been examining. Positioned on either side of a long list of towns and cities were the portraits of two ladies, both in dramatic poses and dressed in splendid evening gowns. The oars froze mid-swing as a look of dumbfounded wonder spread across Spindler’s face.

      “Oh, no. Oh, you don’t . . . you can’t mean . . . the Plumsley sisters? The Plumsley sisters are Colonist-sympathizers? You have got to be joking!”

      “Blimey, you do have a lot to catch up on. Well, never mind. We’ll have plenty of time to go over it all.” She set the paper on her lap and rifled through the rest of it.

      “All right, but you will tell me?” Spindler said, flustered as well as frustrated. “I hate being made to guess every step of the way. Makes me feel such a fool to be left in the dark. And who were you and Ezra talking about earlier? Who’s ‘together again’, as they should be?”

      “Never you mind. Ah! What did I say? Here it is in black and white.” She held the paper close again and began to read aloud. “‘Be it known to the Entrian public that a Cassrian journalist by the name of John Spindler is wanted for questioning. If seen, please report his location to the nearest constable or law office.’”

      “What?”

      Varn ruffled his feathers at the loud cry of exclamation. Mavie smirked ruefully.

      “Welcome to the lion’s den, Sympathizer. And watch out behind you. You’re steering us towards a boulder.”
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      For the sixth day in a row, Ink found himself asking for extra work to keep busy. Usually there was no lack of useful employment for him. There was always another pot to clean or spot of rubble to clear away. But today had been different. He’d gone to every Colonist door-to-door, one by one, only to find he could be of no help to anyone. Because of this, he was ultimately forced to seek out a job in the infirmary—though it was a place he’d been most desperate to avoid.

      Simon welcomed him warmly and set him up at a small desk in the makeshift clinic. The crash had scattered and broken many of their medical supplies, and their acting physician had been wanting to take proper stock of what remained. Ink set to work writing the names and amounts of each usable bottle of medicine or elixir, while Simon made careful note in a separate journal of what they had lost and would need to replace.

      For the fourth time in five minutes, Ink glanced over his shoulder. They weren’t the only ones in the room. The unconscious Keyholder lay on a cot in the corner, out of sight behind a partition but his presence keenly felt. The worry over his condition had also doubled in the past few hours. Everyone knew he should have woken long ago, and it made Ink’s stomach twist into anxious knots even to think about it.

      “You don’t have to sit in here if you’d rather not.”

      He found Simon looking at him with concern. He’d been getting a lot of those looks lately. Ink set his jaw and returned his attention to the paper in front of him.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      Simon turned a page in his journal. “It’s all right not to be fine, you know.”

      Ink answered with a curt nod. It was a gesture of understanding. Not agreement. He reached for a small bottle of brandy—noted the type, year, and quantity—then briefly considered popping the top and taking a swig even though it was strictly for medicinal purposes and Simon would surely tell him off for it. He pushed it away in the end.

      “What’s she doing with all that?”

      Ink looked up and followed Simon’s gaze out the window. On the cobblestone path outside the house, Margaret was pushing a wheelbarrow full of stones. The front wheel had just gotten stopped up against a jagged rift in the path which she was now attempting, unsuccessfully, to navigate around.

      “Back in a minute,” Simon said, then dropped his pen and rushed out of the room.

      Ink watched as he approached her. He couldn’t hear what was said, but he knew Simon was questioning her decision to take on such laborious work and that she was insisting it was nothing she couldn’t handle. After a few more seconds of arguing, Simon moved past her and took charge of the wheelbarrow himself. Margaret’s face fell in obvious displeasure as she followed him, attempting to retake the handles. Ink smirked. It could well be more than a minute before Mr. Elias was back. At the thought, he glanced over his shoulder again.

      He could remember a time, not so very long ago, when he would have given anything for misfortune to befall Isaac Caradoc. He’d considered him a cruel taskmaster, a scoundrel and a tyrant with ties to dark spirits and no interest in trying to convince Ink that he was at all trustworthy. Ink had seen nothing good in him back then. The man had even once declared himself the master of Ink’s fate. What was a strong-willed, free-spirited boy to do under such crushing control? How else to break free but to wish every misery upon the Keyholder’s stubborn and irritating head?

      Ink stood from his chair and approached the partition. He stopped at the edge, took a deep breath, and peered around it.

      The sight made him feel as though he’d swallowed all the rocks in Margaret’s wheelbarrow. He’d never seen Caradoc in such a state, not even after a Spektor expulsion. The man was deathly pale and looked thinner somehow. There were heavy rings under his eyes. The scars across his face appeared white and pinched, even those that tracked through his beard. Most shocking of all was his blood-stained shirt, which Simon had not removed for fear of causing further damage in the process. All in all, he looked as wrecked as the ruin Riverfall had become.

      At least they had done their best to make him comfortable. He was propped up by several pillows, and there were two lanterns and a handful of candles to keep the corner from being immersed in darkness. A tray of bottles and vials sat nearby, along with an empty glass and pitcher of water, all ready for the moment he awoke. Despite his nervousness, Ink urged himself towards the chair beside the cot and sat down. He’d heard somewhere that unconscious people could often hear the voices of those around them. He wasn’t sure if he believed it, and he knew he was bound to feel like a fool . . . but if there was even the smallest chance of making a difference, it was surely worth trying.

      “Hey there, Admiral.”

      The words came out half-strangled. Ink cleared his throat before beginning again.

      “This is Inkwell Featherfield what’s speaking to you. I’ve come to tell you you’ve had enough laying about and it’s high time you got to your chores. There’s too much to be done, see, and we can’t have you dodging work any longer. You’ve got to rebuild that tower for starters. It’s in pieces all over the place. And Riva and Jeremy’s houses? Those sank straight down into the water, if you can believe it, so you’ve got to go and bring ‘em back up again. There’s trees what need re-treeing and stones what need re . . . stoning. Oh, I don’t know what I’m saying.” He blew out a nervous breath and rubbed his sleeve across his brow. “Look, you got a lot of people worried about you. And I ain’t saying I’m one of ‘em, but if I was, I’d be quite in my rights to be sore at you for being away so long. Everyone’s holding up as best they can, of course. Simon and Jeremy been taking real good care of you. But it’s time to get up now, all right? You got more to do around here. A lot more.”

      A minute ticked by, and still there was no response. Not that he’d really been expecting one. Or so he told himself. With a sigh, Ink leaned forward, preparing to rise from his seat.

      Suddenly, a noise like a rush of wind came through the room. The lanterns flickered, the candle flames bent so low on the wicks that most went out. Ink felt a surge of icy air swirl past, as though a wave of freezing water had clapped down over him. With a startled cry, Caradoc awoke with a motion so vigorous his arm struck the nearby tray and scattered its contents. Ink leapt to his feet, astonished. The strange wind died away and the cold along with it. The Keyholder glanced around in panic, his eyes bloodshot and wild. When his gaze fell on Ink, his expression turned to confusion, then suspicion.

      “Ink?”

      “That’s right,” Ink said, putting up a hand. “That’s right. It’s only me.”

      “Am I . . . am I dead?”

      Ink smiled in sheer relief. “No, you ain’t dead. But if you were, I’d have something to say about the laundry service.”

      Caradoc looked down, bewildered, and clutched at his bloody shirt. He glanced around again, then back at Ink. “How long have I been out?”

      “Six days. And that’s about five more than we were expectin’.”

      He rubbed a hand over his face and blinked several times, as if to make certain he was truly awake. He held up his left hand and gazed at the fingerless leather glove covering the Spider Key on his palm, then put his right over his heart where Madara’s bullet had ripped through his chest—and where Seherene had healed him.

      Light returned to his eyes as the memory flooded back, and he attempted to raise himself onto a shaking forearm. “It was . . . it was her! She was here! Blazing hell, she was right here! What’s happened? Where is she now? Has she gone?”

      “She’s still here,” Ink said, putting his arm out to calm him. “Staying over at the Plumsleys’ house, in fact, and quite sick with worry over you.”

      The front door slammed shut. Footsteps rushed towards the room and Simon appeared. A broad smile spread across his face as he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Oh, God be praised! I thought I heard your voice!”

      “Simon? Is that you?”

      “He’s still gettin’ his bearings,” Ink said.

      “As well you should, my friend. You certainly took your time coming back to us.”

      Caradoc attempted to sit up again. Simon rounded the cot to help him.

      “She’s still here?”

      “She’s still here. Don’t you worry about that. Ink, pour him a glass of water, would you? Then go and fetch that bottle of brandy.”

      Caradoc grasped his arm. “And the bullet? She got it out?”

      “There was nothing to get. It went straight through you.”

      The Keyholder dropped his gaze, nodding. “That was . . . a damned good shot from so far away. Something had been done to the bullet, yes?”

      As Ink returned with the brandy, Simon exchanged a wary glance with him, then conceded the point with a rueful nod.

      “A black spell.”

      There was no great reaction from Caradoc. If anything, he seemed to have expected the answer.

      “You knew right away it was her mother who’d done it,” Ink said as he passed the bottle to Simon. “Had you seen her before?”

      “Yes. A few times. But always from a distance.”

      It was a good twenty minutes before Caradoc was suitably sound of mind and aware of his surroundings. He drank the water, then some of the brandy. Little by little, the color came back to his face and the trembling stopped. Ink rolled away the partition and let the weak sunlight into the room. Caradoc shut his eyes against it at first but insisted they let him adjust to it rather than continue to shield him. Simon gave him a dose of crushed aspirin and something else in a green bottle which Ink couldn’t identify.

      When he seemed more like himself than not, Ink and Simon began to answer his questions about what had happened over the past few days—Riverfall being drawn to Fenmire, Seherene surrendering to the Colonists, the news of Riva’s escape from custody, the details of their dwindling provisions, as well as the new plan involving the light orb. He listened carefully, betraying no feeling through expression until Simon admitted that Seherene was effectively a prisoner. At this, he was decidedly dismayed, but didn’t argue or become enraged.

      “How is she?” he asked.

      Simon raised his eyebrows. “I’d say she’s bearing up reasonably well under the circumstances. I’ve gone to see her every day and she’s been nothing but polite and forbearing. Ink can tell you. He’s been delivering her meals.”

      Ink nodded. “She ain’t been eating much. But I think that’s bound to change now you’re awake again.”

      Caradoc turned his face to the window. Pained worry creased his scarred brow. He shook his head, then looked at Simon with eyes that were nearly despondent.

      “The others . . . they must utterly despise me.”

      “No. No, not in the slightest. But they are—understandably—confused.”

      Caradoc shut his eyes and put his thumb and forefinger on his temples. “Oh, damned if I can’t shake this feeling.”

      “Do you want more aspirin? Another drink?”

      “It’s nothing like that. I had . . . terrible dreams while I was out. Horrifying.”

      “I can only imagine. You had no tonic. But let me run to the kitchen to get you something to eat. That should make you feel a little better, at least. Won’t be a minute. Have some more water in the meantime.”

      Ink took up the pitcher and filled the glass again. As soon as Simon had shut the front door behind him, Caradoc sat forward, bracing himself against the cot with one arm.

      “Ink . . . good Lord, I’ve just remembered . . . that Entrian bastard tried to shoot you, didn’t he?”

      Ink couldn’t help but smile again. “I gotta say, it gives me no small pleasure to hear you call him that.”

      “My heart dropped straight through my chest when I thought that bullet was going to hit you. I don’t know what I would’ve done if that shield hadn’t been there. Probably torn him in half, as soon as I could move again.”

      Ink handed him the water, then hooked his thumbs over his belt. “Her mother used that same enchantment on me once. Back in Ciras. Couldn’t move anything but my eyes and mouth. Pallaton said he couldn’t have set the enchantment on all of us at once. Not by himself, anyway. But the other Entrians were dead when it happened. So how’d he manage it?”

      “It must have been . . . a binding enchantment, I think.”

      “Binding? I never heard of that one.”

      “It’s quite rare. It involves . . . infusing an enchantment with living tissue. He must have convinced the hunters to let themselves be bound by a deadening enchantment, to be released upon their deaths. Making them all a kind of walking spelltrap. We weren’t released from it until he was killed, which means he must have cast either the binding or the deadening himself, if not both.”

      Ink sank onto the chair again. People making their own bodies into traps? He’d never have dreamt such a horrible thing was possible. Just when he thought he’d heard it all—Spektors, black spells, people summoning demons—there was always something else to make the world around him even darker. And to make him feel he knew nothing at all.

      He squeezed his hands together, trying to push the thought from his mind. “Well . . . then it’s really a miracle Seherene found us when she did.”

      Caradoc stared down at the water glass. “Listen, Ink, I . . . I’ve kept a lot of secrets from you. From all of you. I know it was a terrible shock to find out about my history with her, but I didn’t keep it from you to cause harm. Still, I realize it was wrong of me, even cowardly to have hidden it for so long. I should’ve put more faith in you. Forgive me.”

      Ink dropped his gaze. Caradoc had apologized to him once before, and then had warned him not to expect such a thing again. Five months ago, Ink would’ve made a meal out of such vulnerability. Taken every opportunity to gloat. But he was ashamed of that now. Besides, he really had no choice but to forgive him. How could he ever take anyone to task for keeping a secret when he was keeping so many of his own?

      Ink shrugged. “Aw. Ain’t nothing to forgive. Just don’t scare us like that again, eh?”

      Caradoc drew in a sharp breath, as though a sudden thought had struck him.

      “Saints above! The scroll! I left it in the Drifter⁠—!”

      “Calm down, Captain. I took care of it. Grabbed it before we left the beach. The Keyholder Book, too. They’re both tucked away in my room.”

      “Oh, thank God. That was quick thinking. We’d be lost without them. Without you.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Ink replied with a small grin. It faded as he glanced towards the window, then at the door leading out into the hall. There was no sign yet of Simon’s return. “And . . . just so you know . . . I ain’t told ‘em anything about the Middling House. Or your father. Or any of the rest of it. Just like I promised.”

      Caradoc set the glass on the bedside table. “I appreciate that, Ink. But after all that’s happened, I think we might have to tell them. Not only because they deserve to know the truth, but because I feel I couldn’t keep another secret ever again. Not in good conscience, anyway.”

      Ink nodded. “All right. But maybe wait ‘til your head’s back on straight all the way, yeah?”

      The Keyholder chuckled. “Fair enough.”

      The front door opened. Simon hurried through the hall and into the infirmary, carrying a plate of sliced apples and cheese.

      “Here you are. A feast of kings.”

      Caradoc accepted the plate with a weak smile. “Thanks, Simon. For everything. Really. But to be perfectly honest . . . I don’t give a toss about food right now.”

      “Of course,” Simon said, almost laughing. “I figured as much. You want to see her, don’t you?”

      “If she’ll see me.”

      “Well, there’s no question of that. But are you sure you feel up to it?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Simon twisted his mouth doubtfully, then looked at Ink, who replied with a nod of assent.

      “Right,” he said. “Well, you’d better go and fetch her, then, Ink. But walk. Don’t run. Give Mr. Caradoc some time to change his shirt and make himself at least a little presentable.”

      “No one’s got that much time,” Ink replied as he stood and started across the room.

      Caradoc put a hand to his heart again. “Oh! That’s what I was missing! That clever and dazzling wit of yours. I’m feeling better already. Thank you, Mr. Featherface.”

      Ink gave him a mock salute. “Glad to be of service.”
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      Seherene guessed the news as soon as Ink appeared at her door with a grin on his face. As soon as the boy confirmed it, they both rushed out of the house. She didn’t bother to take her cloak, wipe the ink stains from her fingers, or even close the door behind her. In fact, it was all she could do not to run ahead, but she forced herself to keep a reasonable pace out of respect for Simon’s wishes. Ink walked as fast as he could, cutting a path through the garden grove even though it meant sidestepping fallen trees and crossing a bridge which was missing its entire left railing.

      The closer they came to the infirmary, the more nervous Seherene realized she was becoming. It was best to lay out expectations ahead of time. She wouldn’t presume anything. Wouldn’t base the entire conversation on their last fraught and distressing exchange. She had to keep cool and sensible. Clear-headed, as much as possible. If it was possible at all.

      As they approached the house, Ink surged ahead and leapt up the front steps to open the door for her. She stopped on the path, hesitant, and regarded him with a worried expression.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “Ink, I . . . I can’t let another moment go by without asking your forgiveness.”

      “What? You ain’t done nothing to be sorry for.”

      “Yes, I have. Things haven’t been the same between us. We haven’t been able to talk as we once did. Confide in one another. I know it’s entirely my fault. I broke faith with you when I used that ring to track you. I deceived you, and damaged our valuable friendship in the process. The loss of which I have most keenly felt. I can’t go in there and try to make reparations with an old friend before first making things right with you.”

      The boy dropped his gaze, and for a moment she thought he looked guilty. He scratched his chin, then waved a hand through the air with half a shrug. “Aw, we were both playing games. Me just as well as you. And you never see two chess players saying ‘sorry’ for making clever moves to win, now do you? So no apologies needed.”

      He glanced at her face again, trying to smile but appearing embarrassed. She climbed the steps and joined him on the threshold.

      “How very lucky I am to have crossed paths with you, Inkwell Featherfield. By rights—by our circumstances and roads travelled—we should never have met. And I would still be in the dark, still a prisoner in my mother’s house, a pawn of her games, and likely married to Lord Pallaton. For sparing me that fate alone, I can never repay you.”

      He smirked, his eyes still dancing about but never quite meeting hers. “Well . . . even if he hadn’t turned out so rotten, you would’ve deserved a lot better. You s-still do.”

      He hung his head, further embarrassed by his stuttering. She smiled and offered her hand.

      “Friends again?”

      This time, he very clearly blushed, but he took her hand all the same.

      “Friends.”

      He turned and led the way into the house. Both doors on either side of the hall were closed. Ink went to the left one and knocked.

      “Ready when you are!” he called out.

      A few moments of silence passed before Simon finally answered.

      “Come in!”
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            A Grievous Offense
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      Caradoc stood with both hands braced against the back of a chair. Simon held him by one arm, evidently having just helped him to his feet. At this first sight of him, after so many days of such an awful time of waiting, Seherene’s resolve to keep calm and collected was immediately put to the test. She nearly put her hand on Ink’s shoulder to keep herself from rushing forward but settled instead for clasping her own arm.

      Once satisfied that Caradoc was steady, Simon retreated to the door, pausing briefly to give Seherene an encouraging smile.

      “I’ll be just across the hall. Give a shout if you need me.”

      She nodded, grateful. He touched Ink’s shoulder.

      “Come on. Let’s go wake Jeremy and tell him the good news.”

      Ink turned and led the way out of the room. The door shut behind them.

      Caradoc had shifted to face her, now with only one hand on the chair but still unable to stand at his full height. He tried to smile but it was clouded with worry and hesitation.

      “Hello, Sarah.”

      Sarah. From anyone else’s lips, it was only a nickname. From his, it was nothing less than a term of endearment. She took a deep breath before answering in the hope of gaining better control over her composure.

      “Hello, Isaac. You didn’t have to stand for me.”

      “Yes, I did. I like to be on my feet when thanking people for saving my life. Although . . .” He ran a self-conscious hand over his beard. “I regret I must do so in such poor condition. I seem to look more and more a wreck every time we meet.”

      “You’re still alive,” she said, aware of the slight tremor in her voice. “And awake again. That’s all that matters.”

      He nodded, but the look of worry remained. “Are you all right? You’re being treated well?”

      “Yes. Far better than I deserve.”

      “You don’t deserve to be shut away in that house. You sacrificed everything to save us. Earned the wrath of your entire nation⁠—”

      “And each one of you did no less for us on Damiras,” she replied. “I’m only sorry I was nine years late. You’ll never know how sorry.”

      She glanced out the window as Harriet and Delia passed by, talking close together. When they had gone from sight, she looked back at him in curiosity.

      “They call you ‘Caradoc’.”

      “Yes. When we all met together for the first time, it was by the ship Marlas had hired to take us to Damiras. Every other crew I’d sailed with had called me by my surname. I saw no reason to change things. Of course, that was before I knew I’d be spending the next decade of my life with them. By then the name was stuck. Simon’s the only other person who calls me Isaac.”

      She turned her head towards the door. “He’s as good a person as you always said he was. Not only did he look after you, but he made the time to see me for a few minutes every day, making sure I was all right. He even came to my defense when tensions were at their highest. That took a great deal of courage.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. He’s one of the best people I know.”

      She attempted a smile, but the action resulted in more of a pained grimace. She bowed her head. “That’s not a description I could give to the company I’ve been keeping.”

      He drew his eyebrows together. “Did no one look after you?”

      She gave the question a moment of thought before answering. “Only our family friend, Dr. Tyrus. He always did his best to encourage me. Attended faithfully to my mother’s health—or lack thereof.” She shook her head in dismay and put a hand to her face. “My mother. Saints above, what a piece of work she turned out to be. All this time I’d been thinking her idle. Lost to resentment and grief. But she wasn’t idle. She was pulling strings and moving pawns, unseen, while every drop of attention was fixed on me. She made so many terrible confessions when I confronted her. About my brother. About the militia. She was even reading my correspondences.” She glanced at him again as another touch of sorrow struck her heart. “She destroyed your letter of explanation before it even reached me.”

      Caradoc nodded. “And no doubt would’ve destroyed any others I might have sent. Hm. If I hadn’t been assuming all this time that you’d actually received it, I would’ve been more creative in trying to reach you.”

      “You couldn’t have known.”

      He braced himself against the chair again and tried to stand straighter. “I sent you another message—long before that one—asking you to meet me at Mastmarner. It was just after Simon and I learned what would happen at the peace gathering. You had mentioned you were heading back to Ciras, so I had it sent to your family home. Your father intercepted it instead and came to meet me himself.”

      Her expression turned to surprise. “My father?”

      “Yes. It took some time convincing him to regard the threat as a serious one, but once he believed, he agreed to do whatever he could to stop it. He got us access to the island, supplied us with weapons and disguises, gave us guidance on what actions to take. The plan was for Atturias to warn his fellow Elders before the meeting could begin, and to evacuate the island as quickly as possible. We were there to help however we could—while keeping our ears open for anyone speaking the strange language of a black spell.”

      Seherene put a hand to her throat. “Incredible. My own father . . . a founding member of the Colonists. That’s why he was so troubled the last time I spoke with him. And so guarded. I wish he had told me.”

      For a moment, she wondered what her mother might say to such a revelation, and if she could ever be persuaded to believe it. But she knew the answer. Their last conversation together had made it painfully clear. The Lady Madara would only believe what she wanted to believe. Truth was immaterial.

      Seherene lifted her gaze again. “Ink said it was the Mistress who gave you the warning about the black spell.”

      “It was.”

      “When did you meet with her?”

      A mirthless chuckle left his lips. “Right after our last parting on Damiras, when your clan had come to scout the island and the Assembly had sent me to chart it. You remember Simon had been calling for me to have a look at something?”

      She nodded. She had often thought about that meeting. So much that she could recall every detail.

      “He’d found this old temple ruin deeper in the hills,” Caradoc continued. “Inside were all these strange statues and ancient objects that looked like gifts or offerings. Then we found this woman asleep on an old, dust-covered bed. We thought she was hurt or lost. Simon woke her. Thankfully, I didn’t recognize her face, nor did she know mine, or else that meeting would have gone very differently. It was months before I realized her true identity. But then she thought us only a couple of admirers who’d come to seek her favor. She was so pleased to have company, so very eager to talk. All too ready to boast about her great plans for the future. At first, we thought they were only delusions. Fantasies brought on by madness or illness. But when she started hinting at some great tragedy about to befall the Entrians, I flattered her into revealing more. Made her believe I was willing to help her plans succeed. And the more she told us, the more we began to realize it wasn’t a simple matter of nonsensical ravings. She knew things she shouldn’t. Had insight into Assembly politics and quarrels between clans and Elders. I began to worry she was an occultist. That she’d used black spells to see into the future. When I pressed her on the matter, she answered only with a smile and a look in her eye that chills me even now to think of. As soon as we were out of there, I ran back to the valley to find you, but you were gone by then. I sent the letter to your family’s house only a few days after that.” He tightened his grip on the chair, as if in frustration. “As soon as we landed on Damiras again, the first thing we did was to race back to the temple, intent on making her put a stop to everything. But of course she was nowhere to be found.”

      Seherene closed her eyes for a moment, feeling a stab of anguished grief. “I had a feeling there was something dangerous in those hills. If we hadn’t been so strict about keeping our relationship a secret, I would’ve gone with you. There was so much working against us. So many near misses, poor timing. Misfortune on every side. These past few months, I’d actually begun to wonder if you had conspired with the Mistress to cause the massacre in the first place. When Ink told me you were trying to find her, it almost felt like a confirmation. And then I feared you had set your sights on the Spektor Crypt.”

      “No,” he said at once. “That’s the last place I would ever wish to see. And you can look me in the eyes as I say so. It’s the truth. I swear.”

      She did look at him then. Not to gauge his honesty, but to convey the sincerity of her next words. “I believe you. As I now believe it was Darian who’d been plotting with her. Not you. But God help me if it isn’t one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to accept.”

      Caradoc nodded. “It was only a few weeks ago I learned of his desire to restore the monarchy.”

      Seherene turned her back to the window and leaned against the desk. “Not until his last letter to me did I learn the same. Never before had there been the slightest hint of such a thing in his thoughts, in all the time I’d known him. But he changed so much in those last few years. With so many people whispering new ideas into his ears, and him without a solid foundation to stand on as he received them, he was easily persuaded. Easily led towards someone else’s ideals and convictions. Using a black spell to kill half the Entrians in the country would have indeed been a prime opportunity for a change in government. Certainly a much quicker means than diplomacy. My mother never did have the patience for such things.”

      For the countless time in the past few days, the cold shadow of dread wrapped itself around her heart and threatened to drag it down into the earth. She passed a hand over her brow and took another deep breath to steady herself.

      “It was she who shouted ‘Colonists, arise’ that day. Just before the chaos broke. She told me the Blue Flames saw themselves as pioneers of a new era. Destined to reclaim their rightful place in Eriaris, in all respects. I suppose she and the militia were all too happy to let George Marlas affix the term to you when he named you as the offenders.”

      Caradoc scoffed at the mention of the politician’s name. “Marlas. There’s another piece of work.”

      “Yes.” She folded her arms, attempting to ward off the increasing heaviness in her heart. “But I must say . . . in spite of everything . . . I am glad to know you met my father. I’d always hoped you would get the chance.”

      “I liked him immensely. Saw at once that you shared a lot of the same traits and mannerisms. I also begged him to keep you as far away from Damiras as possible. He assured me he’d instruct you and your mother to stay home.”

      “Oh, he did.” She raised an eyebrow with the smallest hint of smirk. “But of course we had no intention of being left behind.”

      He cocked his head. “I guessed as much. I’m also afraid I made very little effort to keep my feelings about you a secret. I kept asking to see you, to explain things to you, but he didn’t want you involved in something so dangerous. At one point I told him we were only friends but I don’t think he believed a word of it.”

      “I told him the same,” she said. “The night before the gathering, I pressed him harder than ever to do something about the Marriage Law. When he suspected the matter meant more to me than I was letting on, I told him I was making the effort on behalf of a very good friend of mine named Isaac.”

      “Ah. So we didn’t make it very difficult for him, then.”

      “No, we didn’t. But he . . . he promised that night to see about changing the law.”

      This time, it was Caradoc whose expression filled with surprise. “Did he?”

      She nodded. “I think he must have liked you immensely as well.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, but quickly faded again. “It would have been a privilege to know him better. When I finally learned of his fate, I grieved for him. Felt the loss of what might have been . . . even more acutely than I already did.”

      His eyes turned to the window. In the silence that followed, Seherene took the opportunity to have a proper look at his face. They had stood too far apart for her to do so when they’d met on the wooded hilltop, and she’d been far too distressed during the healing of his terrible wound a few hours later.

      He had several more scars on his jaw and a shorter, deeper one which tracked down through his left eyebrow. There were also flecks of gray in his beard and at his temples, and a few more lines at the corners of his eyes. It was a seasoned face—even weathered—but still vastly pleasing to look at, if not more so than she remembered. It was one which had made time to laugh and joke, despite all that had happened. One which took pleasure in the company of friends and the hale and hearty effects of the outdoors. When his eyes met hers again, she felt the stir of an old fluttering sensation which brought a rush of blood to her face. His own expression, however, remained quite sorrowful.

      “Your mother found out about us, too, didn’t she?”

      “Yes. Though I’m not sure how. Perhaps from my father. Perhaps some other way. Once we returned to Ciras, I expected her to drag me in front of the new Elders and force me to confess our relationship. Instead, she threatened me into keeping it a secret, then volunteered me for the job of hunting you down.” She stood from the desk and turned towards him again. “I swear it was the last thing I wanted. I would rather have been left alone with my grief. Even forgotten. But I felt I couldn’t disappoint her. Not when half our family had been killed. And not when it seemed that the man I’d meant to marry had been the cause.”

      Her gaze fell to the floor. She hoped her words hadn’t sounded like an accusation. She hadn’t meant them to be. From out of the corner of her eye, she saw him take a halting step towards her.

      “Dear God,” he said with a voice full of anguish. “That’s nine years of punishment she put you through. Nine years of your mother keeping you on a short chain with a knife to your back. I was beginning to suspect as much from the way Ink described her treatment of you, but I didn’t want to believe it. I am so . . . deeply sorry you had to suffer that all these years. It must have been unbearable. You must have felt . . . so terribly alone.”

      Seherene turned her face away as tears came stinging into her eyes. It was the first time anyone had put her situation into words. She did not speak again until she was sure her voice wouldn’t quiver.

      “If such was the price I had to pay for the time we had together, I was glad to pay it. Besides, it was nothing compared to how she punished you.”

      “That’s kind of you to say. But that bullet was only a slap on the wrist in comparison. And anyway, there was atonement to be made for taking her son’s life . . . for which I must also beg your forgiveness.”

      “No.” She wiped quickly at the corner of her eye before continuing. “I’ve had a lot of time to think these past few days. To fully grasp all that Darian and the Blue Flames did, and have been doing. I realize now that my brother gave you no choice. It was his own actions that cost him so dearly. His own pride and greed. I know this may be hard to believe from the woman who’s been trying to take you into custody for the past decade, but after seeing the truth come to light—through Ink’s testimony, through my mother’s confessions and yours—I do not consider your hands stained with even one drop of his blood. Nor any that’s been shed since.”

      The grieved look in his eyes softened.

      “Neither do I cast any condemnation on yours.”

      She found herself again on the verge of tears. Turning away, she shut her eyes and clasped a hand over her aching breast in shame.

      “I should have seen you were innocent,” she said, her words rushing out on a wave of remorse. “I should have felt there was something so very wrong about it all. I ought to have known not to trust my ability to discern lies from the truth, even when I felt I was master of my feelings.”

      “You were deceived. Browbeaten and oppressed—in a compromised emotional state, no less. You can’t be held responsible for falling victim to betrayal and bad faith. So don’t go on taking the blame for all that’s happened. Don’t go on torturing yourself.” His voice softened. “Unless you also mean to torture me.”

      Seherene’s breath caught for a moment. She had once told Ink that the time apart from Caradoc had felt like banishment to a frozen wasteland. Now—beyond all hope, against all expectation—it seemed a whisper of spring had stirred to life. She couldn’t yet bring herself to look at him again, but moved to a high counter in the middle of the room where a folded wool blanket had been placed. She ran her hand along it, smoothing out the wrinkles.

      “I need to . . . apologize,” she began, “for how I spoke to you during the healing. I shouldn’t have been so familiar, acting as though we were still engaged. It was wrong of me.”

      His mouth twitched with amusement. “I disagree. At the very least it reassured me you didn’t mean to finish the job. So you needn’t apologize. I must admit, I was surprised you never got engaged to anyone else ‘til recently. Surely your mother was eager for it all these years.”

      “Oh, she was. And I have been asked a time or two. But it was never going to work.”

      “No? No matter how decent the chap?”

      She shook her head, then forced herself to look at him.

      “They weren’t you.”

      The furrowed lines of concern on his brow softened. She rubbed a hand over her arm and shrugged a shoulder before continuing.

      “I only gave in to Pallaton’s offer because he insisted it would be more of a business partnership than anything else. But I never loved him. And I never saw what a monster he was until it was almost too late.”

      Caradoc leaned on the back of the chair again with a sigh of frustration. “I’m sorry it had to end like that for all those hunters. They didn’t deserve it. Has the airship gone?”

      “Yes, and my mother with it. She’ll probably have Pallaton buried as a great hero. Arrange a grand procession with all the highest honors. Everyone singing his praises. The very thought makes my blood boil. Not to mention that it’s yet another terrible affront to all of you.”

      He started to answer but she rushed on as the heat of anger surged to her face.

      “And don’t tell me you’re used to it by now. You should be furious. You ought to wish another blood rain upon them, or a plague to strike down that sinister militia of theirs. It’s no less than they deserve. You have the whole truth now. You should not stand for one more insult, nor waste another ounce of kindness or compassion on those who’ve stood against you.” She set her jaw, heartache now vying for anger’s place. “And you should have forgotten me. I spoke to Margaret a few days ago. She says you’ve been acting like a widower all this time⁠—”

      “How could I not?” he said. “For nine years, I’ve had to watch the woman I love be captive to a lie that kept her so far out of my reach we’d probably never be together again.”

      “You should have moved on. You should have freed your heart for someone else. Not kept it bound to someone so blind and foolish.” She bowed her head. “So horribly contemptible.”

      “Contemptible? Even with the Blue Flames keeping you in the dark, your honor and integrity still managed to shine through. You gave a standing order that every Colonist was to be taken alive and unharmed until the truth could be determined. You treated prisoners under your watch with dignity and respect, never allowing them to suffer torture or humiliation. You kept Mavie out of prison. You publicly upheld Riva’s life sentence when all the papers were baying for her blood. You were good to Ink. Good to everyone around you. Never once acted out of spite or hatred. You did the very best you could in a hellish situation. And that is deserving of the very highest praise.”

      Tears began to slide down her cheeks as a lump formed in her throat, forcing her to take measured breaths. Caradoc ventured another step closer.

      “And now it’s my turn to say something that will be hard to believe. Yes, all the world has changed around us, and will change again. Almost a decade has gone by. I’ve grown old and grizzled while you’ve somehow managed to stay exactly the same age . . .”

      She couldn’t help but smile through her tears.

      “I don’t know how all of this is going to end,” he went on. “I can’t see as far into my future as I once could. But I do know that I’d very much like to have your friendship again. If it would also please you.”

      The ache in her breast swelled into longing. She wanted to tell him that what he offered had been her greatest wish. That she’d been dreaming of this impossible moment for the past nine years with barely a speck of hope to ascribe to it. All that came out, however, were two meager words. But she meant them with all her heart.

      “It would.”

      His apprehension melted into relief. “Good. Now . . . answer me this. When was the last time anyone put their arms around you?”

      Seherene considered the question. She had often greeted colleagues and acquaintances with handshakes and embraces, even pecks on the cheek. All had been fleeting gestures. Merely polite, at worst. But this wasn’t the kind he meant.

      She brushed away another tear. “Nine years. At my father and brother’s funeral.”

      By the look in his eyes, her answer seemed to cut him to the heart. His brow wrinkled in dismay. “That’s a grievous offense. If you don’t object . . . I’d like to make it right.”

      He came nearer, slowly, as if approaching a long-mistreated animal. When he was a little more than an arm’s length away, he stopped and held out his hand.

      Her mother’s voice came rushing into her thoughts, spewing every vitriolic accusation of his insincerity and false nature. This was quickly followed by her own voice, reminding her in cutting reprimands of her unpardonable sins and unworthy heart.

      But then . . . what of Simon? Margaret and Ink? Caradoc himself? They had all forgiven her. Told her not to carry the crushing weight of blame. This could not be easily dismissed. None of them owed her such kindness. And there was truth in their arguments, hard though it was to accept. To deny herself the grace and mercy being offered would only put her in agreement with her mother—that she deserved to be punished, deserved a life of bitter sorrow and isolation. Would she really continue to believe such things? Would she keep herself in that desolate prison forever? Even now there was an angel at the open door, bidding her to walk through it. She only had to take the first step.

      She reached out, hesitant, fearing he might change his mind at any moment, then finally closed her hand around his. The voices of reproach disappeared.

      They swept towards each other, holding together as tightly as though they’d never been apart. Her heart ached, every moment like a deep draught of water after a long age of wandering the desert, or great breaths of air after emerging from the depths. The simplest sensations were a joy. The warmth of him. The way they fit together. How his hair felt as she ran her fingers through it. She shuddered as choked sobs tried to force their way out. Tears wet his shirt collar though her eyes were shut tight. The Great Emptiness—what had seemed an entire lifetime of cold and solitary darkness—was finally passing away.

      “I missed you so much,” she said, her voice no more than a pained whisper.

      “I missed you.”

      She couldn’t see his face, but the emotion in his voice made her feel better about her own lack of composure.

      They were silent again for a long while, neither intent on breaking the embrace anytime soon. She thought of all the time that had been stolen from them. All the years they might have spent together, now forever lost. What was more, her mother’s pistol had almost made certain there would never be the chance for a moment such as this.

      At the thought, she pulled back and put a hand over his heart as if to feel for any damage. “Are you in pain at all?”

      “No. Just . . . still quite weak. To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure how much longer I can stay standing, and I’d hate to drag you down with me.” He ended with a small laugh.

      She took his hand. “Here. Sit here.”

      There was a low cot pushed against the far wall. She led him to it and they sat close together, still holding hands.

      “Do you want me to call Simon?”

      “No, no. I’ll be fine.”

      “Something to drink, then? Or to eat?”

      “A few minutes of rest will be enough.”

      She tightened her grip around his hand. “I wish there was something more I could do. I’m afraid I never conducted a thorough study of black spells and their effects. I might have spared you all this if I had.”

      “You’ve done more than enough. I’m sure the worst has passed. I think it will just take some time to get used to being awake after six days of sleep. There’s still a part of me that’s not convinced this isn’t a dream. I’m afraid to even turn away for fear you’ll vanish into a mist or change into a bird and fly away.” He glanced down at their joined hands. “Dream or not, I’m glad you’re here. Incredibly glad.”

      “As am I,” she said. “Even if we did have to go the long way ‘round to meet again.”

      After a moment of contemplation, he raised his head and glanced towards the window on the far side of the room. “Ink and Simon told me about the light orb. It’s a good plan. Dangerous. But the only one we’ve got, as you said. How long as it been up there?”

      “Four days now. I hope it works.”

      “I have a feeling it will. In the meantime, you don’t have to be a prisoner in that house. I hate the very thought of it.”

      “I know you do. But I shouldn’t like to break faith with the others. They’ve been more than fair with me. Anyone else would’ve taken their revenge as soon as I surrendered.”

      “I’ll talk with them, then. And if they still can’t bring themselves to let you have your freedom, then at least I can see to it you’re not alone in there.”

      “Well, that’s very kind of you, but I haven’t been alone. Oswald’s been keeping me company.”

      “Oh, he has? That’s all the company you need, then. He is a splendid cat. Very respectable. I certainly wouldn’t want to come between you.”

      She chuckled. “I think we could be persuaded to make room for you. Of course, I’ll need to discuss the matter with him first. It is his house, after all.”

      “Of course. That’s only fair.”

      Her smile sobered. “I’ll return there to await word while you talk to them. I don’t think I ought to be in the room. They’re still plenty nervous about my being here at all.”

      “I don’t want you to feel you have to hide away.”

      “No, not hiding. I think of it as . . . a healthy respect for the general sentiment.”

      Though still clearly bothered, he managed a nod of understanding. “All right. I maintain the right to be upset over the situation, but . . . if that’s what you want, I will honor it.”

      She smiled again. Somehow, despite everything he’d been through, his character hadn’t changed, nor his sense of humor. The compassion was still there. The kindness and gentleness. But also the strength and resolve. It meant Margaret had been right after all. He hadn’t been pretending to love her all those years ago. And he wasn’t feigning friendship now.

      His gaze caught hers again, and the fluttering feeling stirred once more.

      “What? What is it?” he asked, seeing the thoughtful look on her face.

      She shook her head, then covered his hand with both of hers. “I’ve been worrying that the past nine years would make us strangers again. That too much had changed. Now . . . somehow . . . it feels like no time has gone by at all.”

      He smiled—a full, proper smile—and it felt as though the sun had finally broken through the clouds.
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      Caradoc and Seherene talked together for over an hour. Just as the tower clock struck four, they summoned Simon, Jeremy, and Ink from the other room to join them. Caradoc admitted he was feeling weak again and wanted time to recover his strength before meeting with the others, eager though he was to see them. In the interim, however, and with Ink’s encouragement, the Keyholder confided to the smaller group what would have been far more difficult in everyone’s presence.

      With a heavy heart, and his hand in Seherene’s, Caradoc revealed the whole truth of what had happened on Fenmire, sparing no detail about the insidious Middling House or his captive father.

      Simon, of course, was upset at first, though not entirely surprised. Seherene bore the news better than Ink expected, though there was the odd flash of horror in her eyes which she couldn’t always contain. She also gently chided Caradoc for not telling her years ago when she might have helped him in his search. Yet she understood why he hadn’t. Jeremy, in typical Jeremy-fashion, was largely quiet on the matter, apart from telling Ink how brave he’d been throughout the harrowing ordeal. To Ink’s relief, none of them scolded him for following the Keyholder into the awful place.

      At Caradoc’s request, Ink then retreated to his bedroom to retrieve the scroll they’d found in the house. After taking it from its hiding place, he grabbed a nearby blanket and wrapped it carefully around the heavy container. As far as he could tell, there was nothing “Wickwire” about the thing, but it made him feel better to have some barrier between it and his bare hands. He made his way back to the infirmary as quickly as he could, taking care that none of the other Colonists should see him or his curious cargo.

      Once he returned to the others, they all had a good long look at the object, as well as several tries at opening it. All failed. In the end, the only solid determination they made was that Simon would keep it in a cabinet under lock and key.

      Ink was all too glad to let him have it.
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      Soon after, Ink escorted Seherene back to the Plumsleys’ house. As they went, he couldn’t help but sneak occasional glances at her face. Sometimes she looked quite serious, which was no wonder considering the last few hours of conversation. At other times, however, she smiled to herself, once even gazing up at the dreary sky as though it was the brightest day of spring.

      She was glowing. Reviving. When they arrived at the house she reached for Ink’s hand, thanked him, then seemed to float up the steps and through the front door.

      Ink remained standing on the stone path, unsure of how to feel. During his time at her family home in Ciras—when she’d been so encumbered by duty in the crushing grip of her imperious mother—he’d often longed to see her happy. Whenever he managed to inspire in her a genuine smile or laugh, it brought pure joy to his heart, and in no small part because he himself had been the one to do it. But now that Caradoc was awake . . .

      Ink turned on his heel with a gasp of realization.

      “Sweet gravy! He’s awake!”

      He leapt off the step and raced down the cobblestone path.
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      Ink went to every house, running so fast the dead leaves stirred at his heels as though he were a miniature whirlwind. Shouting as he went, many came rushing towards him before he found them himself, and in no time at all the entire village heard the good news. Almost instantly, each person dropped what they were doing and hurried towards the infirmary.

      Unwilling to slow his momentum, Ink managed to reach it ahead of them. Simon met him just inside the door and gestured to the stairs leading to the glass chamber on the second floor.

      Caradoc stood on the far side of the room, talking quietly with Jeremy. Huge cracks ran through every pane of glass in the otherwise empty room. Beyond lay the ruined expanse of Riverfall. Jeremy gestured towards the south where the waters of the bay now swirled in place of his and Riva’s small houses. It was easily the most shocking damage they had suffered, but there was rubble and wreckage in all directions. Dozens of trees had been charred and blackened by the fires stirred from the exploding boiler. Stones from the center tower were scattered every which way. The frozen earth and snow-covered meadows were pitted and marred by debris. Caradoc surveyed the scene but didn’t seem at all dismayed or discouraged by it. He couldn’t be. His face, too, was glowing.

      “I spread the word!” Ink said as he approached them. “They’re all on their way.”

      Jeremy smiled at Caradoc. “You sure you’re feeling up to being rushed by a mob?”

      Before he could answer, Chester dashed into the room. At the sight of the Keyholder, he gave out a great cry and barreled towards him with outstretched arms. Caradoc met the exuberant Mr. Fortescue with a broad grin, though Ink thought he also detected a brief grimace of pain as the large man’s arms went around him.

      “By thunder, it’s good to see you up and about! You’re an absolute scoundrel for giving us all such a fright. Do you know that? And a sly rogue besides, but that counts for a compliment in my book.” He clapped him on the back with a knowing smirk.

      “That’s a compliment more than I deserve, Chester, but thanks all the same.”

      Someone else raced into the room, then halted at the threshold. It was Harriet. Tears welled the moment her eyes found Caradoc. As she continued across the chamber, her steps were so halting Ink thought she must have inflamed the old injury in her leg. Her gaze fell many times to the floor before she reached him, at which point she extended a hesitant hand. Ink was surprised. He’d fully expected her to greet him in much the same way Chester had.

      “Mr. Caradoc,” she said. “I am . . . so very pleased to see you recovered.”

      He took her hand. Neither quite looked at the other.

      “I understand a good deal of my recovery is owed to you and your efforts with the horses,” he replied.

      Chester let out a chuckle. “It’s a downright miracle they came galloping in when she called them! Blimey, if they didn’t look like steeds arriving from the gates of Heaven itself!”

      “Yes,” Jeremy said, smiling at Harriet. “It was very well done, indeed.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I’m in your debt.”

      A slight frown creased her brow. “No. There is no debt. And never will be.”

      The front door slammed downstairs. They heard voices, followed by footfalls on the staircase. Harriet drew back just as Margaret entered. As she hurried forward to greet Caradoc, Delia and Martin appeared just behind her, and Simon a moment after that. A flurry of hugs and kisses and handshakes followed. They declared themselves amazed that he had walked up a flight of stairs so soon after waking, but were then forced to admit it wasn’t really a surprise after all—knowing him.

      Evering was the last to arrive. Amid all the smiles and laughter and expressions of relief, no one quite noticed him at first, but Ink could tell straightaway that the young man had made up his mind to be angry upon entering the room.

      That lasted a mere moment. When the mob parted and Evering’s eyes met the Keyholder’s, Caradoc reached out a hand to him. The young man’s lower lip quivered as he strode forward and wrapped his arms around him. Ink looked around at the others’ faces and knew they were all thinking the same thing. This moment gave Evering the chance to welcome someone he loved back from the brink of death. After what had happened to his father, he was not about to squander it. Caradoc must have known it, too, for he didn’t release his hold until Evering was ready. As the young man stepped away, Ink saw him sniff and quickly wipe at his cheeks. Harriet put a hand on his arm.

      “I think that’s everyone,” Simon said. “Unless you’re wanting the cow and horses as well.”

      “And the cat,” Margaret added.

      “I’ll have a chat with them later,” Caradoc replied. “Right now . . . I have a very serious apology to make to you all.”

      Much of what he told them, he’d admitted earlier to Ink; that he hadn’t kept his prior relationship with Seherene a secret to hurt them, and that he ought to have told them long ago.

      “I’d hoped to have her with us from the start,” he said. “But when that plan was foiled—along with our efforts on Damiras—I panicked. I began to worry you would all think I dragged you to that island to help me ensure her survival. Until today, I never even knew she was at the gathering. Her father had promised to see that she stayed at home in Ciras.”

      “Her father?” Delia asked.

      “Atturias. The Elder who helped us.”

      Martin scoffed in astonishment. “Really? Good Lord, this just gets better all the time.”

      Caradoc took a silent breath before continuing. “And then . . . as the months passed and all our efforts were spent trying to survive and evade capture, it seemed less and less important to tell you. But that was wrong of me. Very wrong. And especially offensive to those of you who lost loved ones. Delia. Jeremy. Evering.” As he said their names, he looked at them with heart-stricken remorse. “I don’t deserve forgiveness. Not from any of you. And I will never be able to thank you enough for your actions on Fenmire. For helping me the way you did. For lending Sarah your strength to move Riverfall. You kept faith, even in me, while I have been . . . faithless. The thought of which strikes me with a pain far greater than any bullet might cause. But I also feel—very strongly—that if you condemn her to imprisonment, you must condemn me to the same. She is my friend. She has the same claim on my heart that all the rest of you have. And I will stand by her.”

      A long moment of silence followed. All were conflicted, some more than others. But they were also clearly moved, and if there was any anger or resentment towards Caradoc for his ties to Seherene, it now softened—if not disappeared altogether. Ink was glad in knowing he’d already forgiven him and had been right to do so. The old Ink would never have been so understanding.

      Delia heaved a heavy sigh, tightened her shawl around her, then glanced at the others before turning her gaze on Caradoc.

      “I have reason enough to harbor a lifetime of bitterness against her. She may have only been an unwilling pawn of the Blue Flames all these years, but she still played a hand in my husband’s death. It may be a long time before I can bring myself to forgive her.” She stepped closer. “But to forgive you, I needn’t think twice. And for the place you hold in my heart, I am willing to let her have her freedom again.”

      As she laid a hand on his arm, he bowed his head to control his emotions.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Jeremy put a hand on his shoulder. “If you ask me, you’ve both been too hard on yourselves. The Mistress of the Spektors is at the heart of all our troubles. She’s our true enemy. Not Sarah. And certainly not you. So don’t carry this burden any longer, my friend.”

      “Well put,” Chester replied. “I say the same.”

      “So do I,” Margaret said.

      “And me,” Ink added.

      Caradoc clasped Jeremy’s hand in gratitude. “Thank you, Jeremy. Thank you all.”

      Martin stepped forward with a curious look on his face. There was something of guilt in it. Of anger and frustration. But Ink wasn’t certain of the cause until the man began to speak.

      “You weren’t around to see it,” he said to Caradoc, “but as usual, I went and made a fool of myself when she first came to Riverfall. Shouted and shook my fist and all that. Just as I did when Ink came. And Margaret. I’m ashamed of that now. In fact, I’m ashamed of most of my behavior over the past ten years, and I feel I must submit an apology of my own. To you all.” He glanced briefly at his wife, then dropped his gaze. “It’s not who I am. Not really. If you can believe that.” He lifted his eyes to Caradoc again. “And a faithless man is not who you are. Far from it. So there’s nothing to forgive. And if she is your friend, then . . . of course we must set her free.”

      Harriet nodded. “I agree.”

      At this, Caradoc seemed closer than ever to shedding tears. But he rubbed his brow instead and nodded with his head already partially bowed. “That means more to me than I can possibly say. Thank you. Both of you.”

      Evering sniffed again as he wiped his sleeve under his red nose. “I, uh . . . well, I’m inclined to agree with Delia myself. Might take some time to get used to it. Used to her, I mean. But . . . I can try. I will try. Just . . . don’t ask me to accept George Marlas with open arms.”

      The Colonists all laughed—nervously—but it was a welcome sound even so. Evering moved towards Caradoc and embraced him again, granting his forgiveness.

      “Thank you, Evering. Thank you.”

      As soon as he stepped away, the Keyholder looked to the man standing opposite him.

      “And Simon. I am so sorry for asking you to keep that a secret all these years.”

      “You jolly well should be!” Simon cried with a smile. “And what a secret! It nearly killed me to hold my tongue for so long!”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t let it slip!” Chester replied. “Not even a hint of it for nine years! Your tighter than a bank vault!”

      “Speaking of secrets,” Ink said to Caradoc. “I think now’s as good a time as any. If you get my meaning.”

      Caradoc appeared to hesitate, but finally answered with a nod. “No use putting it off any longer. Would you go and fetch it, Simon?”

      “Back in two ticks.”
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      When Simon returned a few minutes later, he had the scroll in one hand and a stool in the other. This he placed in the middle of the chamber, then set the container on it. Even wrapped in the blanket, it made a heavy thunk. The others peered at it with great curiosity.

      Caradoc went to it and began to reach down. His hand wavered for a moment, uncertain. Reluctant.

      Ink couldn’t blame him.

      Finally, he threw off the top folds of the blanket. The cylinder gleamed even in the low light. The streaks and dashes of gold shimmered across the glossy black surface, underscoring the strange runes carved along its side.

      “Caradoc,” Delia said, deep lines imprinted on her brow. “What have you done?”

      A smile twitched on his lips. “Something terribly foolish. As usual.”

      “Good Lord,” Margaret breathed, still staring at it. “You found the Middling House. You went looking for it that night, after we were all asleep.”

      “On your own?” Martin asked.

      “That was the plan. But Ink decided to follow me, which I didn’t discover until I’d already set foot inside.”

      Everyone turned towards the boy. He shrugged.

      “Someone had to keep an eye on him.”

      Chester’s eyes doubled in size. “Blimey, Ink, you went inside? Didn’t Bash’s research say it was a . . . what was it now . . . an ancient place of darkness?”

      “And with the Spektors on your tail?” Harriet said. “What were you thinking?”

      Ink raised his hands. “They weren’t there. Not the Mistress neither. And we didn’t stay very long. Leastways I don’t think we did. Time was sort of . . . wonky.”

      “So what did you see?” Evering asked. “What was inside?”

      He ended the question by looking at Caradoc again. Ink did the same. It wasn’t for him to answer. It was Caradoc’s father who’d been the true object of his search. Caradoc’s father who had guided them to the scroll hidden inside the tree. Caradoc’s father who had moved to shoot himself just as they escaped—the same act which had put him in the Middling House to begin with, and which he was forced to repeat for all eternity. Unless he consented to become a Spektor.

      Caradoc struggled with how to reply, clearly reliving the whole nightmarish ordeal in the process. He tucked both hands into his pockets, stared at the scroll, fidgeted. And then opened his mouth to answer.

      “No.”

      The word came from Jeremy, quietly, but as firm and solid as any command. He looked at the stunned faces around him.

      “Caradoc was right to keep it from us.”

      Delia folded her arms. “You say that like you know the reason.”

      “I do. After he woke, he talked with Sarah for a long while. Then he called the rest of us in—Ink, Simon, and me—and told us what really happened on Fenmire.” He shook his head with a grim look of warning in his eyes. “It’s enough to say the house is just another stronghold of the Mistress’s. Another place of wickedness and despair. If you’re truly desperate to know, if you’re willing to bear yet another horror, you can ask me or Simon in private conversation. But if you’ll take my advice . . . it’s really better not to know.”

      The room fell silent, the air heavy with dread as they took his words to heart. It was much the same feeling as Ink had experienced in the infirmary an hour earlier. Jeremy exchanged a glance with Caradoc, as if to ask whether or not he’d said the right thing. Caradoc only nodded, his eyes filled with gratitude and relief.

      “He’s right,” Simon said at last. “There’s no need to say another word about the place. What matters now is that we have what we came to Fenmire for.”

      Everyone fell to gazing at the scroll again, now with disquiet added to the curiosity.

      “Do you know what the markings signify?” Martin asked Caradoc.

      “I only know they’re runes in the First Language. Which means the Mistress is the only being alive who will know how to read them, ancient as she is.”

      “Have you tried to open it?” Delia asked.

      “Tried and failed.”

      “Seherene even put a few enchantments on it,” Ink replied. “But nothing worked.”

      Evering twisted his mouth in displeasure. “Maybe it’s another black spell.”

      “Maybe,” Simon answered. “But I don’t believe it’s an object of evil. If Bash was right about this thing being in the Middling House, I’m willing to bet he was also right in guessing its purpose. That it contains something to bring about the Mistress’s downfall.”

      “Unless it’s another trick of hers,” Harriet said. “And she means for us to think so.”

      “Which is entirely possible, knowing her,” Margaret added.

      Caradoc reached down and traced a finger across the runes. When he spoke again, there was a faraway look in his eyes. Even haunted.

      “It is possible,” he replied. “But the one who . . . helped us in our search . . . gave us a very stern warning never to speak of it. Never to give the Mistress the slightest indication that we might be in possession of it. We may have already said too much aloud. If we are to discuss it further, we most do so only in the vaguest terms.” He raised his eyes to them. “Like her Spektors, she is neither all-knowing nor all-seeing. But she is able to cast her sight and hearing to whatever corner of Eriaris she wishes, at any time.”

      With these last few words, he lifted the corners of the blanket and hid the scroll from sight again.

      “This must be our greatest secret,” he continued. “Until we can discover its proper use.”

      “Any ideas how to do that?” Chester asked. “You’ve told us the Keyholder Book makes no mention of it, and Bash’s research went up in smoke thanks to bloody Bill Stone. So what does that leave us with?”

      “Very little, unfortunately,” Simon answered. “Nothing but to keep our ears open for anything that would be of help to us.”

      Evering crossed his lanky arms. “We could try snatching one of them Blue Flames. They’re bound to know something about it, being such big fans of the Mistress and all.”

      “Or perhaps Mavie will know more,” Delia said.

      Caradoc tilted his head. “She might. We should head for Mastmarner anyway, once we’ve got ourselves a ship. She’s not safe any longer. I know there’s an awful lot of water between here and there, but we have to try.”

      Margaret nodded. “Riva may have fled there as well, after her escape.”

      “Very likely,” Martin said.

      The one-armed man moved towards the scroll and picked it up in his hand, keeping it bound in the blanket. He hefted it a few times, as if to take stock of its substantial weight.

      “So many questions still unanswered,” he said, “and yet . . . this thing you’ve found . . . it strikes me with a hope I’ve not felt in a very long time. To think of all this could change. Not only for us, but for our whole world. To finally be rid of such evil. I’d never have believed it possible. And yes, there’s a chance it may be a trap. But the Mistress had it hidden away in a place no one would dare go. Bash also said the Spektor who let the secret slip was in holy terror of it. On those grounds alone, I’m willing to believe the very best. Not only is this our greatest secret, but our greatest treasure as well.”

      There was immense gravity in these words, coming from a man who’d been so cruelly tormented by the Mistress. But there was something else as well. It was a light in his eyes Ink had never seen before, dancing on the edge of triumph. Under different circumstances, he might have even whooped for joy. And the more his words sunk in, the more Ink saw the feeling reflected in the faces around him—Margaret and Harriet’s especially.

      “Poor Mr. Bash,” Jeremy said with a soft smile. “The world thought him a dull old man at best. A murderous traitor at worst. And he may have just saved us all.”

      “He’s been brilliant,” Evering replied. “As have you, Caradoc. For facing God-knows-what to get this for us. The same goes for you, Ink. That took an awful lot of guts.”

      The boy fidgeted under the attention. “Well . . . it weren’t no walk in the park, that’s for sure. But if it does strike her a blow somehow, I’d say it was more than worth it.”

      Margaret, who was standing nearest to Ink, nudged him playfully in the shoulder. “I had the feeling I shouldn’t have gone to sleep when I did. You were bound to get yourselves into some kind of mischief.”

      Ink pursed a corner of his mouth as he glanced at Caradoc. “That’s what we do best, eh?”

      “I suppose it is,” he answered. “But maybe it’s time we learned a new trade.”

      “You say that now. Just wait ‘til things get boring again.”

      Delia let out an exasperated laugh. “I’m going to pray for boring. Impossible though it may be at this point.”

      Chester threw a hand out towards the stool. “Well . . . having the scro—I mean, uh, the, uh . . . thingy . . . is very nice and all. And no doubt the taking of it was a very brave action. But I can’t see how it’ll be much use if we’re due to run out of food and water in a week.”

      Ink gestured towards the window pane overlooking the western shore of Fenmire. “The light enchantment will work. It’s bound to.”

      “But the worry is when,” Simon replied. “Merchant ships do sail this way, but there’s no telling how long it will take before the next one drops by.”

      “Maybe we don’t need one now that you’re awake, Caradoc,” Evering said. “Can’t we try using the Spider Key again? To get us out through an Otherworld?”

      “I wouldn’t advise that,” Delia said with a note of warning. “Not after what happened on Fenmire. Something went terribly wrong.”

      She looked at the Keyholder, as if waiting for an explanation. Ink saw the fingers of his gloved hand twitch. A flash of fear glinted in his eyes.

      “I’m still not sure what happened. But when the Mistress found me in the East Country, she told me I no longer had any power over her Spektors. Considering the trouble I’ve had with the Key since then, I think there must be some truth to it. Worst of all, it means I can no longer protect you, Ink. If another Spektor comes looking for you, you’ll have no choice but to run.”

      Ink tucked his thumbs over his belt. “I don’t think they will come lookin’. If they didn’t snatch me out of that mining camp near Harroway, or Ciras, or any of the other places I went when I was away from you, they can’t be much interested anymore.”

      This seemed to offer at least some relief to the Colonists’ worries. But he was quite glad Riva wasn’t there at the moment. She would have caught the lie instantly. As the current owner of the Wickwire Watch, he knew the Spektors were watching him whenever they could, ready to pounce the very second he laid a bare finger on one of their Mistress’s prized possessions.

      “But as far as getting away from here,” he continued, “if we can’t bear to wait around for a ship, why don’t we build one of our own?”

      Martin raised an eyebrow at the Keyholder. “We do have the labor and materials. I used to race a single-masted sloop in my younger days. I learned enough about sails and rigging. Surely you know about all the rest of it.”

      “Not so much as to knock one together from memory. My skills lie mainly in navigation. Architecture is another thing completely. If Abner were here, maybe we’d have a chance, but leave it to me and we’ll likely get no better than a raft.”

      “Even so,” Delia said, “it might be the thing to do.”

      Harriet nodded. “We can start cutting logs at the very least. While still keeping a lookout on the bay.”

      Chester reached out both hands in a dramatic gesture of eagerness. “It’ll be nice just to be doing something useful again! Or at least feeling like we are. There’s worth in that alone!”

      “Ain’t no need for any logs,” Evering said. “Look.”

      He had turned away from the group and was now staring through the north-facing windowpane. The others gathered beside him and tried to peer through the murky fog swirling beyond the shield enchantment. Ink went so far as to press his nose against the glass but still couldn’t see anything of interest. Evering raised a hand.

      “There! Just there! Right over the top of them two trees!”

      Ink scoffed. “There’s about a hundred trees in that direction. Ain’t exactly helpful.”

      “No,” Martin replied. “No, I think I see it, too. A dark shape with two points of light.”

      The longer Ink watched, the more he began to see steady movement in the unruly eddies and billows of the mist. Martin was right. There was a shape inside it, blacker than the gloom but bearing specks which might have indeed been lights. Another minute later, the shape had come closer and now appeared to have a set of straight posts rising out of it.

      “Three masts,” Caradoc said. “And heading straight for Fenmire. Blimey, Evering, you’ve got the keenest pair of eyes on earth.”

      Chester gave out a cry of relief and clapped Evering on the shoulder. “Ha! We actually got one! We’re saved!”

      Ink grinned. “I told you it would work!”

      Evering stepped closer to the glass. “There’s something else as well. A much smaller shape, out beside the first. See it?”

      “Yes, I see it,” Margaret said. “Just barely, but there is another spot of light on the end.”

      Simon nodded. “Must be a longboat. They’re headed to shore already.”

      “Well, let’s not miss our chance!” Chester said. “Time to jump into action!”

      “But which action?” Harriet asked. “I don’t think we ever really decided. Are we to ask for passage or take command ourselves?”

      Jeremy shook his head. “Have to admit, I don’t know much about sailing myself.”

      “Nor do I,” Delia said, then looked at Caradoc and Martin. “The two of you might be able to handle a ship, but could we ever hope to make it work with such an inexperienced crew?”

      Martin shrugged. “Well, it might be slow going at first, but I think we could manage it.”

      “We could,” Caradoc said, nodding. “We’ve all had to learn new skills over the years. This would be no different.”

      “Besides that, I don’t think asking for passage is an option,” Margaret added. “Ten to one they’ll know who we are, or figure it out quickly enough. It just looks too suspicious, the lot of us approaching them on an island everyone knows is uninhabited.”

      Evering rubbed his patchy red beard. “Well, even if they did recognize us, I still have my bag of silvers from Harroway. Couldn’t we pay them off?”

      “I don’t think so, mate,” Chester said. “Not when the Entrians are willing to pay a hundred times that much for turning us in. I think we’ve only got one choice in the matter. We have to take the ship.”

      The others agreed soon enough, though Harriet furrowed her brow in regret.

      “I was afraid it would come to this,” she said. “We’ve worked so hard to avoid shedding blood all these years, barring self-defense. And we’ve always managed to pay for anything we took. This feels like we’re being made proper criminals at last.”

      “We can still avoid hurting anyone,” Caradoc replied. “We can lock them in a cell or cabin down below, then drop them off at the next port we come to before continuing on.”

      “There is a point of numbers, though,” Simon said. “There’s no telling how many sailors are on that ship.”

      “True,” Martin said, “but only a few will be on that longboat. That’s our first step. We can meet them as soon as they land, tie them up to a tree or something, then get them to tell us the size of the crew. Then, if we think we can manage it, we’ll row to the ship and take possession.”

      “We should bring Seherene with us,” Ink said. “She can help with enchantments, which is bound to be useful if we mean to keep clear of violence.”

      “That longboat’s halfway to shore,” Evering said, turning again from the window. “Whatever we’re doing, we’ve gotta do it now.”

      After an uncomfortable moment of doubt, everyone decided to follow Martin’s plan to kidnap the sailors in the longboat. They also had to admit the sense in having Seherene along, if she agreed to cooperate. Caradoc insisted he was well enough to join them but Simon threatened to tie him to a cot if he entertained the notion any longer. No one had seen the effort it had taken the Keyholder to climb the stairs, but Simon’s description of it soon had the others convincing him to stay as well. With no time to argue, he gave in and promised to remain on Riverfall.

      After agreeing to meet at the Pipeworks House before setting off, Harriet declared she would go and fetch the horses. Martin and Evering volunteered to help her, while the others would go to retrieve what they could from the weapons stores. As everyone hurried from the room, Margaret beckoned to Ink.

      “Come on. You and I can go and break the news to Sarah.”

      She put a hand on his shoulder as he reached the door, but both stopped and glanced back at Caradoc before continuing through it.

      “She’ll be all right with us,” Margaret said. “Try not to worry.”

      “And you . . .” Ink paused, surprised by the urgency in his voice. “You’ll be here when we get back? There’s an awful lot of fog out there. What if the Spektors come after you while we’re gone?”

      There was a brief look of troubled uncertainty in Caradoc’s eyes, but it was soon covered with a smile which Ink had been hoping to see right away. The fact of its late arrival made him even more concerned, but he hoped it was only due to worry over their plan of action.

      “I haven’t sensed any since we arrived,” he finally answered. “I still don’t. My only real concern is seeing you all back here as soon as possible.”

      Ink nodded. “We’ll be fine. Just . . . don’t go back to sleep. All right? Not for a little while, at least.”

      “I’ll be wide awake, Inkpen, and watching from here. Off you go, now. And good luck.”
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      As soon as they set foot in Seherene’s room, Ink announced she was free. She met the news with skepticism, even after Margaret confirmed it. There was also a degree of guilt in her eyes, which pained Ink to see. Hoping to divert such thoughts, he quickly told her of the ship they had spotted from the infirmary and their wish to have her join them in taking the vessel.

      Margaret went on to describe the plan in greater detail, as well as their desire to avoid any threat of violence. Upon learning that Caradoc would not be participating, Seherene immediately began to fear he had relapsed. Both Ink and Margaret assured her that he was only staying behind to further recover his strength. At this, the Entress looked out the window in the direction of the infirmary, and Ink knew she wanted nothing more than to rush back to him. But after a long moment of hesitation, she finally turned to them again and nodded.

      “Of course I will join you. I should be glad to help.”
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      Two minutes later they were standing beside the Pipeworks House, waiting for the others. Ink looked at the place with a touch of sadness. Fire had eaten away most of the roof and melted the windows that hadn’t shattered. For as long as he’d been with the Colonists, no one had ever really used the house. It had only served as an entrance point. But the pipeworks chamber itself had been special. While Riverfall was airborne, it had been their link to the distant earth below. The Drifters anchored there had provided them with a kind of freedom, and the great black boiler meant they would have warm water and working radiators. And of course, Ink couldn’t help but think of Abner. The man had spent nearly every waking hour tinkering with the temperamental systems, patching holes in the pipes and yelling for Evering to help him. Now, the entire chamber lay submerged under the freezing waters of Falkirk Bay. Ink sighed and tugged his oversized hat down around his ears. Well . . . now that Abner was gone, perhaps it was only fitting that the pipeworks had followed.

      Chester and Jeremy were the next ones to arrive, carrying pistols and several sheathed knives. They nodded in greeting as they approached and glanced at Seherene with obvious nervousness. Seeing this, she dropped her gaze and attempted a non-threatening smile—though it came out more as a wince.

      “So,” Chester said, his attention settling on Margaret, “she’s with us?”

      He meant it kindly, but he was still too anxious to ask the Entress directly.

      “She is,” Margaret answered.

      Mustering a smile, Jeremy stepped towards the Entress and held out a pair of weapons.

      “Blade or pistol? Or I . . . could go and fetch your knife belt, if you wanted it.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Stockton,” she replied. “But I’m confident such things won’t be necessary. Besides which, I don’t mean to add to the general nervousness by waving more knives around.”

      She ended with a genuine smile, which ended up being shared all around. Jeremy nodded again, then stepped to Margaret, who selected a light pistol.

      “Thank you, Jeremy,” she said.

      “I get one, too, right?” Ink asked, already reaching out a hand.

      “Delia’s got the final say on that, and she’s not yet made up her mind.”

      Before Ink could complain, Chester turned and dumped his load of weapons into the boy’s arms—almost before he could catch them.

      “Hold these for me, will you?”

      With his hands now free, Chester smoothed down his well-oiled hair, cleared his throat, and stepped towards Seherene with an affable nod and smile.

      “Good afternoon. Or perhaps evening, eh? I’m not quite sure, actually. It’s so hard to tell in all this muck.” He chuckled nervously, then cleared his throat again. “Uh, you won’t recognize me. I didn’t manage to make it onto any of the warrant lists, so I . . . just wanted to introduce myself. Chester P. Fortescue, at your service. Very glad to have you with us. Truly. And I’d be more than happy to tell you my whole story at a more opportune . . . uh . . . opportunity.”

      He held out his hand. She took it with a gracious smile.

      “Thank you, Mr. Fortescue. I’m glad to make your acquaintance.”

      His own smile broadened in relief. “Honored. Really quite honored. And . . . well, also a bit terrified if I’m perfectly honest. But I assure you the honored part makes up most of it.”

      His expression fell into embarrassment at the sudden faltering of his usual self-assured charm. Ink snickered into the back of his hand. Margaret and Jeremy smirked at one another.

      “Chester!”

      Delia was coming down the path, balancing a rifle atop her own armload of weapons. She beckoned to him with a jerk of her head.

      “Come and help me. Ink, what are you doing with all those?”

      “Getting into trouble, apparently,” he murmured.

      As Chester hurried towards her, they saw the rest of the Colonists following behind in one big group, flanked by Martin and Harriet on horseback. Seherene clutched at the folds of her cloak, growing tense again under the weight of their stares. Of the approaching company, only Simon greeted her with a smile.

      “Good of you to join us,” he said. “I hope you know you’re not under any obligation to do so.”

      “No. I’m glad to be of service,” she replied, then looked at the others. “I also do not take lightly the freedom you have given me. Thank you.”

      Martin shifted in his saddle. “You know the plan, then?”

      “Yes. I can set a shield around the longboat easily enough, as soon as I am bid. There need be no bloodshed.”

      “And if the boat is full of Entrians?” Delia asked sharply. “What then?”

      “Then they will likely know my face. But in any case, I can approach them first and try to learn the information we need, while keeping the rest of you hidden under a shroud.”

      “Sounds reasonable to me,” Margaret said. “And you’re absolutely certain about not carrying a weapon?”

      “I’m certain.”

      “It might be best to set the shroud before we leave the village,” Simon said. “So we can’t be seen making our way to the beach. If we’re all agreed, that is.”

      He glanced around at the others, all of whom nodded. Seherene bowed her head and held her hands out at the waist. Ink had once learned from Riva that most enchantments had a slight tinge of color associated with their use. Shields were blue. Silencing was violet. Kinetic powers showed flashes of green. Shrouds were one of the few that were completely invisible. So it wasn’t until the Entress opened her eyes again that he knew it had been set.

      “It’s done,” she said. “The shroud will conceal us collectively rather than individually so that we can see one another. Even so, it’s best we don’t stray too far apart.”

      It took another minute for the remaining weapons to be distributed. As Ink glanced at Delia with an expectant raising of his eyebrows, she made him a sign that now was not the time. The group turned past the Pipeworks House and marched towards the edge of the village.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The moment Seherene brought down the shield around Riverfall, Ink gasped as the freezing winter air stole his breath away. Chester cursed, while Evering—who never hid his loathing for cold weather—made a strangled whimpering noise. As the Colonists set foot once more onto the snow-covered promontory of Fenmire’s western coast, everyone tightened their clothing and pulled their coat collars as high as they would go.

      Jeremy and Simon led the group, keeping their eyes peeled for a quick route down to the beach. Walking the full length of the precipice to the rocky coastline beyond might take them twenty minutes, and it was possible the longboat would be gone by then. But there was another benefit to finding an alternate path; it would mean avoiding the bloody plot of ground where two dozen Colonist-hunters had met their fates. That, to Ink’s mind, was reason enough.

      The journey was silent, apart from the crunch of snow and the occasional snort from the horses. Most of them were busy contemplating the imminent kidnapping attempt and all the things that could go wrong. Ink did his best not to worry and focused instead on trying to keep his balance in the deep snow. Fortunately, Simon and Jeremy soon discovered a slope leading down to the beach. It was a steep path, but they were more than willing to risk it.

      Martin and Harriet took the horses down first. Annabelle navigated the descent with surefooted strides. Bessie, on the other hand, whinnied and nickered as her hooves slid through the snow. Ink was impressed to see Martin handle the anxious horse with a few calming words and the strength of only one arm. As soon as they were safely down, the others followed.

      The lantern in the longboat was in sight, hovering above the dark waves like a fractious firefly. The Colonists spread out along the beach, forming a half-circle around the spot where the boat looked most likely to land. Martin was to give the signal for Seherene to raise the shield around the sailors. There was nothing now but to wait for their arrival—and to keep a nervous hand on their weapons.

      “Ink!”

      With the noise of the breaking waves, the sound of his name almost faded before it could reach him. He looked to his right and saw Delia beckoning to him. Evering stood next to her, keeping his gaze on Seherene, who stood on the far side of the circle next to Simon. As Ink approached, Delia set her rifle against a boulder and withdrew a knife from her coat.

      “Oh! Really?” he said, brightening as he reached for it.

      She pulled it back before he could touch it. “Just a moment. Now this is only for protection. For defense. Keep it sheathed until the utter moment of need. And another thing, you’re to stay at the back, farther up the beach.”

      “What?”

      “I am not having you in the middle of things if this goes badly. If it does, by the way, you’re to run as fast as you can back to Caradoc. It’s the only way he’ll know what’s happened. Understood?”

      Ink blew out a mournful sigh. “Fine.”

      She held the knife out to him. “Remember . . . in the sheath. Now go on.”

      He took the blade, then turned and trudged back across the sand. When he had gone only a few steps, he heard Evering mutter to Delia.

      “Once those sailors find out who she is, they’ll assume we’re nearby. The news will have spread by now. Everyone will know she’s joined up with the enemy.”

      “Or that we bewitched her to kidnap her,” Delia replied. “They already believe we’ve been using black spells ourselves. That will fit the lie very nicely. I’ve also been wondering if she summoned this ship herself—with every intention of taking us as prisoners once aboard.”

      “Then why’d we agree to let her come?”

      Ink paused and pretended to fidget with the knife, waiting for the answer. He heard the bolt of Delia’s rifle slide shut.

      “Because I’m a good shot and you’ve got keen eyes. Just keep one of them on her when this whole thing starts.”

      When they fell silent, Ink continued up the beach. Wisps of swirling mist parted before him as he went. Even without the shroud enchantment, he reckoned the thick fog would have been cover enough. He tried not to think about the Middling House further inland. Tried not to wonder how many silver Spektor eyes might be watching them now, or watching Caradoc. If he looked too hard for them, he knew there was a good chance he might see what he least wanted to find.

      There was very little talk now. Anxiety grew with every stroke of the oars bringing the longboat closer. Harriet stood near the back of the group. She had since dismounted and now stroked Annabelle’s reddish-brown coat as she gazed at the bay. There was a rifle in her other hand. Since the conversation in the infirmary, the look of worry on her face had not diminished. As Ink came near, she turned her attention to him.

      “Hello, Ink.”

      “Hullo.”

      “Is it my imagination or is that disappointment in your voice?”

      He stopped beside her and blew out a sullen sigh. “I’m to stay at the back the whole time. Out of the way. Delia said so.”

      “A decision with which I heartily agree. You’ve been in enough danger already. Surely you aren’t eager to rush into even more.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly put it like that. I’d just hate to miss anything, is all. It’s not every day you get a good show like this. And I don’t know why I can’t have a decent pistol like everyone else. I’ve carried one before. Instead I get this little pen knife.” He nodded at her rifle. “Caradoc says you’re a crack shot with that. Maybe even better than Delia.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But I did have plenty of time to practice when we were biding our time in the East Country. With any luck, we won’t have to use our weapons at all, especially with . . . her being here.” Her gaze shifted to Seherene.

      Ink cocked his head, trying to read her expression. “You don’t like that she’s with us?”

      She glanced down at him, almost taken aback. “Well, no. I wouldn’t say that. It’s just . . . very strange. All around. Certainly the last thing anyone expected. I’m not really sure how to feel about it yet. So much has changed. I wonder if anything will go back to the way it was.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t want everything to go back. For one thing, you wouldn’t have Annabelle here.”

      She gave the horse an affectionate pat on the neck. “That’s very true. I wouldn’t trade her for anything. Nor Bessie. And before I forget, Ink, I’ve been meaning to thank you for helping Martin in the kitchen these past few days. I know I haven’t been of much use lately. It’s just . . . I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      “Jumbled feelings,” Ink replied with a knowing nod.

      She raised her eyebrows with a touch of surprise. “How did you know?”

      “Just a guess. It’s been going ‘round.”

      Before she could answer, Simon glanced around with a hand raised in warning.

      “Look sharp! Here it comes!”

      The longboat had broken through the worst of the fog and was now plainly in sight. Three people were aboard, one of whom held a lantern aloft and peered towards the beach. The sound of their voices began to rise over the tumbling surf. Ink considered retreating farther up the beach as he’d been directed, but changed his mind when he saw Delia’s attention was fixed fully ahead.

      Martin urged Bessie closer. The others did the same, tightening the semi-circle. Harriet’s hand moved to Annabelle’s reins, but she held the mare still.

      “Oh, I can’t stand this,” she said, her eyes again full of worry.

      Two men worked at the oars, sliding the craft over the last cresting wave and onto the damp sand. A young woman sat between them holding the lantern. She was first to alight, jumping the gunwale and looking eagerly out over the rising ridges and lean, knobby trees scattered about. She stared at a point just above Jeremy’s head. Seherene stood only a few paces from her but didn’t move. Ink closed his hand around the hilt of his knife, ready to jump into action at the first sign of trouble.

      “Just as I thought!” the woman shouted. “There’s a nice little path leading right up to the ridge over there. We’ll be able to get a better look!”

      The shorter of the two men grunted as he heaved the boat further inland. “Fantastic. But as I’ve already told you—water first, strange floating light second.”

      “I know! I know! I’m just saying it should be easy to get to!”

      “Help us with the casks, now, Skiff,” the second man said. His voice sounded a good deal older.

      “Skiff?” Harriet repeated.

      Ink glanced at her. Her frown had changed from worry to disbelief, even astonishment. The young woman turned back to the boat and began helping unload several wooden casks. The glint of metal shone on their belts as they worked, proving they were all armed.

      They also had their backs to the beach.

      Martin raised his hand towards Seherene. “Now!”

      With one quick movement, the Entress summoned a shield enchantment which flickered around the sailors in a burst of blue light. A second gesture followed, and Ink knew the shroud around the Colonists had vanished. Skiff turned and screamed. The two men followed her gaze, cursed, and reached for their pistols.

      “Stop!” Harriet cried, then suddenly bolted forward.

      There was a surge of confusion as the Colonists realized she was heading straight for the three strangers.

      “Harriet!” Martin cried.

      “What are you doing?” Delia shouted.

      The Colonists drew their weapons and ran after her—Ink included. The noise of incoherent and panicked shouts became almost cacophonous.

      “Skiff!” Harriet cried, raising her hands. “Daniel! Radburn! It’s me! Harriet! Harriet Whistler!”

      “Harriet?” the shorter man said.

      “Lower the shield!” Harriet said to the Entress. “They’re friends! I know them!”

      Seherene hesitated, glancing at the others in bewilderment. No one knew what to make of the sudden turn of events. Martin leapt down from his horse and looked half ready to start shooting, but hung back out of pure confusion.

      “Mother’s love,” the older sailor said, lowering his pistol. “It is Harriet!”

      With another turn of Seherene’s hand, the shield vanished. Beaming with joy, Skiff ran to the Colonist and embraced her.

      “Oh, thank God!” Harriet said. “I never thought to see you all again!”

      Skiff pulled away. “You nearly scared us to death, behaving like that!”

      Harriet laughed. “I daresay I jolly well had the right after the way we met the first time.”

      “That’s a fair exchange, for sure,” the shorter man said, tucking his pistol back into his belt before embracing her.

      “Daniel,” she said. “Oh, and Mr. Radburn.”

      She turned and hugged the older man, who chuckled out of sheer relief. She kept a hand on his arm as she stepped back.

      “However do you all come to be on this side of the world?”

      Radburn gestured towards the young woman. “Well, it was Skiff’s idea.”

      Daniel nodded. “After we found your note in the Gadham safehouse and knew you were home again, we decided to go and search for your other friends who might still be lost. Skiff pointed out that Mavie was the only one we had a location for, so why not head to Mastmarner and see if she needed rescuing? Hence our being in the Northern Sea. And when we saw the light over Fenmire, it got the better part of our curiosity, especially as we’ve all heard strange stories about the place. We couldn’t resist having a look. Plus we figured we could top up our water supply while we were investigating.”

      While he talked, the rest of the Colonists drew closer, still frowning in bafflement. Ink snuck to the front of the group for a better look. The shorter man, Daniel, was still quite young—about Margaret’s age—and carried a long, curved blade at his side. The taller man wore round spectacles and had a knotted braid of gray and white hair. His wrinkled face was as weathered as an old piece of leather. He stooped a bit under the weight of his age, but by all other accounts seemed to be in excellent health. The younger woman, Skiff, might have been the same age as Riva or Evering. She was small and thin with a distinctive face of sharp angles and high cheekbones. Her bright eyes and broad smile spoke to a spirit of boundless energy.

      Just as Daniel finished his explanation of events, Radburn tugged at Skiff’s arm and nodded at the approaching Colonists. Her smile dimmed as her eyes grew wide.

      “Oh, sh⁠—”

      She covered her mouth before she could finish the word. Daniel turned to look, then pitched back with a start.

      “Oh,” Harriet said. “Yes. Everyone, this is Daniel, Skiff, and Radburn. You might remember their names. Caradoc and I met them in the East Country after we were separated from the rest of you. They were a great help to us.” She looked back at the three dumbstruck sailors. “This is⁠—”

      “Colonists,” Radburn said, then pulled the cap from his head.

      Daniel put a hand over his heart. He swallowed before speaking again. “We are . . . honored to meet you. Privileged. Truly privileged.”

      Chester snorted. “Privileged? You sure that’s the word you want?”

      Skiff let out a gleeful laugh. “You don’t know how long we’ve wanted to meet you! We’ve been following you all this time—in the papers, I mean. We knew Mr. Caradoc was an old friend of Daniel’s, so we always hoped our paths would cross one day!”

      “You did?” Martin asked. “You . . . hoped that?”

      “Of course!” she said with another laugh. “You’re heroes! Legends! We know you were hard done by, but you’ve kept going all the same! Dodging everything they throw at you! Surviving! That’s what our crew is all about! We’re the same, see? And we’ve always said if we ever got the chance, we’d join up with you in a heartbeat, whether you wanted us or not!”

      “And might’ve done, too,” Radburn added, turning back to Harriet. “If we hadn’t been split up after the slaver attack.”

      “Yes, what happened after we left the Boathouse? It sounded like the shooting stopped soon after we fled into the woods.”

      “It did. They’d done all the damage they’d wanted by then, and took Skiff and Jasper as hostages besides.”

      “Brannon didn’t make it,” Daniel said. “Tompkins took a nasty wound to the gut as well. We thought he’d pull through, but he passed the next morning.”

      “Oh, no.” Harriet put a hand to her mouth.

      “That was tough. It had been a while since we’d had to say goodbye to any of our crew. But trouble had been brewing with those slavers. It was only a matter of time before we had it out with ‘em. We did mean to catch up with you as soon as we could, but we figured Skiff and Jasper needed us more urgently than you two. We tracked them north to an outpost on the coast.”

      “It was a smashing fight,” Skiff said. “The place was half burned down by the time we stole one of their ships to escape.”

      “That’s the ship in the bay?” Harriet asked.

      “That’s right. We can barely use the thing with a crew of only five. There’s only Amos and Jasper aboard her now. But we’d never dream of parting with it.”

      Harriet moved her hand down over her breast. “I’m so sorry about Tompkins and Brannon. I wish we could have been more help.”

      “You did the right thing, ma’am,” Radburn replied. “No use getting yourselves into trouble as well. Tompkins said he was glad to have done what he did. Proud to do his part helping the Colonists.”

      Daniel looked to the rest of the group. “So you . . . you’ve been camped here on Fenmire? All this time?”

      “Not exactly,” Simon answered. “It’s a long story, but suffice to say we need all the help we can get. Now more than ever.”

      “Of course. But is Caradoc not here as well?”

      “He’s here,” Harriet replied. “He’s back at our . . . camp.”

      Skiff gave out a loud gasp and clapped both hands over her mouth.

      “Oh!” she said, her voice muffled. “Oh, holy sh⁠—”

      Radburn nudged her arm to stop her swearing. “What is it now?”

      From the direction of her gaze, there was no question as to who had prompted such a reaction. The Entress, who’d been doing her best to stay unnoticed, now lifted her head and looked at Skiff with a small smile. Skiff elbowed Radburn in the side.

      “Don’t you know who that is?”

      “Well, don’t talk about her like she can’t hear you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Skiff said, then louder to the Entress. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, it’s just . . .”

      “A shock,” Seherene finished. “It’s all right. I understand.”

      Skiff recovered her composure as best she could, then raised a hand towards her. “Daniel, Radburn, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but . . . this is the Lady Seherene.”

      “Sarah, if you like,” the Entress added.

      While Skiff’s crewmates had not recognized her face, they did know her name, and their expressions fell into equal astonishment. Radburn had only just replaced his hat but removed it again the very next moment. Daniel looked back at Harriet, becoming uneasy again.

      “It’s all right. Really,” Harriet said. “She’s . . . had a change of heart. That’s another long story, but there’s nothing to fear.”

      “Blimey,” Daniel muttered, still unable to believe his own eyes.

      Martin took a step towards Skiff. “You’ve been wondering about the light set over the island. That’s her light. An enchantment. We’re days away from the end of our food supply, and we’ve been hoping to draw a ship close enough to commandeer.”

      “Ah,” Radburn said. “Hence the battle charge.”

      “Sorry to frighten you. But we had no intention of hurting anyone. If we could help it.”

      “You did what you had to,” Daniel replied. “Well, look, we’re in need of restocking our water, but there’s more food than you could ever hope to see down in the hold. As far as I’m concerned, the ship is yours, and its crew all too happy to lend a hand in whatever way we can.”

      “Aye,” Radburn said with a nod.

      Skiff beamed broadly again. “Consider us joined up! Oh, hey . . . !” Her face brightened with excitement as she nudged Radburn’s arm again and nodded to her left. “Hey, look! That’s him! That’s Inkwell Featherfield! He’s really here!”

      “You’re doing it again,” the old man said.

      “Sorry. You’re really here,” she corrected, grinning at Ink. “We were cheering you on, you know. We read in the paper how you told off the High Council and then disappeared out from under their noses! You were brilliant!”

      “Aw, that was nothing,” Ink replied, tilting back the brim of his hat. “Just wait ‘til you hear what happened here six days ago. You’ll be draggin’ your jaw on the ground for a week!”
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      It was decided that the ship should dock alongside Riverfall. The newly formed inlet where the two houses had sunk provided the perfect place to do so. Jeremy would return with Daniel and Radburn in the longboat and guide the vessel to the spot, while Skiff returned to the village on foot with the others. The fog had almost doubled in density by this time, and they guessed the longboat would make it back just before they lost sight of the ship completely.

      As the rest of the Colonists headed back towards the promontory, Seherene walked ahead to clear a path through the fog using kinetic enchantments. Once they reached the steep trail, the sky had grown so dark and the air so close that the horses became nervous and everyone wished they had thought to bring lanterns. Seherene summoned the light orb down from its vigil above the shoreline and set it above the group, traveling with them as they went along. This did very little to improve visibility but made the closing mist shimmer and sparkle on all sides. It didn’t feel so foreboding then.

      As soon as the group ascended the ridge, Simon broke away from the rest and jogged ahead to walk alongside the Entress. He had drawn his pistol.

      “Is anything wrong?” she asked.

      “Not that I know of. I’ve just grown uncomfortable with the thought of leaving anyone even the tiniest bit alone in a thick fog. It’s the Defender in me.”

      She glanced at him after the next enchantment had left her fingertips. “So you took on the role, then?”

      “Yes, but I was a poor successor. Nowhere near as capable as you.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “I know the Spektors were at least intimidated by you. Most of the time I was simply ignored.”

      “I think that’s far too little credit to be giving yourself, Mr. Elias. Margaret told me about the seven Spektors in her house. That is a thing unheard of, even in my time bearing the title. The fact that all three of you survived is nothing short of extraordinary.”

      “Well . . . I was only keeping watch at the crossing point. It was Miss Wallis who had to go through the Veil. We asked her to put a great deal of faith in us on very short notice. The fact that she gave it was remarkable all on its own, to say nothing of what she had to face in that Otherworld.” He looked back for a moment at the group following behind. They were only just visible through the gloom. “She brought up a point the other day about Mavie—the Head Librarian of Mastmarner. She was under your protection, was she not?”

      “Yes. I know my actions have put her in great danger. I can only hope that news of my betrayal will have reached her in time to give her a chance to escape. I also pray that Riva will be able to evade re-capture, wherever she is.”

      “I’m certain they’ll both make their way back to us, if we don’t find them first.”

      “Certain?”

      He smiled. “There’s hope alone in seeing how our fortunes have begun to change for the better. At least now we’re gaining friends instead of losing them.”

      The Entress couldn’t help but smile herself. “A fact which would have filled me with rage only a week ago. To know there are others who not only believe the Colonists are innocent, but who want nothing more than to join them? My mother might have a stroke if she ever found out. But I am glad of it now. The ship solves a great many problems. It may not make finding the others any easier, but at least we’ll have a quicker way to get to them once we do.”

      “Ah, but it won’t be so difficult as you think. You remember what I told you about our spyglasses? And how they were delivered to us when we were separated?”

      “By the wolves brought here from an Otherworld?”

      “That’s right. Well, Mavie also holds a spyglass. And if all has gone to plan, Riva has one, too. Or will have, as soon as the wolf finds her, which can only be a matter of time. All we have to do now is keep our eyes open for their signals. And if the Plumsleys are still on tour, as you say, they should be even easier to locate.”

      “And then? When everyone is home again, what comes next?”

      He shrugged. “We find a way to clear our names.”

      Seherene’s brow wrinkled with concern. “I’m certainly willing to do all I can to convince others of your innocence. But my mother is surely taking every precaution to ensure I am not believed. It may not be such an easy task.”

      “Near impossible, I would say,” Simon replied. “Which is why our only real hope is forcing the Mistress to admit her part in all this. And why we must make every effort to open the container Ink and Isaac found.”

      Another burst of green light shot forward. She shook her head as she watched the fog writhe and curl away. “Such an extraordinary discovery. Beyond anything I could have imagined. Though I wish it had been hidden anywhere else. He’s suffered enough heartbreak for a dozen lifetimes. And that place will surely haunt him for the rest of his days.”

      Simon bowed his head. “If I had things my way, we’d have nothing to do with the Mistress ever again. I still have nightmares about the day we stumbled upon her. It chills me to think how closely our stories have become entwined with hers. Isaac’s especially. I’ve begged him more than once to give me that Key, you know. To take that burden from him.”

      “I did the same, all those years ago. Until it became more a demand than a request. But it was always dismissed without a second thought.”

      “Yes. I’ve often thought if I could forcibly take it, I would. But he’d rather bear the crushing weight than see anyone else suffer under it. He’s always been that way. At this point, I don’t know if he’ll ever give it up. And then there’s Ink to worry about. We still don’t know why the Spektors ever became interested in him, or if they still are.”

      Seherene glanced behind her. The boy was in close conversation with Skiff—whose eyes were wide with astonishment from whatever he was telling her.

      “I promised once to help him,” she said. “But even with all my power and influence I fell utterly short. There must have been a time when finding answers wasn’t so difficult. When there were more Keyholders. More knowledge and experience to go around. So much has been lost.”

      The sound of breaking waves was now behind them, which meant they were nearing the far end of the promontory. The faintest gleam of light burned to the northwest—the only part of the ship still visible.

      “Have you ever heard of ‘Wickwire’?”

      She looked at Simon again. “No, I don’t believe so.”

      “But you’ve heard about the gifts? The ones made especially for the Mistress? Allegedly stolen many years ago?”

      “Yes. Isaac told me she wanted them recovered. Ink mentioned them as well. A silver ewer to keep her youthful, and some kind of mirrored chamber to project her image, according to Mr. Bash’s research. Do we know anything of the third?”

      “I’m afraid not. But ‘Wickwire’ was the name we found on the gift in Harroway. I thought if you recognized it, we might be able to track down the last one. Use it as another source of collateral, since she seems to want it so badly. Though not badly enough to tell us where it is, apparently.”

      “I would imagine they have concealments on them as well.”

      “They do. Riva searched the whole house without finding it in Mrs. Kingsley’s bedchamber. Ink says he only knew because he got the sense there was something dark about the object, which Isaac confirmed.”

      She turned her gaze to his face, watching it carefully. “Did he ever discover why there were seven Spektors in Margaret’s house?”

      Simon raised both eyebrows and tucked a hand into his coat pocket. “If he did, he never told me. And I never pressed him. Nor her. Mostly because I don’t really want to know, despite the great mystery of it. In the end, it’s just another sign that we don’t understood half of what we thought we did about the Mistress.”

      A bell clanged in the distance, coming from the direction of the faint light on the bay. The longboat had reached the ship.

      “By the way,” he said, “we’ll likely have to tell our new friends about all that’s happened. Catch them up to speed. Do you object to others knowing about you and Isaac?”

      “No. There’s no reason to keep it secret any longer. They’re even welcome to read the testimony I’ve written if that will help.”

      “I’m sure it will.”

      “And you do trust them?”

      “I should say so. They’re Isaac’s old crew.”

      She halted for a moment. “What? Are you serious?”

      He smiled. “The same he sailed with while delivering goods to the Entrians during the embargo. Or most of the same, anyway. There’s been a few new faces since then. But they’ve already proved themselves by risking their lives for Isaac and Harriet a few months ago in the East Country. Without them, things would’ve gone very badly indeed.”

      They resumed their walk as Seherene considered this.

      “Well,” she said, “then trust is the least we can give them.”

      The next enchantment cleared a space wide enough to reveal their arrival at the shield around Riverfall. There, just beyond its faint blue light, Caradoc strode back and forth with his hands clasped behind his back. The impatience in his steps and the darkness of his coat and beard against the white snow suddenly brought to Seherene’s mind the image of a wolf pacing the confines of a cage. She resisted the urge to hurry forward and instead turned again to Simon.

      “Thank you for all you’ve done for him. Only the best of friends would show such devotion, no less as a doctor and a Defender. I know he appreciates you, too.”

      A smirk tugged at his mouth as he replaced his pistol in its holster. “He does. I know. But he has an awfully strange way of showing it. He’s got to be the worst patient in the history of medicine.”

      Seherene lowered the shield as they came near. Caradoc had already spotted them and nodded in greeting with a smile that was both hopeful and worried.

      “So . . . this whole recovery business,” Simon said to him as he stepped onto Riverfall. “It means absolutely nothing, does it? Holds no value whatsoever?”

      Caradoc shrugged. “Well, I did try to rest.”

      “Really? For how long?”

      “Two minutes.” He narrowed his eyes in thought. “Maybe two and a half.”

      “Fantastic.” Simon turned to Seherene again. “Was he always this difficult?”

      “Always,” she answered, smiling as she reached for Caradoc’s outstretched hand.

      “Everything all right?” he asked.

      “Quite all right. In fact, things are far better than we could have hoped.”

      “Oh, yes? How so?”

      She moved aside to give him a better view of the approaching company.

      “Look.”

      Skiff marched at the front, still utterly fascinated by whatever Ink was telling her. Caradoc took a step forward with a searching frown.

      “Is that . . . is that Skiff?”

      At the sound of her name, the young woman glanced up. A beaming grin spread from ear to ear, and she broke into a run to greet him with an embrace.
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      By the time the ship docked alongside Riverfall, everyone was waiting to meet it. From the very first glance, Seherene understood why Skiff had mentioned their unwillingness to part with it. She had assumed a vessel stolen from slavers would mirror the kind usually employed by pirates and mercenaries. This, however, was every bit a thing of luxury, capable of rivaling even the grandest ships docked at the main port in Ciras. Had they been there now, she would have assumed it the property of an Elder of the High Council. Every part of it boasted splendor and expense, from the fine sailcloth to the shining brasswork on the gunwales and rigging.

      As everyone marveled at the sight, Jeremy appeared on deck and confirmed that the rest of the ship was no less impressive. Once they had dropped anchor and run out a gangplank to the edge of the village, the last two members of Daniel’s crew hurried down to meet them.

      Amos was first. He was a tall, thin man with an equally thin pair of sideburns, a crooked front tooth, and a tuft of hair sticking out from under his wool cap. Jasper was younger, short and stout, with bright eyes and a ready smile. When it came time to introduce themselves to Seherene, both men became visibly nervous but still endeavored to show respect, with Amos removing his cap and Jasper giving an awkward half bow. She insisted that such gestures weren’t necessary, and her invitation to call her ‘Sarah’ seemed to relax them at least a little.

      After casting a number of mooring lines to the ground, Daniel and Radburn followed Jeremy down the gangplank and greeted Caradoc with joyous smiles and embraces. Simon and Evering helped Amos and Jasper secure the lines around several sturdy trees, and once this was done, Seherene replaced the shield around Riverfall—to include the newly made harbor. When the fog finally released its clinging hold on the vessel, it seemed all the grander and more imposing. It was amazing to think a crew of only five had been able to sail it. After saying as much to Amos, he laughed and tugged at the bottom of his wool cap.

      “Aye, it took all our strength and skill to make it out this far. We had hands enough only to steer, navigate, and tend to the sails. If anyone else had got it into their heads to take her, we’d have been helpless to stop ‘em. And God forbid we should run into a storm.”

      Daniel, beaming proudly, introduced the ship as the Chain Breaker. They had chosen the name themselves after painting over the original title used by the slavers, which had been somewhat obscene. With the ship safely secured and the motion of the waves now calmed by the shield, all were invited onboard for a grand tour.

      The ship boasted four longboats, three top decks, and three main masts, all reaching to a dizzying height. There were also six swivel guns and twenty-four iron cannons divided between the lower, middle, and upper decks which, according to Caradoc, was a seriously impressive amount of firepower. Below, there were two lavish cabins spanning the width of the vessel, a sizeable galley, and a well-stocked kitchen. The armory held every manner of weapon and device needed for battle, to include fifteen tons of gunpowder and enough cannon shot for three Chain Breakers. While surveying the area, Ink made an eager grab for a shiny cutlass hanging on a peg, but was quickly barred by Delia’s arm.

      The holds were loaded with dozens of barrels and crates, and a glance through the inventory log revealed a decent reserve of beef, salt pork, cheese, flour, and butter—enough to assure the Colonists they had made the right decision in looking to the sea for their salvation. Only the water supply was seriously lacking, but there would be time to remedy that problem before leaving Fenmire.

      Near the end of the tour, the general enthusiasm turned to grim dismay when they were led to a large hold in the stern containing several barred cells, inside of which was an assortment of iron manacles and chains. A collection of whips and clubs also hung along the walls for ready use. It was only then Seherene thought to ask about the ship’s new name, and Daniel explained their ongoing battle against the slave trade in the East Country. She had long suspected that such activity was carried out in the region but was somehow still shocked to hear it confirmed aloud. It also inspired a deep surge of anger, not only for the crime itself, but because both governments were surely aware of it. Aware and indifferent. It explained why Byron Kingsley had been allowed to employ children in his mines, and why there were so few protections for Cassrians who hired themselves out as bond servants in Entrian Country.

      As they made their way out of the hold, Delia managed to find at least one bright spot about the place; the cells would serve very well as living quarters for their animals.

      Back on the main deck excitement revived for their new venture, and they spent the next half hour formulating a plan to gather their things and load the ship the following day. It would take the better part of the morning, but by noon they could be on their way, sailing west towards Mastmarner. Once everyone was in agreement, Daniel and his crew begged for a tour of Riverfall, eager to see where the Colonists had been hiding from the world.

      Seherene listened closely to the descriptions of the way the village had once been, and the more she learned, the more she began to understand and appreciate what they had accomplished in the face of such great odds. She was also impressed to hear of Riva’s attempt to raise the island, and how they had first discovered that Cassrians could contribute to an enchantment. It was also clear that the Colonists had formed a deep attachment to the place. Everyone seemed to have their favorite spots and views—even favorite trees. By and by, the Entress found herself walking slower until she trailed all the others. She couldn’t help but feel responsible for Riverfall’s present state. Mostly because she was.

      When the second tour was finished, the company headed for the Dining House where they would discuss all the details yet to be sorted out. It was also time to tell Daniel and crew everything that had happened in the past few days; not to mention the past ten years. Seherene paused just outside the house. As she had been at the back of the group, almost no one noticed.

      Except for Caradoc.

      “There you are,” he said. “I thought I’d lost you for a moment. Are you all right?”

      Lanterns and candles sprang to life inside the building, casting streaks of cheerful light across the snow. She tightened her cloak around herself.

      “I’m just . . . feeling especially out of place. Aware of being the outsider I am.”

      He drew away from the front door and came down the steps. “It will pass. I promise.”

      She nodded, far more in reluctance than enthusiasm.

      “Come on,” he said, half turning again to the house. “There’s hours more planning to be done. We need your expert advice. Besides, you must be starving.”

      “I’m not, actually. And thank you for the vote of confidence, but I haven’t yet earned the right to sit in counsel with the rest of you, nor do I wish to continue making anyone nervous. I’d rather call it an early night.”

      “Will you continue staying in the Plumsleys’ house?”

      “No. Margaret offered me the second room in hers. I think I’ll make my way there.”

      “Ah. Well, then permit me to accompany you to the door.”

      She smiled. “What, all twelve steps? It’s only the next house over, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but that’s twelve steps more than I was able to offer yesterday. Even this morning, for that matter.”

      “So it is.”

      They both turned towards Margaret’s house. It would only take a minute to reach it, but they walked slowly enough to make the journey last as long as possible.

      “Was it really only this morning that you woke?” she said. “It feels like ages ago. So much has happened since then.” She glanced at him with a fond smile. “Your face was practically glowing as we toured that ship. How long has it been since you were aboard one?”

      “A few months, when Daniel and the others rescued me after we were all separated. But it was only for a very short time. Before that was the voyage from Damiras, nine years ago. I supposed I missed it even more than I realized. I still can’t believe it was Daniel’s crew who came to our rescue. It’s extraordinary. And we owe it all to you. That ship wouldn’t even be here if not for that enchantment—and your suggestion to cast it in the first place.”

      She glanced up at the orb hovering above the village. Seeing how much the Colonists appreciated the light in the absence of a regular sun or moon, she had decided to set it there until they left the island.

      “I’ve been thinking about that terrible day, when you were separated at Harroway,” she said. “Abner Hart murdered. The rest of you drugged and sent to the four corners of the earth. And George Marlas responsible?”

      Caradoc ground his jaw before answering. “Yes. Even if he wasn’t the one to actually pull the trigger, he was certainly behind the curtains arranging it all. Only he would know that I could rid Harroway of the Spektors. And he would’ve had the reach and coin to hire the airships needed to send us so far apart. The fact that he delivered Abner’s body to you in person is the most damning evidence of all. Vaterra’s only a few miles from Harroway.”

      She nodded. “Marlas always struck me as being something of a weasel, but I never imagined the true depth of his vileness.”

      “Nor did we, until it was too late. He seems something of a harmless buffoon when you first meet him. No one would suspect it was a carefully crafted act.”

      Her gaze fell to the cobblestone path. “There are so many wrongs to correct. So many demons to drag into the light. And there’s still so much I’m ignorant of. So much I’ve missed. Daniel told me of the work they’ve been doing. I couldn’t speak for shock. I always suspected the slave trade was still active in the East Country, but not to the extent he described. When I think of all the effort and resources spent hunting the Colonists—innocent all this time—and all the while there have been true evils elsewhere, and so many people in desperate need of help. It is unbearable to consider how blind we have been. How our attentions have been caught away to all the wrong directions, for years upon years. It is the cruelest deception.”

      Coming to the house, they halted by the front steps. She lifted her eyes to him again.

      “And Daniel’s crew? I remember you talking about them. Smugglers who helped deliver food and medicine to the Entrian families who couldn’t obtain it for themselves after the Great Ruin. A service for which the Assembly threw you into prison, and would have done to all the rest given the chance.” A pained ache touched her heart. “Is there really no end to it? Is the story of our world nothing more than . . . one injustice after another?”

      At that moment, a chorus of laughter rose up from the Dining House. Caradoc glanced back at it, watching the shadows move across the window.

      “Only if there’s no one willing to fight.”

      Seherene’s gaze remained firmly on him, the ache growing stronger.

      “They should not have to fight forever.”

      A whirl of subtle emotions passed across his face in quick succession. There was a look of wry amusement, followed by sorrow, and then a weariness she knew came from deep within.

      “Well,” he said at last, “fortunately, no one lives that long. Not usually.”

      He shook his head, as if to break free of his grim thoughts, then stepped closer.

      “If I may give some advice . . . don’t dwell any longer on these things tonight. The weight of too much darkness at once can break you if you’re not careful. We’ve all had to learn that ourselves. Fix your mind on what is promising and hopeful, and try to rest unburdened. As much as you can.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “I’ll try.”

      Almost before she realized it, she reached out a hand to his side—something she had often done to pull him closer. Seeing her mistake, she quickly drew back her arm and touched the front of his coat for a moment instead, as if admiring one of the buttons.

      “I heard Simon confine you to the infirmary for another night,” she said, hoping to further cover her indiscretion with a change of topic.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so,” he replied with a small laugh. “It seems my swift recovery is not to be trusted.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with him. I have half a mind to sit beside you all night to make sure you wake again in the morning.”

      “Well . . . I don’t actually plan on sleeping much. I’ve had enough of that over the past few days.” He nodded towards the Dining House. “After our conference, I plan to return to the ship for a more detailed inspection. If for no other reason than to drive Simon up the wall.”

      “I see. So you still have that wicked streak, do you?”

      “I might. Would you rather I got rid of it?”

      She raised an eyebrow and answered in her best authoritative tone. “Don’t you dare.”

      He laughed.

      She turned and climbed the steps to the door, opened it, then turned back again. “Try to give at least a little credence to Simon’s concerns. As much as I must avoid bearing the burden of so many troubles, you really must take the best possible care of yourself. After all, I . . . intend for this new friendship of ours to last.”

      His dark eyes twinkled in the light. “I’m glad we’re of the same mind. And since I don’t mean to cause you any more worry, I’ll try to get a few hours of sleep tonight. I promise.”

      “Thank you. And thanks for the walk to the door. Goodnight.”

      He nodded. “Goodnight.”
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      Once the door was shut, Caradoc let out a silent sigh. With the next breath that followed, he could swear his heart expanded beyond its original frame. He had spent the better part of the past nine years believing she held him in deep contempt, harboring a profound hatred from which she would never be turned. Few things had caused him more pain.

      There had been every reason to begin doubting that assumption as she wept over him on Fenmire, but he’d been in such a daze with the light fading in and out around him, he still couldn’t decide which moments had been a dream and which had truly happened. Their conversation in the infirmary had been much better, though it had still been difficult to tell if all her confessed doubts and hesitations had really been self-directed and not connected with himself in any way. Because of this, he’d been keeping a friendly yet measured distance, anxious to avoid doing or saying anything which might put her off in the slightest.

      Now, at the conclusion of their latest meeting, he was finally willing to believe she no longer held anything against him. There had been no tender endearments this time. No close embrace. Only the reach for his side, and the feeling conveyed in the final lingering look she’d given him before withdrawing into the house. It was more than he’d ever dared hope for. And he now knew he hadn’t been imagining things. Hadn’t being sensing what wasn’t there.

      As he turned back toward the Dining House, a noise like falling raindrops caught his ear. It lasted only a few seconds but sounded quite close. He paused, looked around, and saw a spattering of blood on the stones beneath him. Instantly he put a hand to his chest, wondering if he had over-exerted himself and reopened a wound. But nothing felt amiss.

      On instinct, he glanced down at his left hand, and a surge of fear struck his heart. He quickly turned his back to both houses, facing the dark garden grove, and stripped away the fingerless glove. Blood welled through the golden strands embedded in his flesh, almost obscuring them completely.

      This wasn’t right. Normally he wasn’t greeted with such a sight unless he attempted to work the Key’s power. But he had not done so for several days. The next thing he noticed was even more concerning, for the space of flesh eaten away beneath the Key had grown, splitting his skin over the heel of his palm and reaching towards his inner wrist. The veins and tendons beneath were still intact, but now lay exposed to the eye.

      He tucked his hand inside his coat, glanced around again, then hurried down the path towards the infirmary. Just a few strips of bandage and no one would be the wiser.
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      There was a noise of shouts and calls outside—enough to make Riva’s heart race with fear. Though she’d been given strict instructions never to leave her room or show her face, she couldn’t help but sit forward on her bed and part the curtains an inch. On the far side of the estate, where the manicured lawn ended and the woods began, a handful of men stood gesturing towards the trees. She recognized the head gardener among them, and a few older boys from the stables.

      For a moment, Riva glimpsed the distant silhouette of a creature racing back and forth, its head down and its shoulders hunched. The head groom ran from the stables to the tree line, raised a rifle, and fired off a shot. Then another. But the animal eluded him, despite appearing quite large. It might have been a wolf or small bear. The rifle was passed to one of the older boys who took aim. The bullet struck close enough that the animal ducked and swerved sharply in the opposite direction. The men, who had not ceased shouting to scare it off, now gained the courage to step closer, shaking their fists and adding curses to their threats. The animal raised its head, as if making a final attempt to reckon a safe way past the angry guards, then finally turned and trotted away, disappearing from sight.

      Once the men were assured it would not return, they headed back towards the house. Riva ducked behind the curtain and let it fall closed again. Though the incident hadn’t posed any real danger to her, the shouting and gunshots had been more than enough to put her fragile nerves on edge. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Once her heart finally calmed its frantic pace, she returned her attention to the newspaper spread across her lap.

      A soft knock came at the bedroom door.

      “It’s Emma, dear. I’m coming in.”

      The door opened just wide enough for the elder woman to slip inside and close it behind her. She carried a plate of bread and cheese to the nightstand.

      “Here you are. I’m making a fresh pot of tea as well. Should be ready in a few minutes. And I know you said you haven’t much of an appetite, but I’d like to see you try clearing at least half the plate.”

      “I’ll try. Thank you, Ms. Hallstein.”

      “Emma,” she said, sitting on the far corner of the bed. “No need for any formality between us. And especially not when my surname could get me into trouble. I’m a fugitive, too, remember?”

      Riva’s gaze fell to the quilt on the bed. It was only in the last week that she’d managed to regain the full use of her wits and senses. Memory, however, was proving to be a lot more difficult. She could recall only brief fragments of her time in custody, and the more recent the event, the less she could remember.

      “Harroway,” she said slowly, holding tightly to the word as if it would cast a light into the darkness of her mind. “Everyone there was . . . arrested. For harboring the Colonists.”

      “That’s right. That newspaper must be helping.”

      “Yes. It’s incredible to see all that’s happened in the past few weeks. I’m not even sure I would believe it on someone’s word alone.”

      She turned the pages slowly, her eyes skimming the headlines and sketches for the countless time. When she came to the end, she returned to the second and third pages and smoothed them down. Here the warrant list had been printed in bold red letters and each sketch of the fugitive Colonists magnified to the largest extent, sparing no detail. Riva ran her fingers over their names, gazing at the images with an ache in her heart.

      “So much has changed. Even the warrant looks different from the last time I saw it. The picture of Abner is gone. They’ve actually aged the others by about ten years. They never bothered to do as much before.” Her hand swept to the bottom corner. “And there are three new faces. Mavie is here, listed as a Colonist-sympathizer, but they’ve marked her age as thirty-two.”

      “That isn’t accurate?” Emma asked.

      “The number is, but not the face, which very few people know. I suppose it’s a blessing, really.” Her eyes trailed along the page. A fond smile came to her lips. “And here. Anthony Revore. ‘Also known as Inkwell Featherfield’. They do know that much about him. But they didn’t count on him being so clever—a Cassrian boy slipping through their fingers at court. One of the articles goes on at great length about all the people who are to blame for that.” She wrinkled her brow. “I don’t know how he came to be in Ciras. How the Lady Seherene managed to find him. How he escaped his own cell in Stalikos. But at least he made it back to the others. The article says he was sighted on Fenmire.” She nodded, as if to reassure herself of the fact. “At least he made it back.”

      “Do you remember anything about him being in court? Anything about your trial?”

      Riva shook her head. “It’s mostly blurred images and far-away voices. Like trying to remember a dream from long ago. It still feels like I’m dreaming sometimes. I can’t believe the Diamond Court was destroyed. And I can’t even think about what happened to the High Council.”

      Emma nodded soberly. “The entire household is still talking about it. These are dark days. And yet . . . as shocking as the destruction of the court was, the timing was nothing less than a miracle. A few minutes sooner and you and I might have been caught in the blast.”

      Riva looked down at the paper again. “They blame us for it. Say we’ve been using black spells. They’ve even added it to our long list of crimes. But it isn’t true.”

      She brought two fingers to rest under the very last name on the warrant. There—impossibly, inconceivably—was the Lady Seherene.

      “And they blame her for all the rest of it. The blood rain. The Colonist-hunters murdered on Fenmire. The High Council’s assassination. Even for helping me escape.”

      “Of course,” Emma replied. “She’s the perfect scapegoat. Even if she’s guilty of no other crime than joining the Colonists’ side, it is so great a sin in their eyes it becomes nothing if not reasonable to heap every other misfortune on her shoulders.”

      “Joined them,” Riva repeated, almost in a whisper. “But . . . it can’t be true. Can it?”

      She lifted her gaze to Emma, who shrugged.

      “I don’t think anyone knows for certain, except for the lady herself. But people are certainly making a meal of the endless speculations. How it happened and why. It’s become a national sport.” She adjusted her position on the bed, turning to face Riva more directly. “But we have more pressing matters to discuss. Now I know it will make you uncomfortable even to consider it, but I ask that you do, no matter how difficult. Dr. Tyrus wants to see you again.”

      Riva instinctively drew up her knees, crushing the newspaper. “No. No, he’s done enough.”

      “I understand he has hurt you, and that you have cause to be frightened. But it was he who helped orchestrate your escape. He is also chiefly responsible for bringing you back to health. Considering what you’ve suffered, I think it only logical that a physician be allowed to monitor your progress.”

      “Couldn’t you do that?”

      “I studied metallurgy, not medicine. Bringing food and drink is the best I can do. I know the doctor did a great wrong by you, but I also believe he’s genuinely remorseful. He took good care of you when you didn’t know yourself. I watched him closely. He also continues to take a very serious risk by sheltering us both in his house. You don’t have to like him. You don’t even have to look at him. But you do owe him your recovery. Besides that, if you and I are to have even the slightest chance of escaping the West Country, it will only be with his help.”

      Riva slid her hand over the crook of her left arm. The needle marks were still there, permanent reminders of the doctor’s daily visits during her imprisonment. He had insisted the serum was harmless—only a protective measure to keep her from performing enchantments. It was only a few days ago she had learned the whole truth. The serum had been mixed with a strong hallucinogen, sending her slowly and steadily into a constant state of feverish delusions and delirium. She had once thought him a kind man. Perhaps even a friend. The knowledge of his betrayal, however, was more painful than a hundred jabs from a needle. Still, Emma’s words rang true. She couldn’t deny them. Taking another deep breath, she tucked a lock of long blonde hair behind her ear and glanced up again.

      “You won’t leave me alone with him?”

      “Not for a moment,” the elder woman said, raising her eyebrows. “I didn’t do so when you were out of your wits and I don’t intend to start now. I was ready to throttle the man when I confronted him after the trial. I’ll be ready to follow through with that if he so much as looks at you the wrong way. All right?”

      A smile tugged at Riva’s mouth. After another long moment, she nodded. “All right.”

      “Good girl.” Emma patted her leg and stood. “I’ll go and fetch him, along with that cup of tea for you. Remember to lock this door behind me. And I want at least half that plate eaten before the end of the day.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Emma gave a nod of approval, then left the room and shut the door behind her.

      Riva reached for the plate and picked at a slice of cheese, trying to remain calm. She wouldn’t be alone with him. Emma would be nearby. She wouldn’t allow him to harm her again. Everything would be all right.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      The sound came at the window. She froze, her eyes widening. It wasn’t Emma. It couldn’t be. She had only just left through the door.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      This time, the noise was followed by boisterous whistling and chirruping. Riva relaxed. It was only a bird. She could see its shadow even now, bobbing behind the muslin drapes. Edging forward again, she drew one of the curtains aside and peered through.

      It was one of the most beautiful creatures she’d ever seen. Its sleek feathers were the brightest shade of green imaginable, with striking black marks along its wings and tail. It looked at her with a bright eye, cocking its head this way and that, hopping along the outer windowsill and pecking at the glass. Riva smiled. She hadn’t seen a bird this close in a long time. There had been none on Riverfall, and certainly none to keep her company in Stalikos or her jail cell in Ciras. It gave her no small joy to see it now, so free and merry as it was.

      Suddenly, the bedroom door burst open. She turned with a start as a young man rushed into the room.

      “Lysus?”

      Riva stumbled out of bed and hurried back against the far wall, clutching the quilt tight to her chest. The young man didn’t look at her but stalked straight to the window and threw back the curtains.

      “Lysus!” He opened the window and stuck his hand outside.

      “Who are you?” Riva said, her voice shaking with terror. “What do you want?”

      The man paid her no attention. He clicked his tongue softly between his teeth, waited a moment, then drew his hand into the room again. The bright green bird was now perched on his curled forefinger. He grinned and stroked its feathers with his free hand. Riva remained pressed against the wall, wondering how long he would stand there without acknowledging her.

      “Who are you?” she said again, a little louder this time.

      Finally, he glanced up. Still grinning, he took a step forward and held out his hand as if to show her the bird. “Lysus.”

      Riva frowned in bewilderment. “That’s . . . that’s your bird? Lysus?”

      The man didn’t answer but drew the bird close again and stroked its back. It was only then she realized there was something wrong with him, though she wasn’t sure what. She relaxed a little but remained by the wall.

      “I’m . . . I’m Charlotte,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “Bad bird!” he said, grinning and shaking his finger at Lysus. He laughed. “Bad bird!”

      Riva tried to smile, as if to join in on the joke. “A very handsome bird, though. Very beautiful.”

      The young man chuckled again. He looked at Riva, still smiling, then pointed at her.

      “Colonist.”

      Riva’s smile dropped away, the blood draining from her face. “What? No. No, you have it wrong. I’m not . . . I’m not a Colonist!”

      He scratched the back of his head, then pointed at her again. “Colonist.”

      She shook her head but no words came. Her throat had tightened. She struggled to catch a full breath. The next moment, Dr. Tyrus rushed into the room with a look of concern at the open door. Emma followed fast behind.

      “Kieran!” Tyrus cried.

      The young man turned and dipped his head. “Hello, Father.”

      Tyrus shut the door as quietly as he could, then strode across the room and took gentle hold of the young man’s arm. “Kieran, what are you doing in here?”

      He raised the bird several inches higher. “Lysus.”

      “What about him? Was he outside again? At the window?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “I’ve told you a hundred times. You mustn’t let him do that. If you take him outside, keep him on your shoulder. Don’t let him loose.”

      “Yes, Father.” He lifted his hand to his shoulder. The bird hopped on.

      Tyrus steered his son to the door. “Now, listen. I don’t want you in this room again. It belongs to someone else. It isn’t yours. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “I mean it now.” Tyrus raised a finger for emphasis. “You are not to come here again. Or tell anyone who uses this room. It is private. Understand?”

      Kieran grinned and dipped his head. “Clear skies.”

      “Good lad. Now go and see Cook. She’s brought some nice figs from the market for you and Lysus. Go on.”

      He opened the door and guided Kieran through. Once the young man had gone, and the door was shut again, Tyrus blew out an exasperated breath and looked at Riva and Emma with eyes full of regret.

      “My deepest apologies. He tends to barge through doors without knocking when he’s looking for Lysus. He likes to let him fly free, but the trouble is the bird has started taking it as a big game, flying from window to window avoiding capture until he grows tired of it. I never thought it might lead my son in here. I’m so sorry.”

      “It was my fault really,” Riva said. “I forgot to lock the door when Miss Hal—when Emma left.”

      “Did you speak to him?” Emma asked. “Did he say anything to you?”

      “He called me a Colonist.”

      Her answer stunned them both. Even hearing it again from her own lips made Riva’s stomach twist with anxiety. She returned to the bed and sat down, still clutching the quilt.

      “I told him my name was Charlotte,” she continued. “But he wasn’t fooled for a moment. He knew me.”

      Emma shook her head. “The paper. He must have seen your picture in the warrant list.” She turned her gaze to Tyrus. “Will he really keep quiet about her being here?”

      The doctor ran a hand through his thinning gray hair. “In all honesty, there’s no telling what he’ll do. But even if he does say something we can encourage the others to dismiss it as nonsense, which they are likely to do anyway.” He stood in the middle of the room, fidgeting for a moment, then clasped his hands behind his back. “How are you feeling, Riva?”

      She bowed her head with a frown. What a question. And what answers she could give to draw out his supposed guilt. Hurt him in any small way she could.

      “The last thing I can clearly remember,” she said, “is talking with my mother in Stalikos. After that, the shadows and fog began to creep in, until I couldn’t tell what was real and what was only in my head. I became lost inside a nightmare. And it was you who put me there. So I am feeling a great deal.”

      Tyrus stood silent for a moment, stricken, then sat down in a high-backed chair near the door. Emma seated herself on the far corner of the bed.

      “Until a few weeks ago,” Tyrus said, speaking slowly as he struggled to put words to his thoughts, “I did not truly fathom the great harm that fear can work through a weak-willed man. The moment I was instructed to begin giving you the injections, I knew it was the wrong thing to do. Yet, out of cowardice and frailty, I ignored my conscience. Allowed myself to be talked out of my concerns. There is no excuse for it. No justification. And I know I can never make it right again. For the rest of my life, the wrong I have done you will sit heavy in my heart as my greatest and deepest regret.”

      Riva set her jaw and traced her finger along the patterns in the quilt on her lap. The sound of two servants chattering as they passed through the outer corridor broke the silence until they had gone again. With his brow still furrowed, Tyrus leaned to one side and took something out of his pocket.

      It was a crest jewel—a small emerald with a symbol etched in its center. As he held it up, Riva recognized it as a mark of the House of Kaden. Her house.

      “Your father gave this to me before we last parted,” Tyrus said. “He wanted you to have it, along with his own apologies.”

      He leaned forward and handed the jewel to Emma, who turned and gave it to Riva.

      The young Entress held the emerald in her hand as if it were the most precious thing in the world. Tears pricked at her eyes. Emma had said that her father had played a hand in her rescue, but he’d been so angry with her for so long she had scarcely believed it. She glanced up.

      “What changed his mind about me?”

      Tyrus rested a hand on his thigh. “I imagine it was a great many things. But what he mentioned specifically was a letter he received from one of the Colonists—a man named Simon Elias.”

      Riva’s face lit up. “Simon? Really?”

      “He wrote an impassioned defense of your actions and character. Kaden said he even thought to read it aloud to the Elders during your trial, but he knew it would only be dismissed in the end and would possibly put himself and your mother at risk as well.”

      “But they’re still all right? They’re not in any trouble?”

      “They are safe at present. But with the current state of things, that could change in the blink of an eye. As soon as we can be assured that travel will not reverse your recovery, I will fetch your mother and father here to my estate and speed you with all haste out of Entrian Country. Emma as well.”

      “That time may be coming sooner than we imagine,” Emma said. “Your wife is bound and determined to give Riva useful employment as soon as she’s well. And I’ve no doubt she’s growing suspicious that she’s not yet fully recovered.”

      “I know,” Tyrus said with a nod, then looked at Riva. “She has also desired to visit you, but I have warned her—along with the rest of the household—that coming into such close contact might make them susceptible to your illness. They have seemed content with that answer for now, but I, too, have heard rumblings of suspicion. And Mr. Cork has not stopped remarking on the strangeness of someone stealing our coach while he was in the pub and then finding it again outside the estate.”

      Emma raised an eyebrow. “Our plan was not without its flaws. I suppose that’s what happens when you put things off ‘til the last minute.” She looked at Riva with a touch of her own regret. “For my part, I’m sorry I didn’t speak up sooner when I saw the trial was corrupt. And that I didn’t return to see you again. My experiences have made me a highly cautious person, and sometimes my instincts are paid no heed to even when they ought to be.”

      “Return to see me,” Riva echoed, the phrase catching at something in her flickering memories. When she caught hold of it, she leaned forward and touched Emma’s arm. “Yes. You did come to see me. You were . . . you were looking for your daughter. Galena.”

      The elder woman answered with a sad smile. “That’s right.”

      “Oh, Emma. You shouldn’t be here waiting on me. You must be frantic with worry! You have to find her!”

      She laid her hand over Riva’s. “I intend to, when the time is right. But until you’re reunited with your parents, there is another daughter I can be of use to right now. One who needs me more. Galena’s a tough girl with a good head on her shoulders. If she’s managed to survive without me for this long, I know I’ll find her waiting by the time I arrive.” She patted Riva’s hand with a brusque smile, then turned to Tyrus. “On the subject of children, Doctor, and if I may ask, what is it that’s wrong with your son? Was he born in such a condition?”

      Dr. Tyrus leaned back in his chair. “No. He was not. Kieran was a normal boy, like any other. The change came . . . when I made the tragic mistake of bringing him to Damiras to attend the peace gathering. He was just sixteen then, but so eager to be part of such a momentous event.” He swept a hand across his brow and shifted uncomfortably before speaking again. “We’d become separated by the time the battle broke out. When I found him again, he was . . . lying unconscious near a large stone, across which was a thick streak of blood. I discovered the same on the back of his head. Felt that his skull had fractured as well. And when he woke several weeks later, he was not the same boy.” He clasped his hands together. “Now, he cannot formulate any speech beyond simple sentences. Cannot read or write, nor perform enchantments. He remembers nothing of the incident. In fact, it remains unclear how much memory he can retain, save for Lysus, and the same familiar people he sees everyday.”

      “Do you think it was an accident?” Riva asked.

      “I believe it was. The crowd on Damiras was practically stampeding to escape the gunfire. He must have fallen, or been pushed. My wife, on the other hand, insists the Colonists are to blame and would bear them nothing but animosity for that reason alone, all other accusations aside.”

      “I’m surprised you do not join her in that opinion,” Emma said. “Your actions towards helpless Colonist prisoners certainly lend themselves to such bitterness and resentment.”

      A look of deep shame returned to the doctor’s eyes. “It was all too easy to get swept along with the popular opinion. The only opinion, as it soon became. When the Lady Seherene asked me to accept the appointment to court physician, I was all too happy to oblige. It was something I could do in service to my nation.”

      “Was it she who told you to give Riva the hallucinogen?”

      “No. In fact, I’m not certain she knew it was going on at all.”

      “Do you believe what they say about her?” Riva asked. “That she’s a traitor? That she murdered the Elders?”

      She saw his hands clench tighter together. He hung his head with anguished exasperation. “I cannot bring myself to believe it. I’ve known her for so long—both as a friend as well as a colleague—that even were she to stand here and tell me so herself, I would not be convinced.”

      Emma lifted her chin. “Even though it is the . . . popular opinion?”

      He stood from the chair and paced a few steps away. He shook his head, then peered towards the window, as though anxious that someone might see him through the drawn curtains.

      “I admit,” he finally replied, “I have begun to doubt the Colonists are as guilty as everyone thinks they are. I do not believe they murdered the Elders or destroyed the Diamond Court. If they truly sought to send a message through such terrors, they would have done so long before.” He turned back to Riva. “But it does no good to debate these things now. Our focus must be on getting you well enough to travel again. I am putting you on a strict diet of small meals at regular intervals, which Emma will bring to you and which you must make every effort to finish. I also want you to get whatever exercise you can. Don’t lie in bed at all hours. Try to walk around a little. Perform some stretches. At night, you may have Emma open the window a little to let in the fresh air. And you must remember to lock the door.”

      Riva was reluctant to agree to any of his plans, but she knew it made the best sense. She was also loath to dishonor Emma’s heartfelt commitment to her. When at last she nodded, Tyrus’s concern was briefly lessened with relief.

      “Good. Now try to eat what Emma has given you. I will return tomorrow morning to check on your progress.” He dipped his head and stepped to the door. “Farewell.”

      “Doctor,” Emma said, stopping him.

      Both Tyrus and Riva were surprised to see a touch of wary suspicion in her expression.

      “Would you happen to know who did murder the Elders?”

      He shook his head, almost in dismay. “Madam, if you will take my advice, we must avoid troubling Riva further with unnecessary fears and concerns. Her constitution is frail enough as it is. Pleasant, positive conversation will help to fortify her spirit, as good nutrition does to the body. See that she takes her meals, and if you have need of anything else, you can send for me at any hour. Good day to you, ladies.”

      He rushed out suddenly, then closed the door behind him. Emma’s face flushed as her eyes widened with dread. Riva frowned at her.

      “What? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      It was another minute before the elder woman could force the words through her lips.

      “Saints above,” she whispered. “He knows.”
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      The Colonists’ conference in the Dining House went on for hours. The original intent was to make solid plans regarding their next move, but what started the evening off was a long exchange of histories. This meant not only a full explanation of the Colonists’ mission to Damiras, but an account of all their years on the run, what it had cost them, and where it had led. Caradoc was then obliged to tell Daniel and crew all about the Spektors and their vile Mistress, as well as the Auric Key and his duties as a Keyholder. At no time during the night were their new members more uneasy, but each maintained their full willingness to join them despite these unfamiliar dangers.

      When the Colonists had finished their tale—right up to the moment they met the longboat on the beach—it was time for Daniel’s crew to have their turn. Ink sat straighter in his chair, curious to learn everything he could about them. Unfortunately, it was also past midnight by this point, and though he fought hard against it, he soon fell asleep.
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      He woke in his bed the next day without any memory of having gotten there, except perhaps a vague recollection of Jeremy shaking him by the shoulder and urging him out of his chair. The excitement of the previous day came back to him in a rush, and he threw off the bedcovers and pulled on his boots. Evering had already risen and gone from the room, but the drawers of his dresser and desk were all opened. Most were now empty.

      As he headed for the door, Ink rubbed at his eyes while ignoring the soul marking imprinted behind his lids. He’d gotten quite used to it now, even though he knew it was the Mistress who had set it there and that it was Caradoc’s name in the First Language. His foolish decision to name the Keyholder as his enemy had caused it, but he was certain it would ultimately do no harm—especially now that he no longer wished him any ill will. It was a mere annoyance at this point. The mark of a game he refused to play. Nothing more.

      Beyond the front door, Riverfall was alive with action and energy. Jeremy and Margaret carried boxes of dishes and utensils from the kitchen. Chester, Skiff, and Evering crossed towards the garden grove with bags slung over their backs and crates in their arms. Simon and Daniel carted wheelbarrows of firewood. There was a palpable air of excitement over them all, which soon extended to Ink as he glanced to his right and saw the masts of the Chain Breaker towering over the trees. Delia and Harriet, who stood talking outside the infirmary, brought Ink up to date on their plans as soon as he greeted them.

      Though the decision had been painful, they had ultimately accepted that they had no choice but to abandon their beloved village. Even with a ship to retrieve supplies, using Riverfall as their home base was no longer sustainable. It had been too badly damaged in the fall. Besides that, Fenmire was now officially the last known location of the Colonists, and Madara was sure to send another armed party back to the island as soon as possible.

      Ink was surprised to feel a twinge of regret at the news. He hadn’t had a place to call home since his grandfather’s death, and he’d started to take it for granted that Riverfall would always be around. The others likely felt far worse. They had spent years of hard work on the place. But, as Delia pointed out, they still had missing friends to find and rescue. As such, they agreed to regularly activate one of their spyglasses as a beacon, as well as to keep a steady lookout for signals from either Mavie or Riva. The Plumsleys would still be on tour and relatively easy to locate so long as they could find a newspaper and have a look at their schedule. The sisters’ situation, however, was not to be considered any less precarious. The tour provided them only with a stay of execution, not a full pardon, and with both Seherene and Pallaton now out of the political sphere, their deal with Marlas was as good as ended. The music could be cut short at any moment.

      Once Ink had finished speaking with Delia and Harriet, he returned to his room. As the day was to be spent packing and loading their remaining possessions onto the Chain Breaker, he would need to clear out his treasure trove before someone chanced upon its location. After moving the wash stand and prying up the broken floor tile, the first thing he saw was the Wickwire Watch. It was still wrapped in Fetch’s handkerchief. He picked it up carefully, watching the case change from gold into emerald and ruby as it moved.

      How beautiful he had once thought it. A prize to change his fortunes for the better, to ensure he would never want for anything again. Now, he felt only revulsion at the sight of the cursed thing, and he wondered just how many black spells the Mistress had infused it with. At the very least he knew it carried a concealment enchantment, or Seherene might have detected it any number of times.

      He shoved it into his pocket, pushed the worrisome thoughts from his mind, and made a quick inventory of the remaining items. He had amassed quite the collection since joining the Colonists, most of it stolen. There were such things as cigars from Chester’s room, the finely crafted pen from Bash’s house, a pearl-encrusted brooch from the ruins of Margaret’s former abode, and the silver ring Seherene had enchanted with a trace (and since removed). These had been securities, insurance against abject poverty in the event he escaped from Riverfall and could be off on his own again.

      He would give them back now—without them knowing, of course. He would slip them among their personal effects in the busyness of relocating to the ship. Easy as pie. Except for Bash’s pen. There was no possible way of returning it.

      “I’ll just carry it a while longer, old man,” Ink said aloud, tucking it inside his breast pocket. “At least ’til I find a more suitable owner.”

      The rest he shoved into a pillowcase, save for the Keyholder Book he’d been safeguarding for Caradoc, which he tucked into his other pocket.
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      He soon joined the action outside, helping to gather and carry whatever he could. Though the Colonists couldn’t contribute much in the way of food and water, there was at least a decent amount of supplies and materials they had stockpiled over the years, and which hadn’t been destroyed by fire. None of Caradoc’s maps had survived the tower explosion, but Daniel assured them they had charts aplenty and all the navigational instruments they would need.

      What the ship did not carry, however, were musical instruments. The Colonists’ own collection had been tossed and battered around the room when the village fell, but the fire had not come near them and most were still perfectly usable. To Ink’s surprise, Seherene was as adamant as anyone that they be brought along. He tried his best to keep an eye on her throughout the day. She did far more than her fair share of carrying and carting things back and forth, and he was determined to be near enough to jump to her aid at the first sign of asking.

      Of course, her unique abilities also came in handy for making an entire village waterborne. She brought all of the larger items aboard with kinetic enchantments, including Drifter One. The small airship was still completely useless—the burner refusing to show any signs of life—but as it had been so valuable to them over the years, they resolved to find a way to fix the thing no matter how long it took. Drifter Two, which Chester had misplaced somewhere in Entrian Country, was officially given up for lost.

      She was equally helpful when it came time to move the animals. The cow and horses went easily enough into their new quarters in the ship’s hold, but the chickens were more ornery than ever. Delia couldn’t even coax them to her with a handful of corn. What might have turned into an hour spent chasing them, however, was quickly resolved with a calming enchantment. Ink watched in awe as the Entress lulled the birds into a sleepy tranquility, their eyelids half closed and their heads almost drooping on their breasts. Until then, he hadn’t known such an enchantment was possible. But of course, that had often been the way of things over the past five months.

      The chickens were then scooped up and taken to their new lodgings. Ink helped in the task, albeit reluctantly. He was still uneasy at the prospect of returning to the prisoner cells. But as soon as he walked in, he was surprised to find the place completely transformed. The chains, manacles, and weapons had all been removed, and the formerly disturbing air of menace was replaced by the warm scent of hay, cheery lanterns, clucking chickens, and the occasional snort from a horse. It was downright cozy. When the final count was made, however, they discovered they were one chicken short. Ink volunteered to find it.

      He had a hunch it had escaped the enchantment by taking cover under a bush, and so started his search from the path next to Delia’s house and into the garden grove. He stepped quietly, keeping his ears open. Just as he passed the fallow cornfield, he began to hear a soft clucking coming from somewhere near the ground. He went to one of the bushes and stooped low to look beneath it. There was the hen, nestled comfortably on a bed of dead leaves.

      As soon as he reached for the bird, she ruffled her feathers and gave out an angry trill.

      “Now, now. None of that,” he said. “You don’t want to be left behind, do you?”

      As he picked her up and tucked her beneath his arm, he noticed a speckled egg in the middle of the leaves.

      “Aha. I see you ain’t been completely idle this morning. Well done, girl.”

      He picked up the small treasure, placed it carefully in his right pocket, then wrapped both arms around the chicken and headed back towards the ship.

      Before long, his pace slowed almost to a stop. He had fallen to staring at the ruins of the tower, and it was beginning to dawn on him that this might be the last good look he ever got of Riverfall. He turned a slow circle, peering through the trees in every direction. He could just see the edge of the sleeping vineyard, where he’d first met the Plumsleys and found them arguing over the lyrics of an opera. A little further south was the apple orchard, where they’d chased a flock of geese for their Harvest Feast last autumn. Ed the Memory Tree was also nearby—or what remained of him. The top half had been rent asunder by flying stones and debris. Good only for firewood now. Ink wondered what had become of the names carved into the trunk, honoring those they had lost. It was nowhere on the ground, so far as he could see. Perhaps there was nothing left of it.

      Looking north, he caught sight of the east-side bridge and moved towards it. The streambed was empty, its contents drained with the collapse of the pipeworks. All that remained were a few muddy puddles. Ink shifted his gaze to a spot farther down the gully. Yes, there it was—the place where Caradoc had given him a sudden swimming lesson. And there, on the right-hand bank, was the low-hanging tangle of branches which had caught the crumpled list of chores he’d been forced to retrieve.

      Ink squinted. There was something else in it now, ensnared between the branches and the muddy bank. Curious, he crossed the bridge and walked towards. As soon as he realized what it was, he couldn’t help but laugh.

      Caradoc’s hat.

      He knelt beside the branches, keeping a firm hold on the hen with his left arm while reaching out with his right. It was just out of his grasp. Glancing around, he found a suitable stick lying nearby and tried his luck again. He moved slowly, cautious against letting the hat drop farther down into the marshy streambed, and after a minute finally snagged it. Somehow, but for a few tiny scorch marks, it had survived being blasted from the tower. He shook it hard a few times, flinging mud from the wide brim, then continued through the grove.

      Emerging from the trees, he met Evering and Jasper on the cobblestone path. Jasper had a sack of feed slung over his shoulder. Evering held Oswald in his arms. Ink greeted them and fell into step beside Evering just as the old one-eyed cat gave out a grumpy noise of complaint, which usually meant he’d had enough of being held.

      “I see you’ve got your arms full as well,” Jasper said with a nod towards the hen.

      “That’s right. ’Cept my load is actually useful, compared to this old grouch. Look here, Oswald . . .” Ink tucked Caradoc’s hat under his free arm and pulled the egg from his pocket. “See? This is what we call ‘earnin’ your keep’. You’ve gotta do the same if you’re coming along, you know. We could use you for a mop at the very least!”

      “Oh, don’t tease him like that,” Evering replied. “He’s got feelings, too, you know.”

      “Cats are awfully useful on ships,” Jasper said. “They catch mice and other critters that might ruin the food stores. Some people even think it’s bad luck not to have one aboard.”

      Evering turned to Ink again. “There, you see? Besides, we can’t leave him behind. You’re supposed to be looking after him. Remember?”

      “Oh, I’ll be lookin’. I’ll be keeping one eye on that cheeky little scamp as often as I can. He’s a thief, you know! You saw that stash of stolen loot in your dad’s room!”

      Jasper cocked his head. “Stolen loot? That sounds more like a fox or weasel.”

      Evering scratched behind the cat’s ears. “He only did that ‘cause people leave their things lying about. And it’s not like he damaged anything. He was just keeping it safe. He’s a good boy, aren’t you, Ozzie? Yes, you are.”

      “He’s a grubby little pirate, is what,” Ink said.

      “Look who’s talking.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean your little pickpocket game. The one where you get yourself caught on a wall and then wait to rob the first poor fool who comes to help you down. Chester told me all about it.”

      Jasper laughed. “Did you really do that? That’s awfully clever.”

      “It was clever, thank you.” Ink lifted his chin proudly. “And quite effective.”

      “We could’ve used that kind of cleverness down in the East Country,” Jasper continued. “Sometimes, in our eagerness to help people, we didn’t think things through all the way. Often just barreled straight into a fight ‘stead of using tricks and cunning.”

      “You still did jolly well, though,” Evering said. “Skiff told me your crew probably saved hundreds of people this past year alone.”

      Jasper shrugged. “Well . . . it don’t always feel like such a victory. Not when you start thinking of how much more you could’ve done.”

      “And you’re sure you still want to join us?” Ink asked. “We ain’t battling slavers, after all. Just running from one place to the next.”

      “It’s a different set of circumstances, to be sure. But there’s no question about it. I wouldn’t give this chance up for anything.”

      The answer so astonished Evering that he halted on the path and looked at the cheery young man in stark disbelief. “You wouldn’t? But why? We’re the unluckiest, most hated bunch in all of Eriaris. Where’s the appeal in that?”

      A touch of scarlet appeared on Jasper’s cheeks, along with a bashful dip of the head. “Well, you might laugh at me for saying so, but . . . I’ve got this feeling about you all. Yes, you’ve been dealt a terrible hand. But when I think about what you’ve done, what I know about your stories, and what I’ve already seen for myself, I get this sense that you’re part of something much bigger than anyone realizes yet. I know that sounds pretty daft. Amos is always teasing me for making things out to be grander than they are. And sure, you ain’t exactly battling slavers. But aren’t Spektors almost the same thing? If not worse?”

      Ink nodded. “I guess that’s true. But it’s really only Caradoc who faces up to ‘em.”

      “Yeah, but you stand by him, and keep standing by him. That’s worth a king’s ransom! Do you know how many people would jeer at your stories about the Mistress and the Auric Keys and all the rest of it? How many would dismiss it as nonsense and have Mr. Caradoc sent straight to an asylum?”

      “Most people, I’d guess,” Evering said.

      “Exactly! And that’s why I wouldn’t be anywhere else, with anyone else. Because I think you might just be the only people in the whole world who’ve got your eyes all the way open.”

      As they started off again, Ink’s gaze fell to the path. If he’d known the kinds of things his open eyes would see, he might have preferred to stay blind.
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      They parted ways once they reached the ship. Evering and Jasper went down the steps to the lower decks—called the “companionway”, as Amos had told Ink earlier—while Ink went to reunite the chicken with its comrades.

      Returning to the main deck, he spotted Margaret and asked after Caradoc’s whereabouts.

      “The stern deck, I think it’s called,” she said.

      “Which one’s that?”

      “Go up those steps behind you to the quarterdeck, then take the next set you see to the highest part of the ship at the end.”

      “You getting the hang of all this ship-talk, are you?”

      She winked at him. “I’m a fast learner. Comes in handy.”

      He followed her directions and found both Caradoc and Martin at the tail-end of the ship, both gazing at the sails directly above. Ink paused at the top of the steps, unwilling to interrupt the conversation just yet. They were discussing something to do with the ‘rigging on the mizzenmast’—the meaning of which he hadn’t the faintest idea.

      “Everything looks like new. It’s unbelievable,” Martin said. “The salt hasn’t even had a chance to eat away at the paintwork yet. It’s an absolute treasure.”

      “As well as an enticing trophy,” Caradoc replied. “It’ll catch every eye that sees it. And I’m sure the original owner will be wanting it back. We won’t be able to let our guard down for a second.”

      “We won’t. Even so, I’ll bet she could out-gun three ships at once if it came down to it. And she’s probably twice as fast as anything else with sails. We can make a good test of that once we’re out in the open sea.”

      Caradoc seated himself on a nearby barrel and crossed his arms. “You’re all right with this, then? With leaving Riverfall?”

      Martin took a moment to rub his stubbled chin before nodding. “It’s time to move on. And if this ship coming right to our doorstep isn’t a clear sign of that, I don’t know what is.”

      “Hey, Martin! Where’s Martin?”

      It was Chester’s voice, coming from the main deck below.

      “Stern deck,” Margaret answered.

      “Which one is that?”

      A few moments later, Chester came huffing up the steps.

      “Oh, hello, Ink. Martin, where do you want all the pantry stuff? Harriet says there’s no more space in the kitchen . . . I mean, uh, the gallery.”

      “Galley. And there’s plenty of space. There’s an entire storage room right behind it.”

      “What? No, there isn’t!”

      “Yes, it’s just beside the dairy cupboard. There’s—oh, never mind. I’ll show you.”

      Martin exchanged a parting nod with Caradoc and headed for the steps, giving Ink a pat on the shoulder as he went. Ink approached the Keyholder with his hands behind his back.

      “Ahoy.”

      Caradoc smirked. “Ahoy there. I saw you chatting with Jasper a little while ago. Making new friends, are we?”

      “Oh, please. You know I don’t make friends. I just ran into him while I was helping round up the chickens. I found something of yours. To be perfectly honest, I did think about keeping it for myself, but it’s not in the best condition.”

      He held out the hat. Caradoc’s smirk widened into a broad grin as he took it.

      “Ah, I was wondering where that went! Thank you, Inkpot.” He turned it over, inspecting the minor damage. “It’s funny, isn’t it? I leave this thing in the middle of a tower that exploded and it still survived better than I did.”

      “It must be good luck, then. You’d better hang on tight to it.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      A gust of wind whirled past, snapping the sails overhead. On the main deck, Jeremy and Amos rolled a pair of barrels over the gangplank and down towards the open hatch which led directly to the cargo hold.

      “So?” Caradoc said. “What do you think of all this?”

      Ink shrugged. “I ain’t never been on a ship before. It’s nice enough, I suppose. But it’s too bad we can’t get ourselves airborne again. Then we could’ve really moved.”

      “Oh no, this is much better than air travel. You get the smell of the salt, the sound of the sails and timbers. And then there’s the sea. She’s like . . . this vast, ancient being you have to form a relationship with. You have to get to know her. All her moods and temperaments. You have to respect being at her mercy. She’ll rock and cradle you one minute, then throw you into the chaos of a squall the next. But once you come through, you’re always the better for it, one way or another.”

      The village was still shrouded in Fenmire’s gloomy fog. But as the Keyholder spoke, Ink could’ve sworn the light of the sun shone in his eyes.

      “Well,” Ink said, “now I can’t decide if I ought to be excited or terrified.”

      “It’ll change from one day to the next. Believe me. But even the sea at her most terrible is nothing compared to some of the dangers you’ve already faced. You’re like an old soldier now, Mr. Featherfield.” A shadow passed across his face, dimming the light in his eyes. He looked out over the port side of the ship towards the mist-covered island. “And we leave yet another battlefield behind us.”

      Ink followed his gaze and shoved his hands into his pockets. “At least some good came of it. A lot of good, actually. Even if we can’t get that blasted container open.”

      Caradoc’s face darkened further, as if in anger. “I’ve been doing everything in my power not to think of it. There’s nothing good connected with the Mistress. Only pain and deceit. For all we know there’s nothing inside it at all, and she only planted it there to see our hopes get dashed again.” He shook his head and struck his hat against the edge of the barrel. “A person can only take so much of that so many times.”

      “I reckon so. But it’s way too early to start giving up. Your dad begged you never to let the Mistress know we have it, so there must be something special inside. Or else he wouldn’t have said so. Unless you think she put him up to it.”

      “No.” The answer came quickly, and with resolve. But doubt flickered in the Keyholder’s eyes the very next moment. “I couldn’t believe that. Not after the way he spoke of her.”

      Ink forced a half-smile, if only to brighten the mood again. “There you are, then! You see? We’ll get this figured out. Set everything right again. So there’s no use giving yourself even more gray hairs.”

      “Well, that’s no worry. I’ve got a hat to cover them now.”

      “True. But that still leaves the problem of your face.”

      Caradoc grinned and swiped at his arm with the aforementioned accessory. Ink laughed as he leaned out of the way too late.

      “Hey! Is that any way to treat an old soldier?”

      Just then, he noticed a bandage wrapped around Caradoc’s left wrist, just below the fingerless glove he wore to cover the Auric Key.

      “What happened there?”

      “What? Oh. It’s just a scratch.” He tugged his coat sleeve up until the bandage disappeared. “Caught myself on a loose nail somewhere while we were touring the ship.”

      “Couldn’t Seherene heal it for you?”

      “She could, but it’s hardly worth the bother.”

      “Couldn’t I do what?”

      The Entress had just climbed the steps to the stern.

      “Couldn’t you stop and rest for two minutes?” Caradoc replied. “You’ve been back and forth across the village all day. Probably walked twenty miles by now. Here . . .” He stood and gestured behind him. “Come and have a seat on this marginally comfortable barrel.”

      “Uh, no, thank you,” she said with a smile, raising a hand. “If I sit down on something so comfortable as that I’m liable to stay there the rest of the afternoon. Anyway, it’s your state of health that ought to be the topic of concern. I saw you moving all those casks of water. Are you feeling all right? Not overexerting yourself?”

      “Me? No. Of course not. I don’t even know the meaning of the word.”

      “That’s likely true,” Ink said with an impish grin. “So you did find freshwater on Fenmire?”

      Caradoc nodded. “Right where Radburn reckoned it would be, and not too far inland, fortunately. We’ve got enough water now to sail from here to Ciras.”

      “Well, that’s good news,” Seherene said, then looked at Ink. “And I heard you found our runaway bird.”

      “That was easy. But I ain’t sure why I helped at all, really. I know it’s me who’s gonna be mucking out them stalls down there. Just you watch.”

      “We’ll take it in turns, Featherface. Don’t you worry,” Caradoc said.

      Seherene laughed. “You call him Featherface?”

      “Oh, he calls me lots of things,” Ink said, then shot Caradoc a mock-offended glare. “She calls me Lord Featherfield, you know.”

      “That’s because she’s a lot nicer than I am.”

      “Also likely true,” she added, still chuckling.

      Their attentions were caught by a noise of shouting to make way for Simon, who approached the gangplank with another wheelbarrow—this one full of items from Delia’s dairy room. The sun also took that moment to peek through the heavy fog, scattering sheets of gold across the treetops and snow-laced fields. All three of them cast a lingering gaze over the village. After a long moment, Seherene let out a sigh of regret.

      “I can see this must have been a beautiful place once. And you worked so hard to make it a home. I’m sorry it had to end like this.”

      “Well, it was hardly your fault,” Ink said.

      She turned back to them with a marked look of guilt. “I’m afraid it was. The skytraps were my idea. We hired an entire fleet to place them over every major city and waterway—an effort that’s still in progress, as far as I know.”

      “What gave away the fact we were airborne?” Caradoc asked.

      “Your skirmish with Bill and Coram at Mastmarner. When I went to investigate, I found the after-image of a small airship in the woods across the bridge, along with evidence of Riva and Wendolen Plumsley’s presence.”

      “After-image?” Ink repeated. “What’s that?”

      “An enchantment that reveals the use of shrouds, even after they’ve gone. But it only works if you have a good idea of where to look.”

      Caradoc settled back onto the barrel and folded his arms. “I was so preoccupied with trying to get us out of there, I forgot all about the risk of a shroud.” He moved his gaze to the Entress again. “The rest of us were hiding in the boiler room while they crossed the bridge.”

      Her guilt-ridden expression gave way to wistful reflection. “Our boiler room?”

      He nodded. “Everything was just as we’d left it.”

      She glanced away again with a sad smile. “I had the hunters go down and inspect it while I waited on the stairs. I couldn’t bring myself to see it again. I did have a chat with our old friend, Ezra, though. Still the same as ever.”

      “He is, indeed,” Caradoc said. “Even called me a miscreant when we met again.”

      “Did he?”

      “Yes, but it was with a lot of love in his eyes.”

      “I’m sure it was,” she said. “Though I have to say—even knowing what I now know—he wasn’t too far off the mark.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, you did drop a five-ton statue on my airship in Watcher’s Pass. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      He lifted a corner of his mouth. “It was. Sorry about that. I only meant for it to be a distraction. No one was hurt, were they?”

      “Only the ship. And the owner’s pride.”

      “Ah. Well . . . I’ll send him a box of cigars or something. With a note saying, ‘Sorry about the rock.’”

      She laughed. “I’m sure that would do the trick.”

      The longer they held each other’s gaze, the more Ink became aware of the slinking hand of envy reaching for his heart again. Fortunately, Seherene soon became aware of the situation and cleared her throat with a self-conscious nod.

      “Well, there’s still a few things I need to get from the house. I’ll see you two later.”

      Once she was gone, Ink looked at Caradoc with a curious frown. “Your boiler room? You mean all those things in there—the two chairs, the wineglasses—they were yours? I thought you . . .” He paused for a moment, catching himself before he could blurt out that he’d witnessed their first meeting in the library’s main hall. “I mean . . . she mentioned you met at Mastmarner, but I don’t remember anything about a boiler room.”

      “That came later. After circumstances forced us to find a safer place of study.”

      “Safer? Why? What happened?”

      His brow furrowed at the memory. “It was during the time of the feuds. A rival clan spotted her near the entrance and threatened to kill her. Simply for being there.”

      Ink’s own frown deepened in alarm. “Blimey.”

      At the thought of Mastmarner, his mind quickly returned to the vision he’d witnessed a few nights ago, and the particular detail he’d been bursting to ask Caradoc about. With all that had happened, there had never seemed a good time to raise the subject. But there was nothing to stop him now. He licked his lips, preparing to speak, and was surprised by a sudden feeling of nervousness.

      “Um . . . listen, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Well . . . you know my proper name is Revore. And I’ve just been wondering . . . have you ever heard that name before? Anywhere else, I mean? Someone you knew once? Or met some place? Maybe years and years ago?”

      Caradoc wrinkled his brow in thought. Ink bit his lip and made his hands into fists inside his pockets, barely able to contain his anxiety. The name had been mentioned only once in the vision, and without any other useful details. No first name, no glimpse of a face, no hint of an occupation. Before he’d sworn off using the watch, Ink had even tried to get it to show him a memory of Caradoc going to assist the man. But no vision had come. Ink guessed it was because the memory hadn’t been strong enough, and that the meeting hadn’t been of any significance or great length of time. Of course, even if he did find a more substantial clue, he was in no position to go looking for his parents. But perhaps, once they found the others . . .

      No. Best not get his hopes up. Especially now that Caradoc was shaking his head.

      “I’m afraid I can’t recall anyone else by that name. I’m sorry.”

      Ink replied with a shrug, as though he wasn’t the least bit crushed by the answer. “That’s all right. No matter. Just thought I’d ask.”

      “Ink . . .” Caradoc’s eyes filled with concern. “I know there are things you’d rather not talk about. Things you don’t want to tell us. And that’s all right. But if it’s not clear to you by now, I should tell you that there’s nothing you could ever say or do to make us stop caring about you. Nothing in the world.”

      Ink’s heart sank. If only that were true.

      Without another word, he reached into his coat, withdrew the Keyholder Book, and offered it to Caradoc. The ghostly image of the Spider Key gleamed on the cover. As soon as it was out of his hands, Ink turned and hurried down the steps.
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      When all the work was done, the Colonists took another walk through Riverfall. It was a last chance to have a look at each familiar place and favorite spot. To imprint them on the memory. To say thank you and goodbye. Only Ink stayed aboard, feeling he had reminisced enough. It was obviously much harder for the others, and at least half of them could be seen wiping away a tear or two before returning to the ship.

      With everyone gathered on the main deck, Daniel and his crew gave a broad explanation of how they had been running things while at sea. After a few suggestions from Martin and Caradoc, it was agreed they would operate on a system of six four-hour watches throughout the day and night, using the brass bell which stood before the helm to signal shift changes. There would be at least two people above decks at all times—a watch officer and a helmsman—except for the very early hours of the morning when one person could fulfill both roles.

      “All right, that’s settled,” Daniel said, clapping his hands. “Now we must determine what everyone’s duties will be—by way of voluntary service, of course. You know your own strengths best, and those of each other. I’ve got a list here of the positions we need filled, so have a look.”

      He spread a large sheet of parchment across the top of a crate near the mainmast, then stood back as the others gathered around it.

      “You haven’t put your own crew’s names down,” Delia said. “Wouldn’t you rather keep the positions you’ve had? You’ve already been sailing this thing for quite a while.”

      “Aye, but not very well,” Radburn answered. “There are tasks we’re more inclined towards, of course, but nothing we won’t give up to a more capable pair of hands.”

      “But of course you’ll be captain, Daniel,” Harriet said.

      He responded with a wry grin and almost laughed as he folded his arms. “Actually . . . my mates and I have been thinking that title ought to go to a much more imposing figurehead. Someone who could stand as a symbol for us. Strike terror into the hearts of our enemies and all that. The kind of stylish, no-good ruffian a ship like this deserves.”

      “I don’t think that describes any of us,” Simon replied.

      “Maybe not in present form,” Skiff said, grinning even wider than Daniel. She turned and nodded at Caradoc. “But Key-Man there? Give him a good costume and a few finishing touches and he’d make even Bill Stone think twice before crossing him.”

      As everyone looked at him, Caradoc shook his head. “No, no, no. Two days as Sidas Ramm was more than enough for me.”

      “Who’s Sidas Ramm?” Evering asked.

      “Only the worst bandit chief to terrorize the East Country,” Amos answered. “We invented him as a way to insert ourselves into the seedier side of things. His name alone is enough to gain us access to almost any place we want.”

      “And he can appear in any form. Anyone can play him,” Jasper added. “You just have to act all mad and unpredictable. Pretend you’ve got a temper as hot as a boiler and that you’re always after wine and women.”

      “Well, the first half sounds like you,” Simon said to Caradoc.

      Chester laughed. “And the other half sounds like me.”

      “So it does,” the Keyholder said, looking at him closely. “Yes. I think you’ve got it, Chester.”

      “Got what?”

      Caradoc went to him and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Here’s your Sidas Ramm, Daniel. You want someone with bravado and showmanship. That’s Mr. Fortescue all over. He doesn’t even mind a bit of costume and makeup.”

      Chester shrugged. “Sometimes prefer ‘em.”

      “Hold on.” Delia raised a hand. “You’re not really suggesting that he be our captain?”

      Chester looked back at Caradoc. “Actually, I would be a rather terrible choice. I don’t know the first thing about running a ship.”

      “You can leave that to the rest of us. Like Daniel said, you’d only be a name and a figurehead. All you have to worry about is throwing your weight around whenever we make port. Frighten off anyone who might get too close to us.”

      Chester put a thoughtful hand to his chin. “I could be frightening.”

      “As long as he wards others away instead of inviting conflict,” Martin said. “I think Caradoc is right. He could be perfect for the job.”

      “Ooh, and I know just the kind of coat I want!” Chester said, his face lighting up. “And eyeliner, of course. I’ll need some nice thick eyeliner. And a really impressive hat!”

      Delia sighed. “All right. But when we say you are acting captain, you do understand the emphasis is on the word acting?”

      “I won’t let it go to my head, dear lady. You needn’t worry. It’s just a lot of fuss and noise. Been practicing for this my whole life now that I think about it!”

      “And I say we make Daniel the first mate,” Caradoc added. “That way he can continue to run everything as he has been. The role requires that he assume command anyway should the captain be incapacitated.”

      “Should I be what?” Chester said, looking slightly alarmed.

      “Sounds good to me,” Daniel replied. “As long as the rest of you agree.”

      Everyone did. Ink was pleased to hear even Jeremy chuckle over the arrangement. Beaming, Chester looked at Caradoc again and returned the clap on the shoulder.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Thanks for getting me out of it,” Caradoc answered in a low voice.

      Evering peered at the list again, scratching at his patchy red beard. “I don’t even know what half these things mean. Like this one here. ‘Boat-swain’.”

      “It’s pronounced ‘bosun’,” Daniel said. “They’re in charge of what you might call the mechanical operations above deck. The lines, the rigging. Sails and flags. Stuff of that sort.”

      “Sounds like your area of expertise, Martin,” Simon said.

      “Me? You want the chap missing half an arm to be climbing about and wrangling these massive sails?”

      Amos tugged at his wool cap. “You don’t have to climb anything if you don’t want to. You only have to figure out what needs doing and then tell the rest of us to get it done.”

      The frown faded from Martin’s brow. “I suppose I could do that. And if you ask me, Evering ought to be the helmsman. Perhaps even the barrelman as well. We already know he’s got the best eyesight this side of the Lockhorns.”

      “Really?” Evering said, a smile lighting up his face. “You want me steering the ship?”

      “After Sailingmaster Caradoc gives you your course, that is. He’ll be doing the navigating.”

      Caradoc nodded. “I’ll go along with that.”

      Evering looked between them. “And barrelman? What’s that?”

      “The one who sits in the crow’s nest,” Radburn answered. “Up there.”

      As he pointed, everyone craned their necks towards the round platform near the top of the mainmast. It was so high up only part of it could be seen past the mass of rigging and sails. The color drained from Evering’s cheeks as he let slip a curse.

      Skiff laughed. “Bless him, he’s gone as green as a grasshopper.”

      Amos grinned, showing his crooked front tooth. “Don’t worry, mate. We’ll work you up to it over time.”

      Margaret patted Evering on the shoulder. “Don’t think about that now. We’ve still got loads more positions to fill. Let’s focus on that. ‘Quartermaster’ is next. What’s that all about?”

      “They’re the one who keeps order,” Jasper answered. “In charge of discipline and keeping everyone in line. Sort of like a chief constable, you might say.”

      Margaret pursed her lips, as though trying hard not to smile, then shared a knowing look with Harriet, who wore a similar look of amusement. The feeling spread quickly, and one by one, all eyes fell upon the elder stateswoman of the group.

      Delia’s mouth fell agape. “What, me? Chief constable? Oh, get a hold of yourself, Chester.”

      The man had just burst into snorting laughter behind his hand. Ink couldn’t help but smile himself.

      “All right,” she said, obviously ruffled. “I won’t deny that I favor a straightforward, no-nonsense approach to things. But it’s worked quite well for me these past fifty-nine years and someone had to take a firm hand at times!”

      Harriet just managed to master her smile before replying. “It’s not an insult, Delia. We don’t mean to hurt your feelings. But the job description does rather suit you, as you’ve just admitted.”

      Jeremy stepped closer. “I know I’ve never said as much before, but in all the time we’ve been together, I’ve always felt safer knowing you had an eye on things. Really, I don’t think we would have survived this long without you. And I think . . . if we’ve got any chance of making this work, of sailing this ship with a crew who’ve mostly never sailed before, it’ll only be because we’ve got you with us.”

      “Well said, Jeremy,” Simon replied.

      “Hear, hear,” Martin said with a nod.

      Delia’s piqued expression softened with a quiver of her mouth. She put a fist on her hip and pointed a finger at Jeremy. “Look, Mr. Stockton. It’s been an emotional enough day without you reducing me to tears as well.”

      He smiled. She gave him a quick embrace, then stepped back and nodded her assent.

      “Very well. Quartermaster it is.”

      Caradoc raised both eyebrows. “That also makes you third-in-command.”

      “Oh, then I am definitely taking the job!” she said, throwing up her hands and inspiring a round of jolly laughter.

      The rest of the duties were filled quickly. Simon would be the ship’s surgeon. Radburn was named the master gunner, as he had the most experience with weapons. Skiff’s particular brand of skills got her the title of ship’s carpenter. Harriet volunteered to be the ship’s steward and chief cook. Ink was to be the cabin boy—meaning he was at anyone’s disposal to help with any task required of him. Only a few months ago, he would have raised a much bigger fuss about such work, but as it was just the sort of thing he’d been doing since he fell in with the Colonists, he accepted the job with a shrug and kept his mouth shut. Jeremy volunteered to be the gunner’s mate, serving under Radburn, and Amos would be the master-at-arms under Quartermaster Delia, making him a sort of a sergeant constable.

      “Well,” Margaret said, eyeing the list again. “I can help wherever I’m needed. But if you want an official title, you’d better put me down as the surgeon’s mate.” She turned and looked at Simon. “If that is agreeable to you, Mr. Elias.”

      Simon turned a deep shade of red, then rubbed his brow to try and hide it. “Well, if . . . if you think that’s best. But it must be said . . . should anything unfortunate happen, it could get very messy.”

      “Oh, that won’t bother me. I once pulled a piece of wood out of a man’s leg after his gambling partner broke a chair over him. Massive amounts of blood. Didn’t faze me in the least. Rather fascinating, actually.”

      “Well, surgeon’s mate it is, then,” Daniel declared.

      Chester snickered. Simon shot him a stern glare.

      “I guess that just leaves me,” Jasper said. The crate he sat upon creaked as he shifted his heavy frame and glanced around with a self-conscious smile. “I’m afraid I don’t have any special skills. But I can do whatever jobs need doing. Particularly in the kitchen, ma’am, if you won’t mind having me around.”

      “Of course not,” Harriet said. “You’re more than welcome.”

      “And don’t believe what he says about not having any skills,” Daniel said. “This boy’s got the finest set of pipes I’ve ever heard in my life. He could earn his keep just by singing us all to sleep.”

      “Oh, that’s excellent!” Chester cried. “We can have music every night! And sing great rollicking shanties while we work! It’ll be fantastic!”

      “Wait!” Ink called out. “What about Seherene? She’s got to have something to do.”

      The Entress had not said a word since the discussion began. She stood near, but not too near, content merely to observe. As soon as attention was called to her, fifteen pairs of eyes turned her way. Ink saw at once that she was embarrassed.

      “Yes, of course,” Daniel replied. “I’m sorry, my lady, we didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “No, you don’t have to apologize. Please. I’m happy to do as I’m asked.”

      “Is there any sort of work you’re inclined towards?” Margaret said.

      “Yes, there is.”

      The group’s attention returned to Caradoc, who leaned against the starboard gunwale.

      “She was a wildlife biologist ten years back, and a damned good one. Traveled the country with a restoration team, looking after all manner of animals in different habitats.”

      Evering looked at Seherene with a curious frown. “Is that true?”

      She nodded. “It is.”

      Radburn lifted both eyebrows. “It would certainly be useful having someone to care for all those animals down below.”

      The Entress betrayed her eagerness with a smile. “I’d be more than happy to.”

      “And if the need came for us to fish or hunt,” Martin said, “you could help with that as well?”

      “I could. Yes.”

      “Well, that’s perfect, then,” Daniel said. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Ink couldn’t believe his ears. Had the esteemed Lady Seherene really just volunteered to muck out the stalls, feed the chickens, and milk the cow? During their time together in Ciras, she had told him of her former career, but he’d never imagined her undertaking such menial chores. Had he not just witnessed her enthusiasm in the matter, he might have protested it, deemed it too harsh a punishment. But she was practically beaming, and it was then he realized the great kindness Caradoc had done her by making the suggestion.

      “All right, I think that’s everything!” Daniel said. “If you will give the word, Captain, we can weigh anchor and begin our voyage.”

      Grinning, Chester hooked his thumbs over his belt, sniffed, rolled back his shoulders and threw out his chest. “The word is given, crew! Go forth and . . . do what needs doing!”

      Delia stepped closer to Caradoc. “And you’re sure he’s the best choice?”

      “It’s only his first day. He’ll get the hang of it. Hopefully.”

      Daniel instructed Amos and Jasper to work the capstan and raise the anchor. Caradoc and Jeremy returned to Riverfall once more to cast off the mooring lines, then drew in the gangplank behind them once they were aboard again. Skiff jumped down from her perch on the quarterdeck stairs and went to light more lanterns, knowing the dark fog would fill the deck as soon as Seherene’s shield enchantment was gone.

      As the Chain Breaker began to drift out to sea, the Colonists instinctively drew towards the starboard side, keeping their eyes on Riverfall for as long as possible. Daniel took the helm, then asked the Entress to lower the shield. The others closed their coats and tightened their scarves, preparing for the wave of freezing air that was about to come sweeping over them. Ink pulled his top hat down until it covered most of his ears.

      The next moment, the shield was gone, and sheets of icy fog billowed around them as though they were passing through clouds on a high mountain. Save for the sound of the water lapping against the hull and the creak of timbers, all was silent. Evering sniffed and rubbed at his bright red nose. A few others made the same sound. Ink wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the cold or their final parting from Riverfall. Probably both.

      Her task done, Seherene turned and headed towards the companionway, pausing to speak to Caradoc in a low voice so as not to disturb the solemn quiet.

      “I’ll make my way down now and see to the animals.”

      “You don’t have to go.”

      “It’s all right. It’s best. But we will be having a talk later about your career as a bandit chief.”

      He smiled. “Fair enough.”

      She briefly touched his arm. “See you later.”

      He nodded. She moved to the stairs and disappeared to the lower decks.

      Ink approached the gunwale and leaned an elbow on it, gazing out across the village. He looked at the ring of round houses, the garden grove, the remains of the broken tower, and tried to picture it as it had been.

      Chester blew out a long, forlorn sigh. “You know . . . wherever we end up, we can always build new houses, plow new fields and all that. But we’ll never recreate that beautiful Cestriae wine of ours. Can’t take any of that good soil along. It’s a damn shame.”

      “It is,” Jeremy said. “But maybe the next variety will be even better.”

      Simon rested a hand on the gunwale beside Ink. “A part of me was beginning to believe we would all grow old there. We made things so good, I guess I got too comfortable.”

      Delia tightened her shawl around her shoulders. “There’s nothing wrong with being comfortable, so long as you can let it go when you should. When it’s time to move on. I am going to miss that beautiful harvest table, though. I know it wasn’t practical to keep, but I should’ve liked to at least find it a new home.”

      “It’s here,” Martin said.

      She looked at him in surprise. “What?”

      “Sarah brought it below decks. It’s down in one of the holds with the Drifter.” He looked at Harriet. “Along with your piano.”

      A smile brightened her eyes. “Really?”

      “I didn’t know when or if we might find another one, so I asked for her help to move it.”

      Ink had witnessed that conversation. The former executive banker had clearly been nervous to ask such a favor of the Entress, but it was needless anxiety. Seherene proved all too willing to assist the effort.

      Harriet’s smile softened, and she nodded in appreciation. “Thank you.”

      “She brought all the Plumsleys’ songbooks, too,” Ink said. “Carried ‘em by hand. Big, tall stacks in her arms, back and forth. She must’ve made ten trips doing that.”

      A frown creased Margaret’s brow as she glanced around with a hesitant air. “I think it only fair to warn you all . . . she mentioned to me that the village is likely to sink.”

      “What?” Evering said.

      Delia brought a hand to her throat. “Oh no.”

      “What do you mean?” Simon asked.

      “I mean there is nothing holding Riverfall above water except enchantment. A big mass of rock and earth won’t stay afloat like a piece of driftwood. But she also said she would try to hold it as long as it was still in sight—for our sakes.”

      “Won’t that be a terrible strain on her?” Harriet asked.

      Margaret shrugged. “She didn’t seem to mind.”

      They fell quiet again. Evering sank onto a barrel next to Ink.

      “I hate to think of it sitting on the bottom of the bay,” he said. “All alone in this beastly part of the world.”

      “It’s better that way,” Caradoc replied. “Then no one else can claim it. It will always be ours. She gave us all she could, and then some. It’s time to let her rest now.”

      Chester drew a flask from inside his coat, unscrewed the top, and took a sip. “I’m reminded of something my father used to say. I didn’t like him very much, but he did have one catchy line. ‘The good thing about endings is that they can make for great beginnings.’”

      As the ship floated further away, a second wall of fog passed over them, leaving everything damp as well as cold.

      “Speaking of remembrances,” Evering said, “what about the Memory Tree? Obviously, we weren’t going to take it along, and it did get pretty well blasted in the explosion, but I couldn’t even find the piece with all the names carved on it.”

      “Me and Skiff found it by the chicken coop,” Jeremy answered. “It wasn’t too badly damaged. She says she can make us something nice out of it, once Tompkins and Brannon’s names are added to the rest.”

      The ship’s bell sounded behind them, signaling the start of the first watch at eight o’clock in the evening. Somewhere, high above the fog, the moon and stars were twinkling down. Ink wondered how far they would have to sail before they could catch sight of them again. He was also glad to see Seherene’s light orb still hanging over the village. There was comfort in knowing they wouldn’t be leaving it in complete darkness. The light itself even seemed a touch cheery, as though Riverfall was giving its own fond farewell, telling them not to worry and that everything would be all right.

      As for the island of Fenmire, looming in the shadows just beyond, Ink hoped he would never see it again.

      In another minute, it was difficult to see anything at all. The tower was swallowed in fog, followed by the grove and the last visible houses. The light of the enchantment dimmed. Delia wiped at her eye. Martin put his hand on his wife’s shoulder. She covered it with her own. The call of a gull pierced through the gloom from far away. Chester tugged at the lapels of his coat and began to softly sing. There was a tremor in his voice.

      
        
        My fair young lass

        I loved her well

        Though now I’ve gone away

        She’ll stay with me

        And e’er shall be

        A light as bright as day

      

      

      A gust of wind pushed the ship deeper into the fog. Still they stood, watching until even the dark trees along the border were gone, and the village of Riverfall was seen no more.
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      Two hours later, with the animals comfortably settled and the area properly organized, Seherene went to the lanterns and doused all but one. As she unhooked it, preparing to take it back to the cabin she would share with Margaret, something brushed against her leg. She glanced down to find Oswald staring up at her. Smiling, she sat on the stool near the cow stall and stroked the cat’s long gray fur. He pushed his head into her hand, purring.

      “He really likes you.”

      The voice startled her and she rose to her feet. Jeremy stood in the doorway.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, raising a hand. “I-I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

      She scoffed at herself and shook her head. “That’s all right, Mr. Stockton. I don’t know why I’m so skittish.”

      “You’re still uneasy. I understand. Um . . .”

      He came forward, holding something out to her. It was the knife belt she had left behind on Fenmire after her fight with Pallaton. Two of the knives were missing.

      “I wanted to give this back to you. Might come in handy again. Well . . . as you’re sticking with us now, it almost certainly will.” He ended with a small smile.

      She accepted the belt and stared at it for a long moment before answering.

      “Thank you. I have to admit I’m surprised you trust me with such a thing.”

      He tugged on the front of his coat. “Well, I can’t speak for the others, of course, but . . . for me, you were always this distant shadow in the fog. It was easy to be frightened, and on our guard against you. But now the fog is gone. And what came out of it was no monster. Not even an enemy, against all odds.”

      She dropped her gaze again as a tear welled in her eye. “That’s incredibly kind of you to say. Though I still can’t help but feel like one. I did more than enough to earn the title, after all. And I am . . . I am so terribly sorry about your brothers⁠—”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head and raising a hand again. “There’s nothing to apologize for. It was those Blue Flames who did it. Them and no one else. I’m sorry about your mother. Finding out the truth about her must have been a terrible shock.”

      “It was. But the loss of my relationship with her has brought more relief than anything else, as well as clarity. What little grief remains is over what might have been. And what will never be.” She wiped at the corner of her eye and looked towards the nearest port hole. “Among so much else, I deeply regret the fate of Riverfall. You should not have been forced from your home. You’ve all said so many goodbyes already.”

      Jeremy put his hands into his pockets. “I think that becomes true for everyone, sooner or later. The trick is to know how to handle it properly.”

      She looked at him again. “How do you handle it?”

      “Well, I always used to choose the wrong way myself. Went looking for strong drink, ‘cause it made the pain go away for a while.”

      “But you don’t look for it any more?”

      He shook his head. “I finally saw I was bringing most of the pain on myself, ‘cause I kept looking over my shoulder at the past. The worst parts, anyway. And then one day, I realized I didn’t have to look anymore. That it was all right to fix my sights on what was ahead.” He dipped his head, as if in apology. “You . . . don’t have to look back, neither.”

      He glanced quickly at her face, as if to gauge whether or not he’d said the wrong thing. She tried to smile for his sake, but she wasn’t sure if he saw it. With another bow of his head, he turned back to the door.

      “Oh,” he said. “By the way . . . Caradoc volunteered to take the middle watch. Won’t be nobody else on deck then, except for him. Thought you’d like to know.”

      Her smile came easier this time.

      “Thank you, Mr. Stockton. I appreciate that.”

      He nodded once more with a small grin, then hurried away.
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            The First Hour Falls
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      While most of the Chain Breaker’s new crew was sorely lacking in any proper nautical experience, the speed at which they began to grasp their duties and adjust to the rhythm and pace of life at sea soon made up for the deficiency. They were Colonists, after all. Adapting to new circumstances had become the story of their lives. By the first of March—only three days after leaving Riverfall—Daniel declared the vessel and her crew fit to sail even the most tempestuous routes. What was more, Radburn deemed it possible that they would reach Mastmarner well before the ten weeks originally planned for the voyage.

      Of course, not everything was perfect. Evering had made no attempt to climb to the crow’s nest yet, declaring he needed a bit more time to get used to the idea and would everyone please stop rushing him. Since they had determined to have a lookout’s report at the start of every new watch, Skiff and Amos took on the duty in the meantime, and sometimes Caradoc as well. Not only did they have to keep an eye out for other ships, but for ice floes. At this time of year there were a good number of them in the Northern Sea, and some so large as to require navigating around.

      Another problem revealed itself as soon as the ship reached the motions of the turbulent open sea. Captain Sidas Ramm—their great and fearless leader—was seasick. Chester insisted it was nothing to worry about, sure the feeling would pass, but things got so bad he was obliged to start carrying a bucket with him wherever he went, and was often seen leaning over the gunwales when he was on the main deck. Harriet plied him with mint tea in the hope of settling his stomach, and Simon gave him various things out of his medicine stores, but both Martin and Caradoc said there was really nothing to do but wait it out.

      The worst problem was the freezing temperatures. The comfortable environment they had enjoyed on Riverfall was not to be replicated here since a shield enchantment would only interfere with the airflow to the sails. It was also incredibly difficult to hold a shield around anything in constant motion, since the shield itself would also need to be kept moving, requiring much more energy than the Entress could spare. Some of them got used to the cold better than others, but whenever there was a spare moment between tasks, most would make a beeline for the galley and thaw themselves out by the brick stove. There were plans to buy warmer clothes at the very next port, but it would be at least another three days before they would reach it. Seherene offered her Entrian cloak to anyone who would take it. Enchantments had been woven into the fibers to make its wearer perfectly comfortable in any weather. But no one would accept it—all for different reasons.

      Despite these troubles, Ink discovered he was quite enjoying himself. The swaying movement underfoot had taken some adjustment, but after a little while he found that the higher the waves rose, the more thrilling it became. He wondered what a real storm at sea might be like, and even began half-wishing for one, though he had no idea what such a thing might do to Chester. He didn’t even mind being only a cabin boy, for it meant he was called to help with all sorts of different jobs in all areas of the ship. Radburn told him everything he could ever hope to know about the cannons and swivel guns. Martin showed him how to repair some of the rigging, even though the task was hard to do with freezing fingers. He even volunteered to take a shift in the crow’s nest at one point but was quickly overruled by Quartermaster Delia.

      Most of all, he enjoyed climbing into his hammock at night and falling asleep to the sound of the creaking timbers as he rocked back and forth. The women onboard had been given first rights to the two large cabins near the stern of the ship, each with two narrow but comfortable beds. Delia and Harriet took the first cabin, while Margaret and Seherene shared the second. Skiff, however, had insisted on having her own hammock with the others as she was ‘not to be deprived of the fun’.

      Ink found he liked Skiff. She was young but didn’t hesitate to speak her mind. He liked all of Daniel’s crew, in fact. They had no secrets to keep (as far as he could tell) and no qualms about answering any of his questions. Daniel told the story of how he acquired his trusty saber, even though the details were a bit gory. Radburn was a fountain of wild tales, and he would often tease Ink by not telling him which were real and which he had made up on the spot. Jasper and Amos were the shyest of the group, but no less friendly and hard-working. They were also utterly fascinated by every tale told to them and always eager to hear another. With such a captive audience, Ink found it difficult not to make each account as exciting as possible, even if it meant stretching the truth a little. After all, was it really hurting anyone to say that he had leapt twenty feet from Riverfall to Seherene’s airship?

      As for the Entress herself, she’d made it her every intention to keep out of the way. She threw herself into the task of tending to the animals and stayed with them most hours of the day. If she did venture above decks, it was only late at night when she and Caradoc were free to talk for as long as they liked without interruption. If she wandered below decks, it was only to give Harriet room to spend time with her horses, for which Harriet always thanked her—though never with more than a word and a nod.

      The general uneasiness about Seherene’s presence remained. Whenever talking with Daniel’s crew, Ink answered more questions about her than anyone or anything else. If he passed a corner where people were whispering together with looks of concern, she was always the topic of conversation. This was understandable, of course, for the intrigue lay not only in the fact that she was an Entress and a top Colonist-hunter, but also that she had been—and remained—one of the most famous people in the West Country, if not the whole of Eriaris. If the Blue Flames Militia had gotten their way, she would have even been crowned a queen. And now she passed the hours with horses and chickens in the lower decks of their ship? No one could deny it was an astounding turn of events.

      Still, Ink was glad of her presence. Yes, she was keeping to herself, and yes, she undoubtedly knew that her every move was questioned and scrutinized. But she was happier than Ink had ever seen her. He often made his way to the straw-covered stalls, and she always greeted him with a genuine smile and nary a word of complaint. The last time, he had even found her humming to herself. It struck him that this was about as backwards a fairytale as he’d ever heard—the once-loved and venerated heroine now reduced to a servant doing the lowest tasks imaginable . . . and pleased as punch about it.

      When he’d finally asked how she could possibly be in such good spirits, she laughed.

      “I haven’t been in such honest company for a long time. I’d forgotten how nice it is. How deeply comforting.”

      Ink was never sure afterward whether the ‘company’ she’d been referring to was the Colonists or the animals. Either way, she was probably right. Though she rarely ventured out to speak to anyone, Ink was by no means the only one who visited her. Margaret, Simon, and Daniel all dropped by to see how she was doing, and after a few days, Skiff and Jasper even went down once they had gathered the nerve, but only on the pretense of wanting to see the animals.

      As for Caradoc, he had volunteered to take both the middle and morning watches, which meant he ought to have been asleep when everyone else was awake. He was rarely to be found in his hammock, however, and instead seemed to be constantly on the move at all hours. If he wasn’t fulfilling his navigational duties, he was helping to repair rigging, pumping the bilges, or even mopping the decks. Twice now Ink had even seen him mucking out the animal stalls and filling the watering troughs. He was at once everywhere and nowhere, never where you expected him to be and never where you thought he ought to be. Ink wasn’t sure when he slept or ate, as he was not only absent from the sleeping quarters but the galley as well. Perhaps it was simply due to his excitement over being at sea again.

      When Ink ascended above decks with a tray of tea, a little before noon on the third day, he was not the least bit surprised to find Caradoc talking with Evering and Daniel at the helm. Ink shook his head. He didn’t know where the man found the energy to keep going. He certainly looked tired enough, but his animated movements in the conversation suggested he had no intention of heading for his hammock any time soon.

      Radburn, Amos, and Skiff stood together on the main deck, smoking pipes and looking out over the starboard side of the ship. Harriet and Delia stood near the prow, talking together as they gazed out towards the western horizon. Ink brought the tray to the pipe smokers first, who were nearest. They thanked him as they reached eagerly for the steaming cups.

      “Drink fast,” Ink said. “This wind’ll make ‘em ice cold in a few seconds.”

      Skiff nodded towards him. “Hey, Ink. Is it really true that Darian was Sarah’s brother?”

      “Who’s Darian again?” Amos asked.

      Skiff rolled her eyes. “I told you yesterday. He was the first Entrian who got killed on Damiras. You know. The one they started calling a prophet. Don’t you ever pay attention?”

      “Well, excuse me but there’s a lot to keep track of!”

      “Yeah, he was her brother all right,” Ink said.

      “And Caradoc—!” Skiff glanced at the helm, then dipped her head and started again in a much quieter tone. “And Caradoc actually killed him? Actually shot him in the heart?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And she forgave him?” She strained her whisper as though she would have shouted it.

      “That ain’t so incredible,” Radburn replied. “Considering what kind of brother he’d been and all.”

      Skiff leaned against the gunwale and shook her head. “I still can’t wrap my brain around half the stuff we’ve heard. Not least what happened back on Fenmire. Just when she was about to have it all—the whole world in her palm—she went and killed her own fiancé before tossing it all away and saving the life of her worst enemy! Blimey, you couldn’t make this stuff up! No one would believe it! She’s an absolute legend, if you ask me. I’d tell her so myself if I had the nerve.”

      “She’d probably thank you,” Ink said, “even though she wouldn’t like the praise. I know all the papers make her out to be this grand important celebrity, but she don’t see herself that way. It ain’t who she really is.”

      Amos slid his clay pipe to the corner of his mouth. “I wouldn’t have believed that three days ago. But you come to see it’s true once you talk with her. She’s really not so intimidating. When me and Jasper went down to see the animals, she told us how much she respected our efforts against the slavers and that she hoped she could help some day. Can you believe that? She even thanked us, too. Jasper went red as a radish.”

      “He usually does,” Radburn said with half a chuckle. “But to be fair, so did you when you asked her about sea monsters this morning.”

      Skiff laughed. “Sea monsters? Are you serious?”

      Amos folded his arms. “You can laugh all you want but I know I saw something when I was keeping watch a few weeks ago. It weren’t no fish, neither.”

      “Blimey, mate. How can you be talking to her about that when there are so many more interesting things that actually exist? Like the Mistress. Keyholders and Defenders. Black spells and bewitchment—ruddy mind control! And who set those trees on fire on Fenmire? And why weren’t there any Spektors on that island when it’s filled to the brim with fog all the time?”

      “They only use vapor to travel,” Ink replied. “But they wouldn’t use it to get to a place empty of people. Or usually empty. There’d be no one to hunt.”

      “And they couldn’t tell we were there?”

      “They don’t know everything. And they can only see so far, just like us.”

      Skiff took a sip of tea and furrowed her brow as she glanced towards the quarterdeck again. “There’s so much I want to know. Especially about Caradoc. All he’s seen and done having that Key. But he won’t say much on the subject.”

      Ink shook his head. “He don’t usually like to. Says people got enough to worry about. It used to drive me mad, him being so secretive. But the more I learn, the more I think he’s got the right idea.”

      Just then, Delia and Harriet approached the group and greeted everyone. Ink held the tray up to them and they reached for the last two teacups while trying to keep their other hands tightly clasped around their coat collars.

      “Thank you, Ink,” Harriet said. “Oh, I didn’t think it would still be so cold up here at mid-day.”

      Amos grinned. “Just another beautiful day in the Northern Sea, ma’am.”

      Skiff held out her pipe. “You can hold this for a while. Keeps the fingers warm at least. Even have a puff if you like.”

      “Ah, no, I don’t think I will, but thank you for offering.”

      “I might take you up on that if we don’t make port soon and get some warmer things,” Delia said, then took a sip of tea. “Everything else all right?”

      “All’s well,” Radburn replied, then nodded towards Harriet. “Your husband’s been doing a fine job of running things up here. Even better than some I sailed with in my younger days.”

      “He’ll be pleased to hear it. And your Jasper has been a wonderful help in the galley. He’s already taught me a dozen culinary secrets I never knew.”

      “Still hasn’t sung for us, though,” Delia said.

      “Oh, he will, ma’am,” Skiff answered. “I think he’s still quite shy around all of you, but he’ll be over that soon. And then you might not get him to stop!”

      As the conversation carried on, Ink excused himself to retrieve another round of tea. On his way back, Oswald walked casually past with a dead mouse between his teeth. Ink sneered down at him.

      “All right, so you got one. But you’re still more trouble than you’re worth.”

      The cat, as usual, ignored him.

      Ink took the tray to the quarterdeck. Delia had joined the others there and stood with Daniel and Caradoc looking at a chart of the Northern Sea. Evering went to the ship’s bell and struck it to mark the start of the afternoon watch. With the tones still ringing through the air, he took the enchanted spyglass from around his neck and held his thumb to the rippling glass. It glowed brighter and brighter, then faded away as quickly. Evering then held the glass piece to his eye and looked through, sweeping it from east to west. From the sigh that followed, Ink knew there were still no signs of any other activated spyglasses.

      Daniel and Caradoc thanked Ink for the tea. Evering declined, then sighed again as he let the spyglass hang loose around his neck.

      “Ten weeks is a long time to wait for rescue,” he said. “I hope they can stay out of trouble ‘til we get to them.”

      “If I know Mavie and Riva, they won’t be waiting,” Delia replied. “They’ll be just as desperate to make their way to us, and just as careful in the process.”

      Daniel nodded. “It’s hard not to worry about people you can’t help when you want to help them. But it’s better to hope than to worry. Hope they’ll find others to help them along the way, and that they’ll go unnoticed.”

      “And there’s still Mavie’s wolf to take into account,” Caradoc said. “They may have been slowed by the weather, but they won’t have stopped trying to find Riva to deliver that last spyglass. And we may not be seeing anything from Mastmarner because there’s been no reason for Mavie to call us for help.”

      Ink grinned. “Or she’s already taken care of any trouble herself.”

      Delia raised her eyebrows knowingly. “Which is entirely possible.”

      In the silence that followed, Ink became aware of a ticking sound, faint but unmistakable.

      “So, tell us, Sailingmaster,” Delia said to Caradoc. “Are you in some kind of competition with our captain for who can look the most ill in the shortest amount of time?”

      He wiped a bleary eye. “Not intentionally. I just can’t seem to settle my mind enough to sleep.”

      “Say the word, ma’am, and we can tie him to his hammock,” Daniel said.

      “Sound like rather a good idea,” she replied.

      Ink frowned and cocked his head one way, then the other. The ticking noise was growing louder. He took a step towards Evering. “Hey, d’you hear that?”

      “Hm? Hear what?”

      “A ticking noise. Like a . . . loud watch.”

      Evering shrugged. “I can’t hear anything.

      Ink shoved his hand into his pocket and closed his fingers around the Wickwire Watch inside its handkerchief. It had never made any such noise before, and it didn’t seem to be doing anything strange like vibrating or turning hot or cold. So it couldn’t be the source.

      In another minute, the noise had grown to the level of a striking sound, like a strident hammer against an anvil. He put his fingers in his ears but it did nothing to muffle the sound. Seconds later, the noise changed into an even louder clank-clank-clank.

      “You don’t hear that? Really?” Ink cried. “None of you can hear it?”

      They looked at him, startled. Delia said something but he couldn’t hear her over the noise. Ink took a step back, shook his head, and shut his eyes.

      And there, carved into the back of his eyelids, glowing in the darkness, was Caradoc’s soul marking. The strange rune had come alive, no longer to be ignored. It pulsed and throbbed with every beat of the pounding rhythm, seething with a terrible red light as sinister as the pools of molten fire he’d seen in the Middling House. He clutched at his head, feeling as if the next few thunderous drumbeats would crack his skull apart. He cried out and fell to his knees. Someone took hold of his arm.

      A shout of alarm suddenly joined the sound. The drumming went silent and Ink opened his eyes. Delia and Evering helped him to his feet, but both were looking down at the main deck. Daniel leapt past the helm and pointed towards the prow.

      “There! Coming over the bowsprit!”

      A thick, black vapor was twisting itself around the foremost spar which jutted out over the water. When it reached the gunwale, it poured itself over the timbers like liquid smoke. Rather than dissipate, it grew even thicker, then snaked slowly across the deck, hesitating one way and doubling back again, as though it had a mind of its own.

      “The rest of you, get up here! Fast!” Caradoc called to the others still gathered below.

      They wasted no time in obeying the order.

      “What is that?” Skiff said, her eyes doubled in size.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Shouldn’t we warn the others?” Harriet asked.

      “I don’t think there’s time,” Delia answered.

      The sinuous darkness came rushing along, curving around the mainmast, sweeping from the port side to the starboard, until nearly the entire deck was lost beneath the murk. When it came to the companionway it paused, hovering over the space as though considering the route, then turned aside and made for the steps up to the quarterdeck.

      Both Amos and Radburn let out a curse.

      “Back! Back! Get further back!” Daniel shouted.

      They turned and rushed up to the stern deck, then retreated as far as possible. Daniel drew his saber, Amos a pistol. Caradoc plucked the glove from his left hand.

      “The sun!” Radburn said in a thin voice. “Where’s it gone?”

      No one had noticed until then, but as the fog had been creeping nearer, so too had a wave of storm clouds. The blue winter sky had grown dark in a matter of moments. A peal of thunder boomed in the distance. The vapor came slinking on, climbing the stern deck and sweeping steadily towards them. When it was about halfway across, the vapor began to shrink, tumbling in on itself until it had collected into a solid shape.

      Before them stood a massive crocodile, so large that its tail hung down over the quarterdeck below. It raised itself up on its webbed feet, scraping its enormous claws against the deck, and fixed them in the gaze of its bright red eyes. All the rest of it was tar-black, from its great spiny tail to the end of its long knobby snout. Traces of fog still clung to it here and there, and a black substance dripped from its serrated jaws.

      Skiff couldn’t help but scream. Harriet pulled Ink tight against her as Amos raised his pistol and prepared to pull the trigger. At this, the creature let out a vicious hiss.

      “No, don’t!” Radburn said, holding out an arm towards Amos. “Even if it were a normal beast, that wouldn’t do no good! Only make it angrier!”

      “We have to do something!” Daniel cried.

      “Don’t move,” Delia said, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “No one move.”

      The crocodile shuffled forward. Ink held his breath and thought he must be close to fainting. The beast was nearly half his height and  bigger than all of them put together in sheer muscle. It seemed to regard each Colonist with a calculating eye, measuring them up, as if trying to determine who was worthy enough to be its prey.

      “Caradoc?” Evering squeaked out in a terror-filled whisper.

      “Stay still,” he said. “I don’t know what this is, but stay still.”

      Ink felt his whole body tense as the crocodile turned its attention on him. Harriet held him even tighter. By now, he was all but certain the beast had arrived on his account. Something to do with the soul marking from the Naming Rite. Or perhaps it had come for the stolen gift in his pocket. The one rightfully belonging to the Mistress of the bloody Spektors. Bloody hell.

      But almost as soon as it reached him, it turned away again.

      Caradoc stood last in line. As soon as the creature clapped its great red eye on him, it let out a savage growl. The Keyholder stepped slowly to one side, breaking apart from the others and drawing the beast off. It followed his every move, vapor rising like smoke from its flaring nostrils. Caradoc had raised his left hand, but whether or not he’d been trying to use the Key was not apparent. It didn’t glow or show any sign of life.

      A sudden wind gusted across the deck, rippling the sails overhead. The crocodile’s form began to turn hazy and blurred, and Ink realized it was changing back into vapor, the first tendrils of which collected around Caradoc with increasing speed.

      With a collective cry of alarm, the others began to move towards him, but he raised both hands with a look of pure horror in his eyes.

      “Stand back! Stand away! I don’t know what⁠—”

      The crocodile roared, raised itself up, and fell upon Caradoc as a mass of black fog, twisting like a whirlwind and obscuring the Keyholder entirely from view. The terrible sound climbed in pitch until it became indistinguishable from the shriek of the high winds rushing over the deck. As Ink fought to keep his footing, another roll of thunder pealed, followed by the distant echo of a final bellowing howl.

      The wind calmed. The black vapor was gone—and Caradoc with it. Only the dark clouds above remained.

      “By the saints!” Daniel choked out.

      “Ink, run and fetch Simon!” Delia shouted. “Or Sarah! I don’t care who! Just hurry!”

      Ink wasn’t sure his legs would work, but he was soon running so fast across the deck and down the stairs that he hardly felt the ground.

      After tearing through the lower decks, he found Seherene trying to calm the animals, who were clucking and braying and lowing in anxious fear. When he told her what had happened, she turned and raced towards the companionway so quickly he could barely keep up with her. By the time they reached the main deck, Chester, Martin, and Simon had also followed, having heard the clamor. As the group followed Seherene to the stern, a sound of shouting rose up.

      “Just what are you trying to say?” Skiff cried.

      “I’m saying how do we know she didn’t cause this?” Evering replied.

      “We don’t know anything at all!” Daniel shot back. “So there’s no point in stirring up accusations!”

      Several other voices joined the argument, some loud, some angry, all frightened. The quarrel was soon silenced as the Entress came into sight.

      Ignoring the fact that she had been the subject of the dispute, Seherene asked for a detailed explanation of events and listened carefully as they answered, often talking over one another. Martin rushed to Harriet to make sure she was all right. Chester sank down on a barrel and turned white as a sheet. When the account was finished, Seherene swept a worried gaze across the ship, then at the dark sky overhead.

      “Does this have anything to do with the Spektors?” Amos asked. “Or their . . . Mistress, or some other such thing?”

      “I don’t know. This is unlike anything I’ve encountered before.” She turned and looked at Simon. “What about you, Mr. Elias?”

      A look of panic creased his brow. “I-I never even imagined such things existed. But by all accounts, I’d say it took him through the Veil.”

      Ink knew he was right. He’d witnessed a similar phenomenon back when he’d been kidnapped by a Spektor behind Margaret’s house. In the green fields of an Otherworld, wild clouds had whirled and spit thunder and lightning in the exact spot where Caradoc and Margaret stood against the seven Spektors anchored in her house.

      “Is there any way to go after him?” Harriet asked. “To make a path for ourselves?”

      “No,” Seherene replied. “The Auric Keys are the only means by which the Veil can be reached.” She moved towards the place where Caradoc had disappeared. “I can sense the barrier is very thin here, but I fear there’s nothing to be done except to wait for his return.”

      “And . . .” Skiff said, her eyes still wide with fright, “you’re sure he will?”

      Before the Entress could answer, Chester gave a cry of alarm. He shot up from the barrel, stumbled backwards, and pointed at something on the starboard side, trying to speak but only making sounds of terror. The others turned to look.

      Another ship was suddenly beside theirs. Every part of it—from the masts to the timbers to the yardarms—was made of bones. The vessel was also translucent, for though the shape of it was clear enough, they could make out the roiling waves right through its gruesome hull. Baleful red light glowed through the portholes, flickering as though the lower decks were on fire. Crimson sails snapped in the wind, each bearing a series of strange runes. Shadows moved across the deck, but no one could be certain whether they were crewmembers, wisps of fog, or plumes of foam spit back from the sea.

      An odd, high-pitched wail tore through the air, followed by the whisper of a long, low hiss. Ink felt the hairs stiffen on the back of his neck. The noises rose and fell, twisting around one another until they resolved into a single voice.

      “Permission to come aboard?”

      The words echoed around them, followed by a chorus of what sounded like laughter. Then, in the blink of an eye, a figure appeared on the far side of the deck.

      Ink’s stomach clenched into knots. A Spektor stood before them—as grim, as grotesque, and as horrifying as any he had yet encountered. The familiar barbed chains bit into his withered flesh. The silver eyes shone bright. The black vapor around his shoulders pulsed and writhed with unholy energy.

      But also familiar was his proud sneer. His cold, hard eyes. The unforgiving glare of contempt. The same glare, in fact, which the Colonists had met on the shores of Fenmire only nine days ago. And though he’d been changed by death and decay, there was no mistaking the wretched being who now stood before them.

      It was none other than Lord Pallaton.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            My Darling Murderess

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      No one could make a sound for sheer horror. Skiff pressed both hands against her mouth, anticipating another scream, but nothing came. Martin staggered back and fell against the hull, losing all strength in his legs. Daniel dropped his saber and did not move to pick it up again. The Spektor took three great strides across the deck, his chains jangling loudly as he did so. The others backed away at the same time, crowding together in desperation, almost as if they would jump the railing. Chester actually looked down to see how far the drop would be.

      Only Seherene hadn’t moved. The dead Entrian lord stopped beside her, so close that the foul, black vapor hanging about his shoulders began to curl around her own. She didn’t look at him, but trembled and drew quick breaths. Ink couldn’t tear his eyes away. Black veins bulged beneath Pallaton’s paper-thin skin. His hair hung lank and damp. His tailored coat, once very fine, now rotted on his gaunt frame. And there, between a gap in the spiked chains across his chest, were the two gaping holes where Seherene’s knives had found their mark.

      Slowly, and with a slight upward roll of the eyes that made Ink’s stomach turn, Pallaton slid his gaze to the Entress’s face, his silver eyes gleaming with malice.

      “Hello, dear.”

      There was a hint of twisted pleasure in his strange, echoing voice. Seherene set her jaw, trying to master her nerves.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “No? Well, I thought I’d try it at least once. It turns out I can only stomach endearments in death.” He glanced down, having just noticed her raised hand. “Oh . . . is your shield not working? How disappointing. You really must work harder on your discipline.” He hissed the last few syllables, flicking his black tongue as if to taste them and showing his silver teeth.

      Simon, who hadn’t retreated quite so far as the others, dared a step forward. “Stand back from her. And better yet—go. Clear off this ship. You’re not welcome here.”

      Pallaton curved a corner of his lip into a condescending smirk as he looked Simon up and down. “Does he think to frighten me? Hasn’t he learned by now that he possesses no true power with which to make such demands? Your precious Keyholder did not teach him very well.”

      “Where is he?” Seherene said. “What have you done with him?”

      “I’ve done nothing at all.”

      “Then who has?” Simon demanded. “And what was that creature who took him?”

      “Again it speaks,” the Spektor said, narrowing his eyes.

      “And will keep speaking until you answer!”

      Pallaton turned his gruesome face to Seherene again, then reached out his pale, skeletal arm and coiled it around her waist. She shuddered and closed her eyes, clearly desperate to break free but not daring to attempt it. He grinned at her discomfort.

      “It’s a pity you weren’t here to the see the Shade. I know how fond you are of wild beasts. But no matter. With any luck, you will be present to see the next one.”

      “Shade?”

      “A rare sighting in Eriaris. Though our Mistress endeavors to change that.”

      “Has it hurt him?”

      Pallaton brought his vile face closer, taking delight in the anticipated effect of his reply.

      “No worse than you did, my sweet.”

      It was then Ink noticed Harriet slowly edging her way to her husband. Martin was shaking with fear, clutching the stump of his left arm with a white-knuckled grip as he stared at the Spektor. When she reached him, she knelt by his side and took his hand.

      “You don’t have to look at him. Don’t. Don’t look.”

      Martin turned his head and squeezed his eyes shut.

      “I should have known,” Seherene said. “I should have known you would do this. I saw glimpses of the hatred you carried, but I told myself it was only wounded bitterness that would soften with time.”

      “And now you see the great error,” the Spektor replied, “in thinking the best of people. I always said that tender heart of yours was going to get you into trouble, didn’t I?” He flashed another spiteful smirk. “It was even truer than I knew.”

      “You killed all those hunters without a second thought. How many more did you murder on Damiras? How long have you been in league with the monstrous woman who would have struck down millions more? Was it you who introduced her to my brother?”

      “I do not waste time on the past.”

      “That’s all you have to say? Darian trusted you, and you repaid him with poisonous ideas that corrupted his heart⁠—”

      “We showed him the truth! And he was wise enough to accept it! Resurrecting the Old Kingdom would have put all to rights again. That chance is gone, thanks to you. Now we must forge a new way ahead. But not before ridding ourselves of the last impediment that blocks us at every turn.”

      With another rattle of chains, he slid behind her and clasped both arms around her waist, bringing his cold, pale lips to her ear. Simon took another step forward with a fierce frown but the Entress opened her eyes and gave the slightest shake of her head. Ink had been ready to follow after Simon, even to snatch up Daniel’s saber though he knew it would do no good. But he also knew what her signal meant. Pallaton wouldn’t hurt her, not physically, and if his loathsome embrace was the only way to get him to talk, then she was willing to bear it.

      “The Broken One,” the Spektor began, “is undergoing an extraordinary transformation. Something this world has seen only once before. It is called the Sundering. A process by which each of the five senses is stripped away, one by one, never to be restored.”

      “For what reason?” Seherene asked. “Does your Mistress not desire a quick death?”

      “Death is not the primary purpose. Once the Sundering is complete, the Keyholder will be left entirely insensible. A helpless, hopeless husk of a man, unable to do anything but dream of the world from which he is forever parted. Dream and despair. And then . . . we will feast.”

      It was Ink’s turn to sink to the deck. Feast. The Spektor in Ban-Geren had used the same language, and with the same lean hunger in her ghastly features. There had been three skeletons in the clearing where he’d found her. Three men she had ‘feasted’ on, and who had eventually shot themselves to escape her.

      When Pallaton spoke again, his voice was somehow even more insidious. “This is the first of five Sundering Hours. Four more will follow, and he will return after each one, his pain growing all the worse in the interims as he considers everything he will lose. Now these are not earth hours, you understand. Nor is he guaranteed to turn up in the same place from which he is taken. Such is the way of the Veil. But of this you may be certain; it cannot be escaped, no matter how far you sail, how fast you run—he has been marked. The Mistress has placed her seal upon him. It pains me to tell you, as it would any close friend . . .” He paused to let the irony of those words sink in. “But you are going to lose him again. And for good.”

      He pulled away from Seherene and stepped towards the Colonists, sizing them up as the crocodile had done. Most could not bring themselves to return his stare.

      “He’s lying,” Simon said, sounding bold but looking deeply troubled. “It’s just another one of their tricks. Her tricks.”

      Pallaton raised a bony hand to his ear as though in irritated pain. “Again it speaks, and again without understanding. Are they always so dense?”

      “Isaac and Sarah expelled more Spektors than any other Keyholder and Defender in history,” Simon continued, his voice rising with anger. “Now that they’ve reconciled, your Mistress is panicking. You all are. It’s been one defeat after another for her. She failed to kill half the Entrians in Eriaris. Failed to regain her precious fame and glory. She even failed to get her hands on Ink—for whatever fiendish purpose she had for him.”

      Pallaton began to laugh. The hollow, rasping sound made made Ink’s blood run cold. As the Spektor turned and stalked towards him, he knew he should have risen to his feet, to face the repulsive creature with the same defiance he’d shown in Harroway. But his great fear, as well as his guilt and shame, were now strong enough that he could only remain hunched over on the deck like a browbeaten dog.

      “Well!” the Spektor cried, still laughing as he stood over the boy. “And what does the brave little scamp have to say to that? Come now, don’t cower like a muckworm. You’re not still afraid of us, are you? You whose eyes have been opened! Ah, if only I’d known you were so special when I still had breath. I would have tried to get to you first, taken you into our ranks. We might have made a great man of you. Well . . . a useful one at the very least.”

      “Leave him alone,” Delia said, pulling Ink to his feet and holding him back with an arm across his shoulders.

      Pallaton chuckled again, casting a cursory glance across the row of terrified faces. He shook his head as he brought his silver eyes to rest on Ink again. “You don’t belong with them. You play around like you’re a member of their little family. You mind your manners. Do your chores. Go to bed when told. And they might make the mistake of actually caring about you. Declaring themselves your friends. But you? You are no friend to anyone. And if they could see that for themselves, they would look at you with as much horror as they now bestow upon me.”

      “Maybe so,” Ink replied as a surge of anger flared in his heart. “But then, if I make a mistake? If my hand slips a little?” He looked knowingly at the Spektor. “They ain’t gonna kill me for it.”

      Pallaton smiled grimly, confirming to Ink there was no doubt they understood one another. The Spektors had mostly left him alone since he’d used the Wickwire Watch for the Naming Rite. But the second he laid a bare finger on it again, they would gut him from head to toe, as they had done to Mayor Kingsley’s wife. For a moment, Ink was tempted to goad the dead man further by hinting at the scroll they had found. But he knew it would be a step too far.

      “Don’t listen to him, Ink,” Seherene said. “You drew their notice because they saw how important you would be to us. And as for you, Pallaton, we’ve had enough. Get off this ship. If you came only to preen and gloat, you are a wasted messenger, almost as much as you were a waste of a man.”

      The Spektor turned back to the Entress in surprise. “So . . . she has found her courage at last.”

      “Yes. Just as soon as I realized I was dealing with an even greater coward than myself.”

      “Oh, and there is the fire!” He stormed towards her, the whites of his eyes turning black with rage. “That grand inferno in which my glorious future burned all to ashes!”

      She started back in alarm and raised her hand, summoning a faintly glimmering shield. The black vapor around the Spektor’s shoulders lunged forward, piercing through the barricade and reaching for her face. Ink broke suddenly from Delia’s hold and ran forward with his own hand outstretched.

      “Don’t touch her again, you slimy devil!”

      Pallaton stopped in his tracks. There was a sound of clanking, of scraping metal, then silence again. He twitched, still shaking with fury, then glanced over his shoulder. For a moment, Ink thought a look of worry passed across the Spektor’s horrible face. The vapor drifted back to him, collecting around his shoulders. He drew himself to his full height, then looked at Seherene again with a derisive sneer and a scoff of pure scorn.

      “A waste indeed.”

      He swept past the Entress and returned to the far side of the deck where he had first appeared. He paused, gazed out at the ghost ship, and turned back to them.

      “We will speak again. I have volunteered to keep a watchful eye on our patient’s progress. I won’t be far away.”

      This statement, though delivered with mild indifference, inspired a fresh round of horror in the Colonists. Pallaton looked at Seherene again and lowered his head with an unmistakable air of malevolence.

      “And as for you, my darling murderess, you will not escape judgment forever. Sooner or later, my Mistress will grant me the vengeance I seek. I wait for that day. I endure for it. And when it comes . . . I will devour you.”

      A loud gust of wailing wind shrieked overhead, and in the next blink of an eye, the Spektor was gone.

      Seherene rushed to the starboard side and looked out. Ink followed uneasily. He saw only a single figure standing on the main deck of the ghost ship, peering back at them through a long nautical spyglass. As the vessel pulled away, the Spektor lowered the instrument, nodded once, and touched the brim of his hat. Ink clutched at the gunwale to keep his legs from buckling under him again.

      It was Eamon. His dear old granddad.

      The ship soon faded from sight, dissolving like mist into thin air. Behind them, Simon and Harriet helped Martin to his feet. Amos muttered another curse. Chester turned and heaved his lunch into the sea.

      “Me too, Captain,” Delia said, patting him on the back. “Me too.”

      Ink doffed his hat and passed a hand over his face. Seherene’s worried gaze moved to him as she put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you all right? That was a very brave thing you did.”

      “He’s just a big coward, like you said. But he’s nothing to me. Are you all right?”

      “I’ve been threatened by Spektors before. That was nothing new. But I never expected . . .” She stepped back and rubbed both arms. “I’d hoped we’d seen the last of him.”

      Before Ink could reply, the wind suddenly rose with a howl. Everyone started forward and looked around, desperate not to see another Spektor or Shade appear.

      “What now?” Skiff cried in weary exasperation.

      “The sky!” Harriet cried over the noise. “Look at the sky!”

      Directly over the Chain Breaker, the great mass of billowing clouds had begun to swirl like a maelstrom. Thunder boomed around them and small white fragments began to fall onto the deck with a noise like pebbles clattering over rocks.

      “Ice!” Martin shouted. “It’ll rip the sails to shreds! We have to get them furled!”

      “The rest of you get below decks!” Delia shouted.

      Everyone had just jumped into action when the storm suddenly died away. As the last bits of ice bounced across the timbers, they glanced at one another in confusion. Skiff and Amos, who were sprinting for the foremast at the front of the ship, halted in bewilderment.

      The next moment, there was a loud crack across the sky and a whirl of black cloud appeared on deck near the cargo hatch, entwined with flashes of blue and green light. Ink cringed and prepared to duck, certain a blast of fire or lightning would follow. Instead, the vapor evaporated, leaving Caradoc in its wake.

      The Keyholder stood for all of two seconds, then fell to his hands and knees.
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      Skiff and Amos rushed to help Caradoc to his feet. The others hurried down the steps, hardly hearing Delia’s warning to be careful of the ice scattered across the deck.

      The Keyholder was disheveled and shaken, but otherwise unharmed. There were no new cuts or bruises. The open wound beneath the Auric Key did not bleed. He had just managed to steady himself on his feet as they reached him, and he proceeded to insist he was fine, though Ink saw obvious panic in his eyes as he turned to Chester.

      “You still have that flask on you?”

      “Of course! Of course!”

      Chester pulled the item from his pocket and handed it to him. Caradoc unscrewed the top in desperation and took a swig. He frowned.

      “This is water.”

      “What? You think I’d carry water in a flask?”

      Caradoc turned to the next person nearest him and held it out. “Here, you try it, Ink. No, not you. Radburn. Here.”

      The elder man took the flask and drank. He smacked his lips and raised an eyebrow. “It’s rum. You can’t taste that?”

      “Here. Give it to me.” Daniel took it, had a sip, then nodded. “Rum.”

      He handed it back to Caradoc, who took a second swig. Then a third. He shook his head, growing even more anxious. Simon took a step forward.

      “Isaac—”

      “No! No, I’m . . . I’m all right. I’m fine. I just, uh . . . need a moment.” He stepped away and looked down at the Spider Key on his shaking left hand.

      Ink saw Seherene bring a hand to her throat with an ache of pained sorrow in her eyes—the same look reflected on every other face. Martin sank onto a nearby barrel, still quite pale.

      “You look like you need a drink as well, mate,” Daniel said to him.

      Caradoc glanced back. “Why? What happened? Are you all right?”

      Martin waved a hand to ward off the attention. “Don’t worry about me. It’s just . . . it’s been quite a long time . . . since I last saw one of those things.”

      Caradoc’s concern turned to horror, and did not change again as they told him all that had happened in his absence.

      “Did he hurt any of you?” he asked, searching their faces for the truth before it could be spoken. His gaze lingered most on Seherene.

      “We’re all right,” she said. “As much as we can be.”

      “And you?” Harriet asked. “You were taken to an Otherworld?”

      He began to pace the deck, his eyes glancing from one point to another, as if unwilling to settle anywhere. “Yes. And then attacked as soon as I arrived. I couldn’t see who it was—or what it was. I couldn’t even defend myself properly. It was like . . . like fighting a shadow in the dark or deep underwater. If it was a Spektor, I couldn’t feel it’s presence like I usually can. I heard voices whispering around me, speaking of the Sundering. There was this feeling of being pulled at, clawed and choked. And then I was back here again.”

      Evering folded his arms as a touch of anger colored his cheeks. “Why now? You’ve been wearing that Key for ten years. Suddenly there’s bloody great crocodiles and ghost ships and . . . this horrible Sundering? What’s her game? Why would the Mistress do this only now?”

      “Because we’d just begun to hope again,” Simon answered. He bowed his head and worked his jaw, as if tasting something bitter. “We managed to find each other after being separated at Harroway. We survived what happened on Fenmire. We gained Sarah’s help and friendship, then Daniel and crew. Everything was starting to turn around for us. And they hated to see it. She hated it. So of course she sends Pallaton to dishearten us.”

      “And you called him a liar,” Martin said. “But . . . Caradoc can’t taste the rum.”

      Ink felt his heart sink even further. Caradoc stopped pacing but remained silent. Harriet lowered her eyes to the deck and spoke in a voice filled with quiet anguish.

      “Sometimes they tell the truth . . . if they think it will hurt the most.”

      Tiny snowflakes began to fall, melting before they touched the ship. It was a strange sight after all that had happened. Something so gentle and harmless.

      “So how do we stop it, then?” Daniel asked, looking at Caradoc. “You’ve been dealing with these creatures for a long time. There must be something we can do.”

      “He did say the Sundering has happened once before,” Seherene said. “Does the Keyholder Book mention it at all?”

      Caradoc leaned against the foremast. “Yes. A very short passage written by the Keyholder who endured it six hundred years ago. Impossible to forget. And it happened just as Pallaton described. One unpredictable hour after another. She never found a way to overcome it.”

      “But,” Chester said, “were there not even suggestions or speculations on things that might be tried?”

      “She only wrote that she intended to go with all haste to a place called Arravantis. But she died before she could reach it.”

      “Arravantis!” Ink cried, practically jumping into the air with excitement. “That’s the same place Bash mentioned in his research! ‘If all else fails, seek Arravantis’! That’s where the Keyholder Book is supposed to go, too, if it needs safekeepin’! So that’s gotta be the answer!”

      “You’re forgetting, Ink,” Caradoc said. “We’ve talked of this place before. I don’t have the slightest clue where it might be. When I first read that account I spent hours poring over maps to find it, simply as a point of reference. There’s no record of any such place.”

      Radburn scratched his jaw. “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of it.”

      “Could it be somewhere in Entrian Country?” Simon asked, looking at Seherene.

      She shook her head. “I’m afraid I’ve never heard the name, either.”

      “I have.”

      Everyone turned to look at Skiff in surprise. The young woman fidgeted with the pipe she’d pulled from her pocket. “It’s what they used to call King’s Island, back about a thousand years ago, which could explain why there’s no record of it, being so old. But I remember hearing stories calling it by that name.”

      “King’s Island?” Daniel echoed. “The place patrolled by man-eating tigers? Where even pirates won’t land?”

      “Those are just stories to frighten people,” Radburn said. “Besides, any life there must have died out long ago. It’s just a big empty stretch of sand now.”

      “You’ve seen it?” Evering asked.

      “Aye. A long time ago.”

      Daniel scoffed. “From two miles away through a bank of heavy fog, as I recall. So you didn’t see much of anything.”

      “But that’s exactly the reason it might be the right place to try,” Skiff said. “No one on the mainland knows much about it. None of you are certain about what is or isn’t there. If you ask me, that leaves enough mystery to make it possible that we’ll find something unexpected.”

      Simon folded his arms. “I have to admit, it’s making more sense by the minute.”

      “I agree,” Seherene said. “Even the Entrians know very little about it. Being Cassrian territory, it was never a place of interest for us. But I think we must try for it until another option presents itself.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Martin replied.

      Radburn nodded. “And me. I’ll be the first to admit I don’t always trust my own eyes, especially the older I get.”

      “What do you think, Caradoc?” Delia asked, still looking concerned.

      The Keyholder clenched his fists, then stood up from the mast and looked out over the bow. “I think . . . I think you should take the Chain Breaker to Mastmarner as planned. I’ll take a longboat and find my own way to King’s Island.”

      Daniel frowned in disbelief. “You’re going to row there? Are you mad? Do you know how long that would take?”

      “And there’s no way we’re leaving you on your own,” Simon said.

      “Fine. I’ll take Oswald with me.”

      “You think this is a time for jokes?”

      “No, I think there are four of our friends out there who still need rescuing. They’ll need all the help they can get. Possibly every person on this ship. As for my situation, I can’t even help myself, so there’s no use wasting precious time and energy on me. I won’t allow it. And I will not drag you all into even worse danger. You’ve already had more than your fair share.”

      Delia stepped forward, her face set in a look of iron resolve. “You’re thinking with your heart again, Mr. Caradoc. Not your head. Any danger to us does not come into this. Not in the least. You are the last living Keyholder. If you are lost, those vile creatures will roam this earth unchecked. That is the greatest danger of all. It puts every soul in peril, not only ours. Riva has escaped. Mavie has not signaled for help. The Plumsleys are still on tour, safe enough for now. And I think every one of them would encourage us to turn this ship towards King’s Island.” She put a hand on her hip and glanced over her shoulder. “What say the captain and first mate?”

      “Captain says ‘aye’!” Chester cried, raising a hand.

      “Aye,” Daniel agreed, loudly but good-naturedly. “And I can still tie him to his hammock if he tries to make a run for it.”

      Caradoc’s eyes burned with anger. “Do you realize what you’re saying? What this would mean? It could take as much as three months to sail to King’s Island. It’s the exact opposite side of the world as far as Mastmarner is concerned! It means sailing the Eastern Sea during the spring—the worst time for squalls and downpours and constant changes in the wind! Every element will be against us! Every port teeming with pirates and criminals! Not to mention you now have an unreliable navigator who could . . . who could disappear any moment without warning. For all we know, this Sundering could be over in a week, if not sooner.”

      “It could,” Delia said, unfazed. “But we may also arrive with plenty of time to spare. Nothing is certain. And anyway, it doesn’t matter. We’ve already voted, and we outrank you.”

      Martin stood from the barrel. He wasn’t fully recovered yet, his face still pale, his motions hesitant and unsure. But in his eyes was unshakable determination, and in his voice a deep compassion which moved even Ink.

      “There’s something else to be said. It’s not just about keeping the whole world safe. It’s also about selfishly keeping you with us. And above all, keeping you from despair. From giving those monsters the slightest chance of getting inside. I can’t . . . I won’t let that happen. None of us will. So this is still a rescue mission. That hasn’t changed. It’s just that the consequences are even more dire. And our success imperative.”

      Caradoc’s gaze fell to the deck. Martin’s warning about possession could not be taken lightly. Nor would it be.

      “Go get some rest,” Delia said, the words delivered gently but no less an order. “You’ve been awake for over twenty-four hours.”

      “I can’t. I . . . I have to chart the new course.”

      “Daniel and I can manage that,” Martin said. “You go on.”

      Caradoc looked around, hesitant. Ink could tell he wanted to argue again. He rubbed a hand across his face, glanced back at the bowsprit where the black fog had first appeared, then finally strode off towards the companionway. As soon as he disappeared down the steps, Harriet turned and went to a solitary spot near the prow, gazing out across the sea with her back to them. Chester, still slightly green, leaned against one of the cannons and poured the rest of his flask down his throat. Radburn sank down onto a crate and lit his pipe again, still looking half dazed.

      Delia put a hand on the elder man’s shoulder. “You all right?”

      “As right as I can be. Never saw such things in all my life. Most people never do, I s’pose, but . . . it’s enough to make a bloke wonder how many other things he’s been wrong about.”

      “Oh, his face,” Skiff said with a haunted look. “That horrible face with those awful eyes. I’ll never forget it for as long as I live.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I never realized what he’s really been up against all these years. I always thought of Spektors as wispy little ghosts you could hardly see. Barely more than shadows. But it’s so much worse. Damn, I couldn’t even think about going after them the way he’s done. I hope to God I never see one again.”

      “He has the same hope,” Simon answered sadly. “Every time.”

      “And what about you, ma’am?” Amos said, looking to Seherene with his brow wrinkled in worry. “That silver-eyed devil had it out for you. Maybe you oughtn’t be left alone. Have an armed guard with you at all times or something like that.”

      “I appreciate the thought,” she replied. “But if he really meant to hurt me, I’m afraid a guard would make no difference.”

      He frowned even harder. “But there’s got to be something we can do! Some kind of defense or protection! We can’t just continue on like everything is normal!”

      “That’s exactly what we do,” Martin said. “And all we can do, apart from holding tight to hope . . . and getting to King’s Island as quickly as possible.”

      “And if it does happen again,” Delia replied, “if more black fog comes along, or if anyone sees Caradoc disappear, the warning bell ought to be sounded.”

      “What about those Shade things?” Ink asked. “They ain’t Spektors. So maybe they can be killed or captured somehow, once they’re not made of fog anymore.”

      Simon nodded. “It’s worth trying, even if the chances are slim. Saints above, just when you think the Mistress can’t make things any worse, she goes and does something like this. As if she hasn’t had her fill of black spells.”

      “He was in such a talkative mood, I should have pressed him to tell us more,” Seherene replied. “But I was too eager to be rid of him.”

      “We all were,” Martin said.

      “What about that ghost ship out there?” Skiff asked. “That Spektor said he’d be keeping an eye on Caradoc, probably to make sure nothing interferes with the Sundering. Won’t he know where we’re going? Won’t he try to stop us?”

      “He might,” Seherene replied. “But he can do nothing more than frighten us. Spektors are not allowed to harm a living being unless they are a Keyholder or a victim of possession.”

      “Or the owner of a Wickwire gift, as we’ve since learned,” Simon added.

      Ink sat on the other side of Radburn’s crate to ensure his legs wouldn’t give out again. The old man raised his pipe towards the Entress.

      “Then what about a shroud? Ink told us the Spektors can only see so far. That they’re sight is limited, like ours.”

      “That is true,” she replied. “But the way in which it’s limited is quite different. Their silver eyes grant them the ability to see where the Spirit World interacts with ours—to include human souls. It is by this they can determine a person’s state in regards to hate and despair. But I believe most of the living world looks quite dark to them, even under the brightest sky. Enchantments are born of the heart and soul, but are mere emanations compared to true spirit power. To a Spektor, a shroud would be almost transparent.”

      Amos let out a frustrated sigh and struck his hand against the foremast. “Hang it all. So there’s really nothing to be done. And no warning to be had for the next time.”

      “Except . . .” The word came from Delia, who had fixed a hard stare on the person opposite her. “There’s Ink.”

      The boy stiffened. “What about him?”

      “You heard that ticking noise just before it happened.”

      “That’s right!” Evering said. “You could hardly stand because of it! I thought you were going to pass out!”

      “Ticking noise?” Seherene repeated, looking at Ink in concern.

      He stood up again, nodding. “It was like . . . some really loud clock. Only lasted about a minute, but it started just before the black fog showed up.”

      She looked back at the others. “Did anyone else hear it?”

      They all shook their heads.

      “Do you know what it means?” Delia asked the Entress.

      Seherene went to Ink and knelt to meet him at eye level. “I don’t know any other way to ask this, but may I have a look at you?”

      Ink nodded. Gently, she put her thumb and forefinger to his chin and turned his head this way and that, looking closely at his ears. He soon felt a deep panic growing in his chest.

      What if she found something? What if she suspected? And what if she started asking questions he couldn’t answer because he wouldn’t be able to lie to her? It wasn’t the right time to tell them anything—not about his grandfather, the watch, the soul marking—none of it. Not when Caradoc’s life was on the line. The focus needed to be on him. Besides, the ticking hadn’t actually hurt anyone. It was just another way to scare him into disowning the watch. That was all.

      Seherene drew her hand from his face and stood. “I don’t see anything unusual. It’s possible your past experiences have caused your senses to be heightened in the presence of Spektors, or energy from the Spirit World in general. Pallaton did say your eyes had been opened. That’s certainly true.”

      “Well,” Ink said, “at least I can warn everyone when the next hour is about to happen.”

      Chester, who’d been sitting in thought with a hand to his brow, looked up suddenly.

      “Oh! Glory be! I’d almost forgotten!” He hunched up his shoulders and looked quickly around, as if the ghost ship were in hearing range. “We’ve got the thing!”

      Everyone frowned at him.

      “You know!” he said, then dropped his voice to a murmur. “The thing we’re not supposed to mention? For a minute, I thought that vile man had come for it, but he hadn’t!”

      “Well, how is ‘the thing’ going to help?” Evering asked. “It’s no better than a giant paperweight at the moment.”

      “Yes, at the moment, but maybe someone at this Arravantis place will know how to make use of it! Maybe it holds the answers to everything! Even how to stop the Sundering!”

      “You could be right,” Skiff replied.

      Amos glanced around. “Where is it now?”

      “Hidden,” Simon answered. “Best no one knows where, and better we say no more about it, even in such vague terms as this. She’s watching more closely than ever.”

      That brought an end to the conversation. Everyone went off to their duties, still terribly shaken by the dreadful turn of events, but each now bearing the smallest seed of hope.
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      Seherene made her way to the lower decks and hurried towards the sleeping quarters. The hammocks, swaying slightly with the motion of the ship, were all empty. She started back, her distress threatening to turn into full-blown terror, wondering if he had been taken again.

      Then a noise of movement caught her ear, drawing her attention to a small storeroom where the linens were kept. She stepped to the open doorway and breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

      Caradoc stood inside, quaffing a tumbler of whiskey. When it was empty, he poured another and drained it as quickly, the glass shaking in his hand. It was only when he set it down again that he noticed her.

      She tried to speak, to tell him how sorry she was. But the words stuck in her throat.

      He returned his gaze to the bottle. “Mavie saw this coming.”

      “She did?”

      He nodded. “When we met with her at Mastmarner. She said if I continued to bear the Key, the difficulties I’d face would only grow worse. For the enemy does not forget. And she will never forgive.”

      Before her heart could sink again, Seherene reached desperately for the faint flicker of hope. “And King’s Island? Is there not even the smallest chance it might contain something to help you? Or someone? I cannot believe the Keyholder Book would make mention of it idly.”

      “No, it wouldn’t. It’s possible Skiff is right about it. I’ve never sailed there. Never heard of anyone who did. The Assembly never asked me to chart it when they were commissioning maps. Strange, now that I think of it. Everyone knows it’s there, but no one seems the least bit interested. Not even pirates.”

      He poured another glass of whiskey and raised it to his lips. As he did so, she noticed a small brown vial on the counter next to the bottle. The light from the nearby lantern wasn’t bright enough to read the label, but she knew it by the scent.

      “Opium?” she asked.

      “It’s the only way I can get to sleep. I started running low a few weeks ago. Tried to spread out the doses to conserve it.” He lifted the glass. “But this was the last of it.”

      “And there’s nothing else that might work?”

      “I have a small supply of Red Jarmarac. I’d hoped to avoid using it, but I’m out of options.”

      “Isn’t that even more dangerous than the opium?”

      “Yes, as well as illegal. The apothecary made me swear never to use more than one drop at a time. Though I’m not sure how much good it will do me now.” He set the tumbler down with a frustrated sigh. “I don’t even know why I’m drinking this. I can’t taste it any more than the rum.”

      Seherene’s heart ached as she looked at him, at the lantern light flickering across the scars on his face, and the despondent look in his weary eyes. He picked up the near-empty whiskey bottle and tilted it towards her.

      “Care for the rest? I can’t imagine it was a pleasure seeing your fiancé again.”

      “He’s not the one I’m worried about.” She stepped into the storeroom. “Here. Let me see your hand.”

      He hesitated for a moment, then held it up between them. She pulled the glove away. The gold strands of the Spider Key looked the same as ever, crossing his palm from the wrist to the bottom of his fingers. Below lay the open wound Ink had told her about, showing nerves and tendons. She covered it with her other hand, holding gently from both sides, then drew a breath and closed her eyes. After a long moment, she opened them again.

      It hadn’t worked.

      “Riva couldn’t mend it either,” he said softly.

      “When did it appear?”

      “Three years after Damiras.” He glanced down at the metallic mark again and shook his head. “When the Mistress first warned me my time was coming to an end, I thought her curse on my heart would be the cause. And then I was quite sure it would be the shot from that pistol. But now it’s clear . . . she meant the Sundering all the time.”

      “We’ll find a way to stop it,” Seherene replied. “We did well enough to stand against her when it was just the two of us all those years ago. Now there’s over a dozen good people at your side, all willing to fight for you. This is not the end of anything.”

      He reached for her other hand. She gave it eagerly.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “What can you possibly be sorry about?”

      “I’d hoped to see you clear of any more danger. And instead you’re drawn into the very worst kind.”

      Her worried expression softened almost into a smile. “Of course I am. That’s always been the nature of our relationship. Standing shoulder to shoulder while facing one trouble after another. Forced to go where the fire is hottest and the storm strongest. And nowhere else would I be. But I didn’t come here for an apology. I came to make you promise that the next time a pathway opens through the Veil you take me with you.”

      He regarded her with a tilt of his head. “Those sound like the words of a Defender.”

      She tightened her grip around his hands, feeling a surge of fierce determination. “They are. I mean to see that no harm comes to you ever again. In this world or any other. And as for the danger . . . they have called me the Angel of Reckoning, and you the most villainous fugitive on earth. I think it is we who are more dangerous than ever.”
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      Tyrus pinched the bridge of his nose, hiding a yawn. It was early. Too early for a glass of wine and much too early for a staff meeting of allegedly high importance. Yet here he sat with a filled goblet and his colleagues beside him in the grand dining room of the Atturias Estate. It was their sixth such meeting in a week. They had all been warned their new responsibilities would make such demands of them but no one had gotten used to it yet. Tyrus wondered if he ever would.

      The door into the main corridor opened. Lord Hadwin hurried into the room, fiddling with the crest jewel beneath his starched collar as he made for his seat.

      “Oh, good. We haven’t started yet.”

      “Again, Lord Hadwin?” Annyulan said, barely disguising a sigh of annoyed disapproval.

      “Look, it’s bloody difficult getting here all the way from Stalikos in time. I’d like to see you try it.”

      “Perhaps,” Lord Yamir replied from the far side of the table, “if you lodged in the city as the consul suggested, you wouldn’t have to rush.”

      Hadwin took a huge swallow of wine from his goblet, then shook his head. “Couldn’t do that. I hate the city. The noise. The smell. Everything about it puts me off.”

      Annyulan arched an eyebrow. “I suggest you find a way to put aside your grievances. Set your devotion to the cause above personal preference. The sooner we embrace the new way of things, the quicker our progress.”

      Beside her, Lord Drystan clasped his hands together on the table and nodded. “What you say is true, madam. But to be fair, it will take time for us to recover from the shock of all that’s happened. When we originally discussed removing the Elders from power, I don’t think any of us imagined it would mean their deaths.”

      “I still cannot believe Lord Pallaton is gone,” Lady Edana replied. “Nor that it was the Lady Seherene who spilled his blood—she who was to be our queen!”

      “Yes, all is changed,” Annyulan answered. “But what’s done is done. And while the path may look different, our vision remains the same, our future unaltered. Focus on this, if nothing else. And let me remind you all that no one is to mention the traitor’s name in the presence of her ladyship. We must endeavor to shield her against any further suffering, however we can.”

      The table fell silent again. Tyrus, with a heavy heart, raised his eyes to the portrait of Darian which hung in the center of the far wall. He had known the entire Atturias family for nearly four decades. He had been the family doctor, but also a friend and counselor. He’d watched Seherene and Darian grow and mature into adulthood, and both had sought his ear many times to confide their own personal fears and doubts. He’d loved them almost as dearly as his own child. Never in his life, never in all his worst nightmares and terrors, would he have thought to see all four family members so ruthlessly torn apart—the father slain, the mother lost to grief, one child a martyr and the other a traitor. When he had finally agreed to join the Blue Flames—a few days after the horrific Battle of Damiras—it was mainly in the hope of aiding Seherene and Madara however he could, despite his misgivings about secret organizations. If any good could come of the militia’s work, he had to be a part of it. He had to see it done. The House of Atturias deserved no less.

      The door at the head of the room opened. Consul Madara appeared, followed by six soldiers who hurried to their posts at equal intervals around the room. Tyrus and his fellow colleagues stood, waiting for their leader to take her seat at the end of the table. She wore a long black cloak with a wide, high collar that reached almost to her ears. Her usually pallid face appeared so much more so that Tyrus guessed she had applied several layers of powder to make herself appear even paler.

      It had been nine days since the attack on the Council House. As Madara had been the only survivor—as well as a member of one of the most revered families in the West Country—she’d received the finest medical treatment available, with every top physician attending to all aspects of her recovery. In only a few days she had returned to perfect health, bearing no physical marks of any injury. Her current form was purely one of her own making. A living corpse she now was; colorless, bloodless, and divested of all signs and symbols of the Atturias clan—from the once-proud flags flown atop the estate to the sapphire crest jewel signifying her husband’s venerated lineage.

      She took her seat quickly, then surveyed the table’s occupants with lips pinched tightly together. Tyrus and his fellow advisors took their own seats again, forcing themselves to meet her piercing gaze as it came sweeping around the table.

      “Lord Drystan,” she said. “The first week of mourning. How has it been received?”

      “Very well, my lady. The processions draw tens of thousands into the streets. And the temples have been overflowing with those attending the services and guided prayers.”

      “And the funeral?”

      “Scheduled for six o’clock tomorrow evening. It is expected to draw the largest crowd of Entrians in recorded history.”

      “I want every available soldier and constable keeping watch over that crowd. Have ships patrolling the coast as well, and airships in the skies above—clearly visible to all.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Lord Yamir.” She flicked her gaze to the elderly advisor sitting opposite her. “Are there any whispers of opposition to us?”

      “None, your Ladyship. My papers have all been declaring you the best and most capable successor to the High Council. The numbers show the people giving you their full approval, though . . .” His self-satisfied smile turned uncomfortable for a moment. “Many are still struggling to come to terms with . . . well, with the events on Fenmire.”

      Madara narrowed her eyes. “Some, I hear, have the audacity to call them lies.”

      Yamir dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Spoken merely in the heat of emotion. Of a kind of panic, perhaps. But now that things are beginning to calm, I expect such melodramatic outbursts will disappear altogether. Most were dearly relieved by your assumption of command. The sheep want a shepherd, especially at a time when the wolves are prowling so near.”

      “Which begs another question, my lady,” Annyulan said. “What of the lord mayor? Would you have us remove him?”

      “Is he pliable?”

      “Entirely.”

      “Then keep him.” The consul rapped her fingernails in quick succession against the surface of the table. The corners of her mouth, if possible, seemed to droop even further. “Where is Lord Malkimar?”

      The icy tone of her voice sent such a chill into the air that each of the advisors stiffened and exchanged nervous glances. Lady Edana cleared her throat with a noise like a high-pitched squeak before answering.

      “I believe he is currently traveling with Deputy Commissioner Coram of the Assembly. The deputy had some errand of great importance and he specifically requested Lord Malkimar’s assistance.”

      “What kind of errand?”

      “We are . . . uncertain.”

      “Where?”

      She lowered her gaze, as if in shame. “We do not know. A missive was even sent to Chief Priest Osaias in the hope of discovering more, but he was equally at a loss.”

      Madara sat back in her chair, her face rife with appalled shock. She shook her head in disgust, then held her bony hand to her chin as she gazed out the window to her left.

      Annyulan arched an eyebrow. “As soon as he is found, he will be sent to you directly.”

      “He will indeed!” the consul hissed, snapping her gaze back to Lady Edana. “We are not beholden to the Assembly any longer. What ties remained, what vows and courtesies and contracts there were between us are now severed. We owe them nothing. The first days of a new administration are the most fragile, the most fraught with peril. We cannot afford to sacrifice even the smallest measure of precious time and energy—least of all for the trivial whims of a worthless deputy commissioner. Am I understood?”

      Each advisor assured her she most definitely was. Tyrus sat forward and folded his hands atop the table.

      “On a related note,” he said, “I have looked into the matter of who holds ownership of the mines in Harroway, as you requested, and have discovered that the deeds to all thirty sites rest solely in the hands of Commissioner George Marlas.”

      A chorus of disgust resounded around the room.

      “The thieving worm!” Edana cried. “Has he no shame?”

      “No, and no legal right to them, either,” Drystan replied.

      Yamir pounded his fist on the table. “This is intolerable!”

      “Lord Tyrus,” Madara said, the heat of anger showing through the powder on her cheeks, “that city now lies empty, and all its citizens imprisoned, yes?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “What of the miners?”

      “No one knows. Since the commissioner’s arrest warrant did not extend to them, I fully expected my scouting party to find the mines still up and running. But they were abandoned. Not a single soul in sight.”

      “It sounds as if they were warned,” Annyulan said.

      Madara drummed her fingers again before replying. “Perhaps. But it makes little difference. What matters now is that we have the means to reclaim this property and make void the commissioner’s prized deeds. I want you to see to this personally, Annyulan. Take a regiment of soldiers to Harroway and post them to the mines. Have them use whatever enchantments are necessary to secure each site. They shall also have the authority to defend any breach of this territory by force.”

      “Very good, my lady. And what of the city itself?”

      Madara tilted her head with the slightest of motion. “Too long has it moldered in the reek of defilement and treachery. No Entrian shall ever set foot inside those walls, lest they too become stained with it. Neither can we allow any Cassrian to make a comfortable home there again. Do what you will to make certain of this.”

      Annyulan considered the full implications of the command, then answered with a resolute nod. Madara’s gaze passed around the room again, then lingered on the portrait of Darian.

      “With Lord Yamir’s assurance that the people have accepted my appointment as consul, I am confident in moving to the next stage of our strategy. We have already drawn soldiers from willing members of the constabulary, but these will soon be spread too thin to be of good effect. We must take a more pressing course of action. It will not be an easy thing to ask of our people, but if our nation is to survive, if it is to grow, to take its proper place in Eriaris, then strength must be the means by which it is done. Lord Drystan . . .”

      “Yes, my lady?” he asked, this time with a note of doubtful hesitation.

      “I want you to write a new law, mandating military service for every Entrian woman and man not engaged in full-time employment. This shall include everyone between the ages of seventeen and sixty who are physically and mentally able. All those currently serving as constables, merchant sailors, and Colonist-hunters will also be conscripted. Those who have been convicted of minor criminal offenses will have their sentences converted into military service. Lord Hadwin . . .”

      The man’s astonished frown and open mouth told of his obvious shock over the news, but he managed to rouse himself in time to answer. “Uh, yes? Yes, my lady?”

      “I want an official count of every prisoner convicted of major offenses, along with a list of those crimes and the mental condition of each perpetrator.”

      Hadwin rubbed his thumb across his brow. “Major offenses? And, uh, would that . . . would that include the residents of Stalikos?”

      Her eyes bore through his own. “Every. Prisoner.”

      Hadwin stared a moment longer in disbelief, then sat straighter as if to collect himself and nodded in reply. “Yes, ma’am. You will have the report by the end of the week.”

      Tyrus could not quite smooth the frown from his own brow. The thought of raiding a maximum security prison to bolster the ranks of their new army did not inspire confidence. He glanced across the table at Drystan, who had already been looking at him and now quickly dropped his gaze. Both Lady Edana and Lord Yamir wore similar expressions of dismay.

      Though no one spoke a word in that long, uncomfortable moment, its meaning was well understood by the sharp-eyed consul at the head of the table.

      “Your concerns,” she said, drawing out each syllable, “are noted. There will be obvious exceptions to our recruitment parameters, and we must take care to avoid dealing a serious blow to our economy, but this is the way forward to the new world we make. Now . . . what is the word from Mastmarner?”

      Edana sat forward with a pinched look of discomfort, as though she’d just discovered a burr in her shoe. “The soldiers were successful in clearing out the Cassrian hunters. They have set a guard both inside the library and on the surrounding grounds, complete with continual patrols and watches.”

      “In effect,” Madara said, “our first military outpost?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      “And the staff? The Head Librarian? She is in custody?”

      Edana dared a quick glance of dread around the table, as though she wished the news would come from anyone else. But no one came to her rescue.

      “She was nowhere to be found,” she finally answered. “The only other member of staff in the building was the assistant librarian. He has been arrested and is on his way to Stalikos.”

      Tyrus clutched at the arms of his chair, preparing for another outburst. Hadwin even went so far as to wince. But the old woman’s icy gaze only fell to the table. She sat back in her chair, as if in a trance, and when she spoke again it seemed her words were meant only for herself.

      “Let them run. Let them think they will spend another nine years dodging our grasp. In a few months’ time, if all goes well, there will be half a million bloodhounds on their trail. Lord Hadwin?”

      “Yes, ma’am?” he answered quickly, eager not to be caught off guard again.

      “Is the unit on its way to retrieve the sisters?”

      “Yes, they departed earlier this week.”

      “Good. This touring foolishness should never have been allowed in the first place. Once they return to Stalikos, they must reveal everything they know about their fellow traitors, by any means you can employ. This shall be the rule for every Colonist and every sympathizer who comes into our custody. We will not play games any longer. From now on, such prisoners are to be restricted to Stalikos—from the moment they arrive to the time of their execution, no longer to be ferried back and forth to the city. The risk is far too great, as we have seen. You will also increase the guard presence there, on the docks, the descending platform, the cells—all of it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “There is another point of concern,” Drystan said. “If the Colonists are indeed using black spells, as we now believe, how will we oppose them?”

      “With black spells of our own,” Yamir replied. “Which is why Lord Malkimar’s expertise is so valuable.”

      Hadwin barely stifled a scoff. “Oh, come now. There’s no reason to keep playing that old game now that we hold the reins.”

      Yamir furrowed his heavy brow. “Game? You think black spells are a myth?”

      “Only as much as angels and demons and all the rest of it. What every sensible scholar agrees.”

      “What of the blood rain?” Edana asked. “The Diamond Court?”

      “Well, obviously they were enchantments. Of the malicious type, I grant you, but certainly nothing in the line of hexes and curses.” He raised his hands. “Of course . . . everyone’s entitled to their own beliefs. But I think relying on Lord Malkimar’s so-called ‘expertise’ is taking things a mite too far. When it comes down to it, that chap has done nothing but study fairy tales his whole life. He even admits to believing the Spektors are real!”

      Madara stood so suddenly that her chair made a loud scraping noise across the floor. She looked ready to answer Lord Hadwin with a fiery enchantment of her own, but instead raised a commanding hand into the air.

      “Leave us! All of you!”

      The attending soldiers moved at once, withdrawing from their posts and disappearing into the outer hall. The advisors exchanged another round of alarmed and bewildered glances, while Madara’s fierce gaze returned to Lord Hadwin.

      “I, too,” she said, “have played the skeptic. And I do not deny anyone’s right to doubt or to question. But I have never been foolish enough to scorn the Unseen with open mockery. On the matter of the Spektors, you may put an end to your unbelief, for I have met their Mistress. As have the Lord Malkimar and Lady Annyulan.”

      Awestruck, the others looked to Annyulan for confirmation, which she gave with a nod.

      “Darian called her an angel,” Madara continued. “He allowed her to guide him, to play a hand in his grand vision. My son was a great man but his judgement was not infallible. She abandoned him on Damiras, left him to his cruel fate, and has been turning a blind eye and deaf ear to us ever since. At least . . . until the day she decided to grace us with her presence in Vaterra. And then she did nothing but evade questions and instruct us to recover the precious gifts she claimed had been stolen from her. It wasn’t until that moment I saw her for what she truly is. No angel. No guide or mentor. But a fickle harpy with a twisted mind, who regards us as nothing more than amusing playthings. Perhaps she truly once was the powerful oracle she claims to be, but if so, her power has long been broken, along with her mind. It is likely these gifts do not even exist. But her Spektors do. Beyond any shadow of a doubt.” She moved her gaze across the table. “Under normal circumstances, this would mean nothing to us. If our eyes were suddenly opened to the whole host of hellish creatures which stalk the earth, it should matter little to our cause. Spektors, in particular, prey on the weak, which makes the Cassrians their primary victims. But this does not mean we can rest easy. It is Isaac Caradoc who possesses the last holy Auric Key. Not only a Colonist and a Cassrian, but one who has found the means to control the creatures, rather than tame the threat of them.”

      “Control?” Annyulan said, showing emotion for the first time since the conference began. “Control the Spektors?”

      Tyrus put a hand to his brow. “Heavens above.”

      “Is that even possible?” Drystan asked.

      “We cannot know for certain,” Madara answered. “But if it is—and if he achieves such a thing—you may be sure he will use it against us. This is why, as Lord Yamir says, we must be ready with black spells of our own. It is also another reason the Mistress may not be trusted. I have long suspected her mercurial nature to have shifted her fascination to the Colonists, or else she would have revealed their whereabouts to us. From this point on, we must put our faith in no one but ourselves. Not the Cassrians, nor their Assembly, not in gifts and talismans, not even in the Spirit World. We trust ourselves alone, and serve no other.”

      She leaned forward, resting her wrinkled hands on the table, her shoulders hunched as if under the strain of a great burden.

      “‘Colonists, arise’,” she continued. “That was the command I called out in the wake of Darian’s murder. My son did all he could to help us achieve so much. He died for the chance. And we will continue to make him proud. But, as we all know, change is necessary for survival. With every victory, every new phase in our evolution, we must make adjustments. Redefine ourselves. And so we must do again.”

      As she spoke, she reached into the folds of her cloak, withdrew three items, and placed them on the table. The first was a necklace bearing a bright blue pendant in the shape of a flame. The second was a sapphire crest jewel inscribed with the symbol of the House of Atturias. The third was the gold locket which had hung around her neck for the past nine years.

      She straightened again and lifted her hand, summoning her advisors to their feet. When they had all done so, a second motion of her hand caused the items to rise from the table and hang in the air before her.

      “Today,” she said, “I will lay these things to rest in my garden, deep below the earth. So, too, do I lay them to rest in my heart. Some close to its center. Some lost to its darkest depths. We have mourned the Elders of the High Council. Tomorrow we mourn the tragic loss of Lord Pallaton with all the spectacle and ceremony owed a fallen soldier.” She lifted her chin and clasped her hands together. “And among these burials, these endings . . . must be our very name. We are no longer the Blue Flame Colonists, as Darian first named us. We are no longer a militia, nor devotees of the oracle Melinoë. Let these words be spoken no more. They are remnants of a past in which we cannot dwell. Mere echoes of who we once were. We must now focus on who we have become.”

      Tyrus, frowning again, dared the question.

      “And who are we, Consul?”

      There was a note of disapproval in his voice, a feeling he struggled to conceal but couldn’t help acknowledging in his heart. If she sensed it, she did not show it, but arched a white eyebrow—the same way her daughter often did—and answered with an air of triumph.

      “We are the government.”

      The statement had varying effects. Annyulan and Yamir reflected her proud bearing and exultant air. Edana and Hadwin looked uneasy, but hopeful. Drystan’s reaction was indiscernible, his eyes only bent on the carpet.

      As for Tyrus himself, he now felt a chill around his heart.

      “Come,” Madara said. “There is one final order of business.”
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      She led them out of the room and down a flight of stairs, with the soldiers following close behind. Tyrus kept to the rear of the group and mopped his brow with a handkerchief.

      His thoughts had turned to the fugitives he was sheltering. If either woman was found, they would be taken to Stalikos and tortured. His staff might even suffer the same fate. Perhaps even Helena and Kieran as well. And there would be no saving them, even if he declared he was solely to blame. He’d been worried enough about keeping Riva and Emma’s identities a secret from his household, but if there were soon to be half a million soldiers everywhere, he would never be able to rest again.

      A few minutes later, the group found themselves standing in a broad cellar. It looked as if it had been a training room at one time, complete with targets and racks of assorted weapons—now relegated to a distant corner.

      In the center of the room, twelve people stood shoulder-to-shoulder, each wearing an expression of terror and hardly daring to breathe much less move. At either end of the strange queue were two huge metal contraptions which hummed and released the odd spark of thin blue light. A loud crack snapped through the air, making the hairs on the back of Tyrus’s neck stand upright. Hadwin muttered a curse in shock. Edana put a hand to her heart.

      “Whoops!” said a man leaning over a nearby table. “Not yet, girl! Not yet!”

      He went to the first woman standing in the line and fixed something around her neck. Tyrus stepped closer, frowning. It was a metal collar of some kind.

      Madara indicated for the group to stand in front of the curious spectacle, then folded her hands and waited. The man who had chided the contraptions sang quietly to himself as he continued his task, fastening collars around the rest of the people in line and making adjustments to their placement and tightness.

      “Dr. Tyrus?”

      “No talking!” the man shouted.

      Tyrus looked up. One of the collared men had uttered his name, and was now looking at him with eyes full of fear. Tyrus’s stomach sank with horrified dread.

      “Oh, good heavens,” he said, then stepped beside Madara. “I know them! They . . . they were guarding Rivalia’s cell the day she⁠—”

      “The day they let her escape,” Madara finished. “Yes, Lord Tyrus. Well-spotted.”

      “But why are they here? And who is this man? What is he doing?”

      “The will of our new administration. These people were charged with guarding a highly dangerous prisoner of the utmost importance. Their failure in this duty is not to be treated lightly. In a few moments, Dr. Percival will mete out their rightful punishment.”

      “A Cassrian?” Yamir cried in offense.

      “A meek and humble servant, actually,” the man said, turning and bowing. “And one who is most thankful for the great lady’s patronage, as much as he is undeserving.” His thin mustache crinkled as he smiled.

      “You must not fear them, Yamir,” Madara said. “Cassrians do have their uses. Dr. Percival possesses a unique set of skills, as well as an appreciation for certain methods which many Entrian scientists lack the courage to apply.”

      The man continued to hum to himself as he began threading a long, thin wire through each of the twelve collars. Some of his subjects had started to weep. Others trembled or shut their eyes. Tyrus’s mouth went dry.

      “My lady,” he said, turning again to Madara. “This isn’t our way. Such things require due process. A fair trial in court⁠—”

      “There is no time for show. They are guilty. They have not disputed it, nor would any judge or jury.”

      “Then you must at least stand me alongside them! I was charged with her care and keeping! I am just as responsible⁠—”

      “You are a physician. You were not armed. You did not receive training in defense and security. You were unprepared for the attack. They have no such excuse.”

      Percival connected one end of the wire to the nearest metal contraption, then rubbed his hands together and did the same on the far side.

      “My lady! Please!” Tyrus said. When she did not look at him, he turned to the others. “Drystan! Hadwin! You know this isn’t lawful! Say something!”

      Drystan was clearly worried. He raised a nervous hand to his mouth, but seemed to hesitate over how to answer. Hadwin only avoided the doctor’s gaze.

      “You speak of old laws, my lord Tyrus,” Annyulan replied. “Old laws of the old world. But this is justice . . . whether you would see it or not.”

      “All ready, your Consulship.” Percival stood by a large metal switch and rested a hand on it. “There might be something of a—well, an odor, shall we say—but the process shouldn’t take long. Just give the word.”

      She took a step forward. Tyrus, in great desperation, all but leapt between her and the unfortunate guards.

      “Madara!” he said, daring to impose upon familiarity. “Take a moment to think about this. You need soldiers, yes? You said every constable and guard was to join our new forces. Would you eradicate all these before they can even begin their service?”

      “I will not have faulty soldiers in my army.”

      She raised a hand, preparing to give the signal.

      “They made a mistake!” Tyrus cried. “One mistake! Which they will never repeat again, you can be well-assured of that! You said yourself we needed strength. This is twelve to add to that cause! The Cassrians far outnumber us! They could all turn their faces to the west tomorrow and stampede us like a herd of cattle over a field of wheat! We wouldn’t stand a chance! Not one Entrian can be spared! Not a single soul! Don’t rid yourself of an entire group who possess the sort of training and knowledge we require. Put them to use! Just as you make use of this Cassrian. If we start executing people merely for mistakes, we should have no one left in our new world to govern. Consider it. Please.”

      Time seemed to stand still. Everyone stared at the Consul, at her hand in the air. The room pulsed and throbbed with energy, sparks of light now jolting from the metal devices like threads of lightning. The mechanical humming sound rose in pitch. The old woman took a deep breath, lifted her chin, and let her hand fall to her side.

      “Strong we must be,” she said, “but not averse to logic and reason. Very well, Dr. Tyrus. It shall be as you say.” She stepped forward and swept her steel-eyed glare across the row of terrified faces. “You will serve as part of my personal guard, under the strictest scrutiny and held to the very highest standards. One mistake I will forgive. But make a second . . . and I will send you back to these metal rings without a moment’s hesitation. Am I understood?”

      The guards nodded vigorously, then began to thank her for her graciousness and generosity. Madara turned her back on them.

      “Annyulan, I want the girl’s parents brought to Ciras and kept under house arrest—on the outskirts, where their daughter may risk returning to them, but near enough that they can be easily watched.”

      “I will see it done, madam.”

      The consul shot a searching glance at Tyrus, narrowed her eyes, then gathered her skirts and ascended the stairs. The others followed, save for Tyrus, who hung back as he felt the churning in his stomach threaten to rise. Percival proceeded to remove the collars, looking deeply disappointed.

      “Thank you, Doctor!”

      “Thank you!”

      “God bless you!”

      The rescued guards began to gather around him, touching his shoulders and trying to clasp his hands. Without a word, he shook free of them and hurried up the stairs.
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      “Wake up.”

      A boot nudged Spindler in the back. He rolled over, still wrapped tightly in his blanket, and took a deep breath as he opened his eyes. Glancing around, he saw that Mavie had already stoked the campfire and portioned out their breakfast rations. There was also a small pot of boiling water in which the hardtack was being softened. They would break their teeth on it otherwise.

      “You get all the weevils out?” he asked groggily.

      “We’ll see.”

      This had been their morning routine for the past ten days. Or very nearly. At first, they’d soaked the hardtack in whiskey, but that had gone quickly.

      Spindler sat upright, scooted closer to the fire—avoiding the patches of snow he’d been too tired to clear away—and stared at the flames in a daze as he tried to blink himself the rest of the way awake. The birds had already begun their choruses of chirps and trills. A rumbling groan joined in, prompting him to put a hand to his stomach. Dried fruit, dried beef, and dried bread. That had been the diet every day since their escape from Mastmarner. Though it gave him sufficient energy to keep rowing them down the Ceridwen River, it was not a meal that satisfied. Still, he was grateful enough to keep his mouth shut about it. Better to eat sticks and leaves than whatever they were currently serving in Stalikos Prison.

      Mavie went to the pot and spooned chunks of bread out onto a small tin plate. “Are your arms still sore?”

      Spindler wiped at the crust in the corner of his eyes. “Not so bad as before. Think I’m getting used to it. Maybe I’ll join a rowing club when all this is over. I might have a career in it.”

      She handed him the plate. He accepted it with a nod, then snuck a glance at her face. It hadn’t changed. There were the wrinkles, the dark sparkling eyes, the white scar on her left cheek. And yet, she was completely different.

      He tried to keep his eyes on his breakfast, but as she returned to the fire he couldn’t help stealing glimpses. She dumped her dried meat and fruit into the pot and stirred them in with the bread.

      “You’re still thinking about it, aren’t you?”

      He shoveled in a mouthful of food with his fingers, then took the time to chew and swallow before answering. “You’ve given me a great many things to think about. None of them easy. It was unsettling enough when I began to consider the Spektors might be real. And I’ve learned so much else since then. Things that make me look at the world in an entirely different light. But this business about curses and black spells . . . and you being thirty-two years old . . .” He dipped his head towards her with wide eyes. “You did say thirty-two?”

      “I did.”

      He leaned back, feeling dazed again. “Yes, well . . . it’s just a little . . . hard to fathom, is all. Not to mention bloody terrifying. I mean if it can be done to you, it can be done to anyone, right? No one is safe.” He scratched his beard. It had grown a little patchy at first but was now completely filled in. “Is it . . . only an external effect, do you think? Or . . .”

      “Or did the Mistress shorten my life by it?” Mavie finished. She ladled the contents of the pot onto her own tin plate, then shuffled to a moss-covered stone nearby and eased herself onto it. “I can’t say for sure, of course. But considering the difficulty I have moving, sleeping, catching my breath . . . I rather think so. I imagine Mr. Caradoc’s heart pains are meant to have the same effect.”

      Spindler struggled to swallow his next bite of breakfast. “Because . . . you’ve both held that Auric Key? It’s her way of getting back at you? But that can’t be it. You told me the Spektors are allowed to kill Keyholders. Why not go after you that way?”

      The old woman shook her head with a touch of sorrow in her eyes. “My guess is that it would be too quick.”

      He glanced down at his plate, uncertain he could eat any more. He listened to the sound of the Ceridwen River on the other side of the brush, only a dozen steps away. The effort to calm his nerves did not last long. A veritable hurricane of thoughts and questions swirled in his head.

      “You’re still listed in the warrants as a young woman. Does anyone else know that to be wrong? Apart from the Colonists?”

      “I told Seherene when she came to see me at Mastmarner, though without going into detail. Which means Bill Stone and Frederick Coram were also privileged to the information. But I don’t expect them to be scanning the river for me. At least not anytime soon. And of course, I did tell Ezra. After the Colonist-hunters moved in I figured it was only fair to share the whole truth with him, rather than to keep hiding away as I had been.”

      Spindler nodded. “I can understand why you did hide. And why you left the Colonists before they could see it happening. But once Isaac Caradoc gave you the spyglass a few months ago—after your secret was out—why not use it? What made you stay at the library?”

      Mavie took a swig from her canteen and wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “There are other friends besides the Colonists to whom I have a duty. Who needed me more. In fact, I’ve been hoping they’ll catch up with us at some point.”

      Before she could continue, Varn suddenly swooped over the campsite and alighted on Mavie’s shoulder, ruffling his glossy black feathers.

      “Ah, good morning,” she said. “Had your own breakfast, now?”

      “Hello!” the bird squawked.

      “Here. This piece is still a bit too tough.”

      She fed him a large chunk of hardtack, which he snapped up instantly.

      “Good boy. Now go and say good morning to Mr. Spindler. You mustn’t be rude.”

      The bird launched from her shoulder, flew out over the fire, and settled on Spindler.

      “Hello!”

      “Ah!” Spindler brought his hand to his ear. “He’s so ruddy loud!”

      Mavie narrowed her eyes. “You’re still wearing that bandage? Surely the worst must be over by now.”

      “That may be, but my reluctance to see the damage remains.”

      “Hm. Can’t say I blame you. I avoided looking at a mirror until about three years ago. But wouldn’t the oars be easier to handle without it?”

      Spindler scooped up another handful of breakfast and answered with his mouth half-full. “Very likely. At the moment, however, I’m willing to suffer the discomfort. Right along with this devilishly itchy beard. Ack⁠—”

      He spit out a piece of half-chewed bread, glanced down, then held it up.

      “Weevil.”
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      They were back on the river a half hour later. Heading south meant rowing against the current, but Spindler found it was getting easier every day. Varn had taken to perching on the rim of the boat’s gunwale rather than enduring the turbulent ride on his shoulder. Mavie often dozed in the bow when she wasn’t keeping an eye out for passersby.

      He couldn’t bring himself to feel any bitterness over having to do the lion’s share of the work, for when she was awake she allowed him to ask as many questions as he wanted. Not that she answered every one, but having a former Keyholder, Colonist, and Head Librarian of Mastmarner to talk with meant he had struck gold. She was the lead he’d been spending all his energy and resources to find, filling in almost every detail Jeremy had neglected or been too reluctant to reveal while he stayed in Spindler’s office. Mavie would still say nothing of the Middling House, nor the exact location of the Colonists’ hideout for the past six years, but Spindler figured it was only a matter of time before he’d be entrusted with such knowledge. His only real complaint about the whole business was that neither “escape bag” contained any pencils or writing paper. But that would be remedied as soon as they reached civilization again.

      “Ahead on the left,” Mavie said.

      Spindler glanced towards the eastern bank. A woman had emerged from the trees, balancing two buckets on a long pole across her shoulders. When she reached the water’s edge, she set the pole down and proceeded to fill the pails with water. She glanced at the boat as it passed. Mavie nodded at her in greeting. Spindler kept his head down.

      They had only come across a handful of people during their excursion, none of whom had posed a serious threat or seemed particularly interested in the boat. But that was certain to change the further south they went. When the woman had gone out of sight, Spindler looked at Mavie again.

      “How much farther ‘til Ramminburn?”

      “Not long now,” she replied. “A day perhaps.”

      “You do know the river widens from there? Bound to be a lot more eyes looking our way. More traffic on the river as well. We’ll have company.”

      “Likely so. But it’s still a right sight better than going on by foot. Here, Varn . . .”

      She raised her hand to the bird, who hopped along the gunwale until he could easily spring onto her outstretched finger.

      “You saw the soldiers in the library?” she said to him. “You remember what they look like? Blue uniforms, silver on the shoulders. Funny hats flattened on one side.”

      Varn cocked his bright eye towards her. “Soldiers!”

      “That’s right. I want you to fly around for a bit, go on ahead of us, keep a lookout for anybody near the river. Come back and tell us if you see any of those soldiers. Can you do that?”

      “Soldiers!”

      “Good boy. Off you go.”

      She lifted her hand and watched as the bird launched into the sky, wheeling overhead once before darting towards the south.

      Spindler raised his eyebrows. “You really think he understood you?”

      “Varn’s a smart boy. He won’t let us down.” She shifted her position on the opposite seat. “So? What’s the topic of conversation today? What question is burning hottest in that inquisitive brain of yours?”

      He glanced up at the overcast sky, deliberating. “Of course, I’d give anything to know where Bill Stone is at the moment. Or if he still is. But since neither of us can know that . . . let’s talk about Frederick Coram.”

      The old woman wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Oh, must we?”

      “You told me how he betrayed you all at that mining camp. And how he’s Isaac Caradoc’s cousin, of all things. Damn, I wish I had my notebook!” He shook his head. “Sorry. Back to the point. I told you I’d met with both Lady Seherene and Mr. Coram at the Great Hall, and that he’d been jolly interested in hearing about the Spektors. But when I suggested to Jeremy that we contact him to see if he learned anything of the Mistress’s whereabouts, Jeremy warned against it. Said that Coram wasn’t safe. That it wasn’t the Spektors he was really after, but the Auric Key. At first I couldn’t understand why Coram should suddenly feel it his duty to go about expelling dark spirits. But then I remembered something Seherene had mentioned. That she believed the Colonists had found a way to control the Spektors. Is that Coram’s angle, do you think? Is that why he’s suddenly so keen on going after the Key?”

      Mavie slumped her shoulders and threw back her head, as if leaning against an invisible wall. When she remained silent, Spindler prodded further.

      “Is this another thing you can’t tell me?”

      “It would be, if the fool wasn’t chasing after a piece of mere gossip. There is indeed an old rumor that the Key can release all the expelled Spektors from the Crypt, but it isn’t true. Frankly, I’m surprised Seherene went so far as to put any stock in it, though I can also see how desperation may have driven her.” She glanced towards the western bank, watching as the snow-covered trees passed by. “The only time I met Mr. Coram was when he and Bill came to Mastmarner for a chat. It’s easy to write him off at first glance. He’s young, pompous. Just asking for someone to wipe that smug grin off his face with a good right hook. But he’s also dangerous. Not only because of the power he’s been granted with his title and position, but because of what he suffered. His family was brutally ripped apart by the massacre on Damiras. His father killed, his mother and himself thrown into prison, his cousin blamed for it all. So his anger is certainly justified. But there’s also a strong streak of cruelty in him. I don’t know if it emerged after his troubles or if it formed much earlier. Either way, it wouldn’t surprise me if he wants the Key for himself.” She adjusted the blanket around her shoulders. “The holy texts teach us to lay down the Sword of Vengeance, or risk unleashing even more pain and suffering on the world. Frederick Coram, however, would rather forge a thousand such blades and put them into the hands of an army. Even one made up entirely of dark spirits.”

      Spindler slowed the oars, almost absent-mindedly. His mustache crumpled as he screwed up his face in dismay. “And you did say it was only a rumor?”

      “I did. Though I can’t help thinking he’ll probably make a mess of things anyway. Rumor or not, people who go looking for trouble usually find it.”

      She nodded towards the oars. Spindler resumed rowing, but with deeper, slower strokes as he mulled over the new information. Mavie took the moment to have a drink from her canteen, then looked at him thoughtfully as she replaced the cap.

      “You sent letters to both Seherene and Coram telling them what happened to you at the Tinderbox. Did they ever reply?”

      “No.”

      “How very strange. You’d think they’d be all too eager to investigate a scene of the supernatural variety.”

      “I had the same thought. At first, I thought their messages might be slow in coming because of bad weather. But soon enough—namely after my enlightening conversations with Jeremy—I began to suspect that one or both of them already knew the secret of the Tinderbox. That they might be members of the Blue Flames. I suppose Seherene’s in the clear at this point. Every last Colonist would now be in a cell if she really had been one of them. Then there’s that business of her being on the Mistress’s warrant list, to be watched whenever possible. Do you have any idea why that is?”

      “I can guess. But it’s not really for me to say. Watch out . . .”

      Spindler glanced over his shoulder. A large boulder loomed ahead, almost exactly in the middle of the river. He raised one oar out of the water and kept rowing with the other until the boat passed easily around it. This was a far cry from his first few attempts to dodge an obstacle, proved by the many dents and scratches in the hull.

      When he had righted the boat, he let both oars rest in their locks while he had a drink from his own canteen. He squinted behind him again. The river took a sharp turn to the right. The dense copse of trees on the bank was blocking his view of what lay beyond, but he could hear the water rushing louder there, which meant they were already coming to the point where the river widened. Spindler engaged the oars again before the vessel could drift back towards the boulder.

      “Saints above,” he muttered.

      “What? You getting tired already?”

      “No, it’s not that. I was just thinking of how simple this whole thing used to be. Damiras, I mean. ‘Bad Cassrians go to island and kill thousands of innocent Entrians’. That was it. That was the story. But now there’s secret militias and subterfuge and conspiracies and . . . and assassinating the High Council! Not to mention this Mistress with her Spektors and black spells, spewing out curses whenever it pleases her! I might have been convinced, but who else would ever believe it? How do you persuade people who’ve never heard a Spektor shriek? Who never knew about Darian and the Blue Flames? How can we possibly make them see the truth? How do we even start?”

      A rueful smile crossed Mavie’s wrinkled face. “One person at a time.”

      “But that could take ages! The Colonists might never be free at that rate!”

      “No. They may not.” She raised her eyebrows. “But if you ask me, seeing the Lady Seherene’s change of heart is a very hopeful turn of events. Very hopeful indeed.”

      He shook his head. “And I still can’t believe she was looking for Ink’s parents! That means the little scamp was right to give me an earful the first day we met. He’s not an orphan after all!”

      Suddenly, the loud, panicked squeal of a horse pierced the air. A crash sounded soon after, followed by a metallic scraping noise.

      “Blimey,” Spindler said, looking over his shoulder. It had come from just around the bend in the river. “What do we do? Head for the bank? Take cover in the trees?”

      Mavie was already straining to see past him, her brow furrowed in concern. “I don’t think we’re in any danger. Sounded more like an accident. Keep going.”

      As they made the turn southward, a bridge came into view, set about fifteen feet above the water. On it, a coach was perched at a precarious tilt, its left wheels having slipped off the pathway. The left side door was also open, and from it a man dangled over the Ceridwen. The two horses hitched to the coach were in a panic, trying to wrench themselves away from the edge, snorting and blowing with wide eyes. A faint green glow soon encompassed the vehicle. Someone was attempting a kinetic enchantment.

      It had little effect, for as the coach began to right itself, the left wheels caught on the elaborate wrought-iron railing which spanned the length of the arch. Spindler raised both oars, letting the boat drift backwards again, away from the bridge. It was a bad situation, obviously in need of a helping hand.

      But the dangling man was wearing a soldier’s uniform.

      “Oh, go on.”

      Spindler glanced at Mavie. “What?”

      “We can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

      “But they’re⁠—”

      “If the last few didn’t find us out, these won’t either. Especially this far from Mastmarner. Now come on. The fall won’t kill him, but his uniform and gear will drag him straight down to the bottom.”

      The idea of rushing to their aid went against Spindler’s every inclination. But seeing the genuine worry in Mavie’s eyes, he bit his tongue and pulled the oars with all his strength.

      Whoever was casting the enchantment continued their efforts, each time without result and each time with desperate pleas from the soldier not to shake him loose in the process. Another soldier appeared in the open doorway, attempting to brace himself inside the listing interior to grab at his colleague’s right arm. He was just able to reach it, but couldn’t lift the man up. Apparently, there was only one Entrian in their company with any skill in kinetic power, and they had decided the coach was more worthy of the enchantment.

      Spindler steered the boat towards them, his heart thudding nervously as Mavie called up to the young man. When they got close enough they could see he was clenching his teeth, his face bright red and his knuckles white around the outer door handle—a position which meant he must have slipped from the driver’s seat. As soon as they were under him, he dropped down into the boat. Mavie grabbed hold of his arm to steady him. Spindler prayed the wildly rocking boat wouldn’t roll over and dump them all into the freezing water.

      When they were steady again, he rowed for the nearest bank. There, both fugitives helped the soldier disembark. Spindler knew there was no way to keep his face hidden throughout the ordeal, but he kept his mouth shut and hoped his scraggly beard was concealment enough. The soldier shook their hands, thanked them, then turned to hurry up the snowy slope to the bridge.

      Mavie moved to take her seat, but before she could the horses squealed again, and her gaze was caught by something over Spindler’s shoulder. Without a moment’s hesitation, she hurried forward, stepped over the gunwale, and out of the boat.

      “Mavie!” Spindler cried. “Uh . . . Granny! Where you going? Granny!”

      She didn’t answer but staggered up the slope after the soldier. As the young man rushed onto the bridge to calm the horses, Spindler cursed under his breath, shipped the oars, then sprang out of the boat after Mavie.

      “What’s going on?” he hissed.

      “Shh!”

      She held up a hand as they reached the top and peered into the wood. For a moment, Spindler thought he saw a shadow dart between two broad oak trees. Mavie must have had a better view, for she shook her head at it and made a small sign with her hand as if to wave it away. He did not see the shadow again.

      “It’s stuck!”

      They turned to find the young soldier examining the wheels wedged under the iron railing. He was shouting to the occupants still trapped inside the coach.

      “We’ll have to break it! I can’t do the enchantment! The metal’s too strong for my skills!”

      “Just help us out!” someone else cried.

      Mavie clapped Spindler on the arm. “Come on. The sooner they’re on their way, the sooner we can be on ours.”

      He followed her onto the bridge, his steps heavy with reluctance as he turned up his coat collar to further hide his face. Mavie raised a hand to the young man.

      “Unhitch the horses! I’ll keep a hand on their reins until we can get the coach upright! You . . .” She nodded at Spindler. “Get the others out of there.”

      Both men hurried to obey. As soon as Spindler pulled the door open, a hand reached out. He grabbed it and helped a young woman onto the bridge. She was also wearing a uniform.

      “Thank you,” she said. “We appreciate your help.”

      Spindler only nodded in reply as he turned to the next passenger. Another woman—this one wearing a heavy gray robe with a thin leather belt around it. The last was the second young man who had attempted to help his fellow soldier back into the coach. As soon as his feet were on the bridge, he bent over with his hands on his knees.

      “Oh! Thank you, sir! I thought we were all bound for a swim there. What good fortune you came along!”

      As he spoke, the gray-robed woman went to the iron railing and put a hand to it. In less than a minute, she had broken it in three places, cast the bars to the ground, and summoned another enchantment to finally lift the coach onto the bridge again.

      “Teff, hitch the horses again,” the first woman said. “Did you see what spooked them?”

      “No, ma’am. Must’ve been something in the wood.”

      “Kamrik, scout ahead and make sure it’s not still around.”

      “Aye, aye.”

      As the second soldier strode past, the first shook his head at him.

      “We don’t say ‘aye, aye’. We’re not in the navy.”

      “Well, what do we say, then?”

      “Oh, never mind. We’ll discuss it later.”

      The young woman turned to Spindler again. He averted his eyes, but not before noticing the epaulets on her shoulders were gold rather than silver.

      “We’re very grateful to you, sir. I am sorry we have nothing in the way of compensation, but if you’ll leave me your address, I can see that payment is sent to you.”

      “No, that’s . . . quite all right.” His mouth twitched up into an awkward smile as he turned and hurried back towards Mavie.

      The old librarian waved at the woman from where she stood. “Happy to help! Safe travels to you now.”

      As soon as Spindler caught up to her, they both made for the end of the bridge. She nudged him in the arm.

      “You see? That wasn’t so bad⁠—”

      The last word stuck in her throat, as though someone had closed their hand around her neck. They were both frozen where they stood, unable to move anything but their eyes. Spindler’s heart raced. He’d heard of such a thing—a kind of forced paralysis—but had never actually seen it work. There was nothing like a personal lesson.

      “Detain those two.”

      The order was given with an emotionless voice, as hard and cold as steel. Spindler could only guess it was from the second woman.

      “What?”

      “Are you sure, ma’am?”

      A moment of silence followed before the first woman spoke.

      “Do not question an order. Go to it.”

      There was a sound of approaching footsteps. Spindler felt his hands being bound, clumsily but effectively.

      How could anyone possibly know who they were? Bill was not here, nor Coram, nor Seherene, nor anyone else who had looked either of them in the face. They had said nothing to betray themselves. Nothing to cause suspicion. Where had they slipped up?

      “They’re secure,” one of the soldiers said.

      “Bring them here.”

      Spindler realized he could move again. He had time only to exchange an anxious glance with Mavie before they were brought before the two women. He took a good look at their faces then. The first, with the gold epaulets, wore a very serious expression but with no hint of harshness or cruelty. She rested a hand on the hilt of her sword—an act which seemed to betray her uncertainty rather than any desire to threaten.

      The other woman, however, shattered all hopes that this was merely a dreadful mistake. Spindler knew her. She was Lady Yuna, the priestess he had spoken with outside the gates of Orthys, when he’d attempted to meet with Lord Malkimar in person. She was the priest’s apprentice, and had done nothing to help Spindler’s search, save to point him towards the Tinderbox in Vaterra. And that had gone splendidly.

      Yuna stared at him with unblinking eyes, as if attempting to read his thoughts.

      “I said ‘detain’,” she began, “because you are only wanted for questioning, are you not, Mr. Spindler? And since you intend to cooperate, there will surely be no need to call for your arrest. Or is my assumption incorrect?”

      He glanced at the woman beside her, who stared at him with greater concern, as well as curiosity. He shook his head.

      “It’s correct.”

      “Good. Since we cannot afford the time to take you to Ciras, you will ride with us, as far as the next law office.” She nodded at the soldiers. “Get them into the coach.”

      “It was you.”

      The words left Spindler’s lips before he could stop them. Yuna turned her unfeeling eyes on him again.

      “I wrote to Malkimar,” he continued. “Inviting him to Harburg after I’d worked out the link between the Mistress and the Blue Flames. He never responded. But Bill did. He said he received an anonymous tip from someone who suggested keeping a close eye on me. That was your doing, wasn’t it?”

      The priestess pursed her lips and clasped her hands together.

      “The Blue Flames are no more.” She jerked her head towards the coach. “Inside.”

      The soldiers were not unkind, but urged them gently forward. The one called Teff was especially patient in waiting for Mavie to ascend the steps. As soon as she and Spindler were seated, the young men shut the door and returned to speak with the priestess, who was already in conversation with the other woman.

      “Blimey, Spindler,” Mavie muttered.

      “Why is this my fault? I said we should have hid! You were the one who made it sound like we’d be killing the man if we didn’t help!”

      “Well, I’m not a wise old woman, you know. I do make mistakes. But at the moment, all I could think to say was ‘Blimey, Spindler.’”

      He leaned back against the seat with an exasperated sigh. “We would have been fine if you hadn’t left the boat! What was that thing in the trees anyway?”

      “One of the friends I’d mentioned earlier. But I dare not say more at the moment, for a variety of reasons.”

      Just then, a flutter of black feathers flew towards the door and settled on the rim of the open window. It was Varn. He cocked his head at them.

      “Soldiers!” he squawked.

      Mavie smothered a smile. Spindler looked at the creature with a deadpan expression.

      “Well done, Varn.”
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      A week had passed since Pallaton’s appearance on the Chain Breaker, and still the Colonists were reeling. The Spektor, the crocodile, the gut-wrenching truth about Caradoc’s affliction—it was all anyone could think about. Whatever excitement and optimism they once felt for their new lives at sea had now been invariably quashed. There were no more leisurely strolls around the deck. No more suggestions of breaking out the instruments for a bit of music. When things got too quiet, a game of dice or cards might be attempted, but the effort always failed in the end since no one could keep their minds on it.

      The threat of being under the watchful eyes of the Spektors had driven them almost into hiding. No one went above deck if they could possibly help it, not even those who hadn’t personally witnessed the events of that day. It was a time of hushed conversations, fearful vigilance, and fitful sleep. Amos even took to patrolling each deck and compartment of the ship at regular intervals, keeping his eyes and ears open for the first sign of another unwelcome visitor. Although he was well aware his rifle and pistols would have no effect against the supernatural, he always went fully armed.

      They congregated in the galley most days, eating, drinking, helping in the kitchen where they could. But it was mostly for the sake of talking. Daniel and his crew were especially anxious to learn all they could about the Mistress and her schemes, and regularly asked questions of anyone who was willing to share what they knew. Margaret and Simon recounted their personal Spektor experiences for several nights in a row. Ink was also the topic of many a conversation, but he found himself suddenly reluctant to impress and amaze them with his exploits as he had done before. Martin said very little about his familiarity with the subject, and answered even less.

      One night, Ink had taken supper in the galley with Jasper, Skiff, and Harriet. It was a late meal, as most of the others had gone to bed. Conversation was light at first. Trivial. It began to seem like they had finally talked themselves out about the Spektors, and Ink was glad of it. He’d had enough of the foul creatures to last him several lifetimes.

      But Jasper couldn’t help himself. He’d suddenly remembered that Harriet had spent two months on the run with Caradoc through a perilous route in the East Country.

      “I never realized what an awful lot of danger you two were in!” he said. “What if one of those creatures had caught you while you were out there all alone? That’s far worse than any slaver or hunter coming up the road! But you never saw anything?”

      Ink snuck a glance at Harriet. From the story they’d told upon returning to Riverfall, he knew they had met a Spektor in the woods near the Ashing Mountains. It was there Caradoc had failed at performing an expulsion, after which the Mistress herself had shown up to taunt and ridicule him. Harriet hesitated for several uncomfortable moments before admitting they had suffered such misfortune. After another long pause, she began to explain in greater detail, but soon became distressed and excused herself from the table, at which point Skiff called Jasper a ‘thoughtless clot head’.

      Of course, Caradoc himself never came to the galley. He had thrown himself into keeping twice as busy as before, particularly with what tasks he could undertake away from everyone’s worried glances. At first, the others insisted among themselves that the Keyholder was not to be left alone. Jeremy and Evering even went so far as to assign themselves shifts during which they would keep an eye on him, but Caradoc caught onto their plan the very first day and made it abundantly clear that he was not to be watched like a hostage.

      Ink delivered meals to him but never saw him eat. And they had all done their best to convince him to sleep but Caradoc didn’t even like to hear the word—to the point of becoming angry at the mention of it. Ink couldn’t blame him. The Sundering was a terrible fate. Stopping to rest would only invite him to dwell on it.

      Ink could hardly sleep himself. The nightmares had returned. Only this time, they were not guilt-fueled visions about his missing parents. Nor was he reliving the horrors of Fenmire and the Middling House. Instead, he faced the gruesome figure of Spektor-Pallaton, whose dreadful words kept repeating in his head. You don’t belong with them. You are no friend to anyone. Only a short time ago, when he’d been nothing more than a wandering pickpocket, he would have shrugged off such meaningless accusations. Now, he was forced to reckon with them, and with the terrible question which had been steadily approaching the forefront of all his thoughts and worries.

      If his actions and choices meant there was more evil than good in his nature, wasn’t it better to accept it now? To cut ties before he could do any more harm? Or, if it wasn’t too late, could he do enough to atone for his wrongdoing and swing the balance in favor of goodness?

      Whatever the answer, he knew he couldn’t keep ignoring it all—not the soul marking behind his eyelids, the ticking sound, or the Wickwire Watch. He couldn’t keep pretending they didn’t matter, or that he could simply refuse to ‘play the game’. The truth was that he didn’t have that luxury. He owed it to Caradoc—and to all the others—to do everything in his power to glean what advantages he could from them.

      The soul marking wasn’t very helpful at the moment, but the ticking was at least of some benefit in that it would serve as a warning at the next Sundering Hour. The Wickwire Watch had the greatest potential of being useful . . . if only he could get its true owner to cooperate.

      Every night of the past week, he had gone to a quiet corner of the ship and whispered the watch’s name to open it. Inside, the four rows of runes continued their strange dance, each one changing to a new shape at irregular intervals. On the opposite side was the view of the dead Otherworld. Being so far from the location where Ink had first opened the watch, the dark harbor town was no longer in sight, nor the black sea littered with fallen stars. The landscape was now a vast desert of ash. There were no signs of life at all, not a single tree or blade of grass. The only source of light was the same pale red glow he had seen before, just beyond the northern horizon.

      Ink had begged the Mistress to appear, promising to do whatever else she asked of him, even congratulating her cleverness at devising the Sundering. Of course it made his stomach turn to say such things, but from what he knew of her, she was susceptible to flattery. Short of mentioning the scroll, there was nothing he wouldn’t say. But night after night, Ink would close the watch with a sigh and wrap it carefully in Fetch’s handkerchief again.

      She would not appear.
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      It was almost eight o’clock by the time Ink went to the galley for dinner. He took two plates—one for himself and one for Seherene—then retreated to the animal stalls. Apart from Caradoc, the Entress had been the only other person not to join the others for meals, still insistent on maintaining a respectful distance. She continued to receive regular visitors, however, including Daniel and crew, who were eager to learn all she could tell them about the Mistress and the Spektors. Amos also made it a point to conduct a thorough sweep of the compartment daily, looking for the smallest indication of any more black vapor and making certain none of the animals had been replaced by Shades.

      Upon entering, Ink saw that most of the animals had already settled into sleep. The chickens roosted on a set of rounded beams Skiff and Delia had fashioned. The horses dozed on their feet, both covered with a warm blanket. The lanterns burned at half their usual strength. But for the creaking timbers and occasional murmuring bawk from a hen, all was fairly quiet.

      The only other sound was coming from Nyssa—a faint wheezing, accompanied by the rattle of mucus. The cow lay in her stall with her head on the ground. A watery substance leaked from her eyes and nose. Seherene sat beside her, resting a hand on her side.

      “Oh, no,” Ink said. “Nyssa, old girl, what’s all this?”

      “A respiratory infection, I’m afraid,” the Entress replied.

      Ink set the dinner plates on a nearby stool, then knelt on the ground and stroked the cow’s head, who continued to stare listlessly past him.

      “Is it serious?” he asked.

      “Depends on the circumstances. It’s a stress-related illness, often seen when moving cattle to an unfamiliar place like this.”

      “And you can’t just heal her with an enchantment?”

      “Healing is used to mend things that are broken—flesh and bones and the like. Disease and infection are quite different challenges, which is why Entrians still have doctors and specialists. I’ve made her as comfortable as I can. Given her a few herbs that should help.” She reached for the creature’s face with a large rag and carefully wiped the runny fluid from her face. “It’ll just take a bit of time now. And keeping a close eye on her.”

      “There now. You hear that?” Ink said to the cow. “You’ve got the best animal expert in the world looking after you. You’ll be as right as rain in a few days. You’ll see.”

      Nyssa answered with low, deep-throated groan which sounded nothing short of a miserable sigh.

      “Aw, come on. What kind of attitude is that? Things could always be worse, you know.” Ink sat back on his heels and glanced at Seherene. “You actually plan on sleeping down here?”

      “It’s better than lying awake and worrying about her from afar.”

      Ink scoffed. “Even that would be a whole lot more than my granddad ever did. I came down with a fever once, a few years back. He got upset with me. Said we were too busy for sickness. That we still had a dozen infirmaries to visit before the first big snowfall and I was being selfish, not to mention lazy.”

      Seherene frowned. “That’s awful.”

      “Yeah,” Ink said, hauling himself to his feet. “That’s my granddad.”

      He picked up one of the plates and seated himself across from her with his back against a large bag of oats.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Seherene said. “Have the others been able to help you in your search? I know it would’ve been far more dangerous for them to go around asking questions than it was for me, but on Riverfall they could have covered a lot more ground.”

      Ink tore off a large bite of bread and only half chewed it before answering. “I had the same thought myself. Thing is . . . I never told ‘em.”

      “What? You never told them about your parents? They never asked you?”

      “Oh, they asked. But I told ‘em it was none of their business. Like you said, it was too dangerous for ‘em to go looking, and still is. So there’s no point saying anything about it.”

      “But they’re your friends. They care about you. They would want to know—if only to keep you from bearing the burden alone. All this time, I assumed they knew. I almost said something to Margaret about it the other day!”

      “They’ve got enough to worry about. And I don’t mean to add any more to that great big pile of problems. ‘Specially not now. I wouldn’t have even told you if I’d known about all your troubles. So let’s just forget it, all right?”

      “Ink—”

      “It’s probably too late now, anyway. It was a stupid thing to even hope for.”

      “That’s enough!”

      The tone of her voice cut him short, if for no other reason than he’d suddenly heard a bit of her mother in it. There was a touch of anger in her eyes.

      “You are not to give up hope,” she said, looking hard at him. “I will not allow it. It is far too precious, especially in times like these. Besides that, being your friend means it has become my hope as well. And if you kill even the smallest piece of it in you, it will also die in me.”

      Her anger had turned to sorrow, and Ink’s heart filled instantly with regret.

      “All right,” he answered, sounding more begrudging than he felt. “I won’t give it up, even though I probably ought to. But you won’t tell any of the others, will you?”

      “Of course not. It’s not for me to tell. But you should at least consider it. If something was bothering any of them, and if you thought you could help in the smallest way—even with only a few comforting words—wouldn’t you want to know about it?”

      Ink twisted his mouth. “I suppose so.”

      “And there is something else to bear in mind. We’re headed towards the Eastern Isles. That should raise your hopes. I don’t imagine you and your grandfather ever took your search in that direction.”

      “No.”

      “Then this will be unexplored territory. We must both keep our eyes and ears open. Beyond that, you may remember that I sent notices to several places in the East Country asking for news of Samuel and Elizabeth Revore. For all we know, an answer may already be on the way, if it hasn’t arrived already.”

      “But that’s no good to us. No one’s gonna be posting any letters to our ship.”

      “I identified additional parties to receive any messages on the subject in case I was traveling. Pallaton was one, unfortunately, but we can depend upon the assistant librarian of Mastmarner to be more reliable.”

      “What, Ezra? He’s been helping you?”

      “Yes. I hope that’s all right.”

      Ink was astonished. Ezra help to find his parents? But of course! He was the best candidate by far! The name Mr. Revore had fallen from his own lips in the vision! And even if he couldn’t remember the visitor from so long ago, there was every possibility that Mavie would! Why hadn’t he thought of it before? This was hope indeed!

      “It’s brilliant!” Ink said with a smile. “He’s bound to know! To find out, I mean. And we’re sure to head for Mastmarner just as soon as we get Caradoc out of this mess!” He glanced down at his plate, feeling his face practically glow with joy. It soon faded as his thoughts lingered on the Keyholder. “Speaking of Caradoc, I’ve been thinking . . . maybe we ought to put a trace enchantment on him. Give him that same ring I was wearing. That way, when he disappears again, we can keep track of how far he’s gone across the Veil.”

      Seherene reached into her pocket and pulled out the silver band. A wistful look filled her eyes as she gazed at it.

      “We had one once,” she said in a soft voice. “Trace included.”

      “You did?”

      She nodded. “As much as we wanted to, we couldn’t stay at Mastmarner forever. We had work to do. Duties to fulfill. So when the time came for us to leave, we needed a way to keep in contact. I put a trace on the ring I was wearing, a gift from my father, so that even if we were miles away we would feel one another’s presence and be drawn together again. And since I couldn’t risk being caught with an enchantment which bound me to a Cassrian, Isaac agreed to wear it for us both. At least until there was no longer any need to be apart.”

      Ink couldn’t recall having seen Caradoc with a ring. “What happened to it?”

      “I’d been wondering that myself until recently. A time came when I could no longer sense the trace. Without an explanation, I could only assume he’d removed it. That it no longer meant anything to him. But that was far from the truth. A few days before he was to sail for Damiras with the others, he was attacked by a pair of Spektors near an inn. He managed to expel them, but the effort left him so weak he fell unconscious afterwards. He woke the next day in an infirmary. From what the doctor said, another man had found him and brought him in for care, then decided to take the ring for his pains before he left.” She held up the silver band to examine it closer. “It looked a lot like this one. So much that I almost thought it the same ring at first glance. But as for giving him another, I’m afraid it wouldn’t trace him through the Veil. Enchantments don’t extend to Otherworlds. They can’t even be detected through shrouds and shields. And besides that, I doubt Isaac would willingly wear it. He doesn’t like the extra attention as it is.”

      “That’s true. This morning he told Simon that if he asked how he was holding up one more time, he’d throw him overboard.”

      Seherene smiled as she returned the ring to her pocket. “That doesn’t surprise me. Still, it was clever of you to have thought of such a thing. I wish more people were so inventive.”

      “Aw, I ain’t so special, really. There’s plenty out there like me. You just know ‘em as thieves and charlatans.”

      “Oh, so that’s the problem? They’re all behind bars?”

      Ink shrugged. “Only the amateurs.”

      She laughed, heartily enough that her eyes sparkled. He was sure the room became twice as bright. He smiled, then took another bite of bread and chewed thoughtfully.

      “You said you could sense when he wasn’t wearing the ring. But how? The trace was on him, not you.”

      “It’s a side effect of wearing the enchantment longer than a few weeks. It can begin to work both ways—an advantage with Isaac and a liability with you, which is why I never mentioned it before.”

      Ink’s eyes raced across the floor in thought. “So that’s what happened. That morning on Fenmire, Caradoc and me were walking close to the beach, and I had this odd feeling you were nearby. Once I had a glimpse of the camp, I even knew which tent you were in.” He looked down at his hand, as if he still wore the ring. “And there was something else. After a while, I started to forget it was on my finger. I thought I’d just gotten used to it at first. But it felt different than that. I don’t know how to explain it exactly. Maybe I’m just daft, is all.”

      The Entress pressed her lips together ruefully. “You don’t miss a trick, do you, Mr. Featherfield?”

      “Why? Whatcha mean? I was right?”

      “You were. In addition to the trace I infused a bewilderment enchantment. Not very strong. Just enough, as you said, to make you forget it when your eyes were elsewhere. In case you ever began to doubt our bargain and had second thoughts about keeping it.”

      “Bewilderment? I ain’t never heard of that one.”

      “It affects the memory. Those who specialize in it can cause full-blown amnesia in some cases, but that is very rare.”

      Now this was interesting, in no small part because the ring wasn’t the only object he’d often forgotten. There was also the Wickwire Watch. How many times had he been surprised to find it still in his pocket? Or left it lying in his bedsheets while he went off to do chores? Thankfully, no one had ever found it there. But what a clever way to obscure its true nature, even from those who might have already discovered it.

      Clever and devious.

      His thoughts returned to the trace enchantment, and a particular detail which had been torturing him since he’d learned the truth about the ring.

      “I s’pose,” he began with reluctance, “the others have asked how you found me in that mining camp near Harroway.”

      “They have.”

      “And I s’pose . . . you told ‘em.”

      She nodded. “I felt they had a right to know.”

      Ink hung his head. “Then I guess . . . they know it was my fault Jo and Wen got caught. I was wearing the thing when we went to Ban-Geren to look for ‘em.”

      “It wasn’t your fault at all. It was the after-images at Mastmarner that tipped us off. Because of them, we counted on the Colonists heading east. I arrived a full day before you did. I’d even located the Plumsleys before you and I talked there. So it was pure coincidence. You bear none of the blame, and no one would say otherwise.”

      Ink nodded, not in agreement, but to appease her concern. He knew the truth. There wouldn’t have been any after-images had they not gone to Mastmarner. And they wouldn’t have gone had they not needed to know why the Spektors were after him.

      Footsteps sounded at the door. They looked up to see Caradoc standing at the threshold.

      “Ah,” he said, “so here we all are.”

      Ink couldn’t help but glance at Seherene again. A hint of sorrow touched her expression as she gazed at the Keyholder, but her eyes somehow shone brighter.

      “Here we are,” she replied. “You look like you’ve come with purpose.”

      “No more than the usual desire to be useful—hey, Nyssa, what’s this now?” He crossed to the other side of the morose cow, sat beside her, and stroked her neck as he inspected her face. “Respiratory infection?”

      Ink raised his eyebrows. “You’re an animal expert, too?”

      “Far from it. But if you hang around long enough with the best wildlife biologist in the country, you pick up a few things.”

      “Well, I don’t know who this ‘best’ person might be,” Seherene said, “but I’m glad that even an adequate biologist can be of some service.”

      Nyssa gave out another low groan, then raised her head with some effort and moved to rest it again on the Entress’s knee.

      “Oh, you sweet girl,” she said, melting a little as she stroked her head.

      Ink smiled. “There now! If that ain’t a vote of confidence, I don’t know what is.”

      “Thanks for proving my point, Nyssa,” Caradoc said, patting her shoulder. “You always were my favorite cow—if a bit drizzly at the moment.” He picked up the rag and leaned forward to wipe the animal’s face.

      “Does anyone happen to know how old she is?” Seherene asked.

      “About five years, I think,” he replied.

      “Has she had any calves?”

      “One that we know of. Didn’t survive long, unfortunately.”

      “Maybe there’ll be other cows on this island we’re heading to,” Ink said. “Maybe she can have another chance at it.”

      Seherene didn’t look convinced. “Perhaps. But it’s not very likely past the fourth year. At that age most cows are . . . well, I don’t like to say it right in front of her.”

      “What?” Ink said, slightly horrified. “Four years is all they get? That’s it?”

      “They can live up to twenty if allowed. But with no more calves or milk to give, there’s no profit, and that’s what counts to farmers and ranchers.”

      Caradoc dipped the rag into a nearby bucket of water and resumed cleaning Nyssa’s face. “Then it’s a good thing we’re neither of those. You got stuck with a bunch of outlaws, old girl, who happen not to care about profit. Our business is staying alive. That goes for you, too. Understand? You’ve got another fifteen years at least. We’re holding you to that.”

      His voice had quieted by the last few words, tempered by a sudden wave of grief and worry that Ink also saw reflected in Seherene’s face, and which he felt himself. For all they knew, Caradoc could hope for no better than fifteen days. Seherene reached out and laid a hand on his arm. He covered it with his own and cleared his throat.

      “I imagine you have it in mind to stay the night with her?”

      “I do.”

      “And won’t be persuaded to let someone else take the watch?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      He nodded. “Would you mind terribly if I shared it, then?”

      “I was going to ask if you would. We can continue our history lesson. We haven’t yet talked about Frederick Coram. I’m already well aware of Ink’s opinion⁠—”

      “A sniveling, slimy twit of a weasel!” Ink cried in contempt, unable to help himself. “He’s after the Spider Key, you know! He’s mad for it! Tried to make Caradoc give it to him at Mastmarner! Fat lot of good that did him. All he got was two broken legs!”

      “Oh, don’t bring that up again,” Caradoc said, passing a hand over his face.

      “And that wasn’t even the first time!” Ink continued. “Back in that mining camp? After they were all tied up and waiting to be carted off? He tried to make Caradoc tell him everything he knew about the Key!”

      Caradoc dropped his hand from his face and looked at him in curiosity. “I never told you about that.”

      Ink raised his eyebrows, trying to look as innocent as possible. This was not the time to admit he’d used a cursed pocket watch to spy on past memories. Nor could he explain that someone else had told him, for Seherene would know he was lying.

      “Well, I heard it from somewhere!” he finally replied. “How else would I know? Anyway, the point is, Coram wants control of the Spektors!”

      Seherene looked at Caradoc in alarm. “He told you as much?”

      “At least implied it. Said something about using the Key to its full potential, and he didn’t mean conducting expulsions. I’m still not sure how he learned as much as he did. I told him nothing about it. For a while, I suspected you had said something.”

      “No. I never did. But ever since I met him, he’s been fixed on learning as much as possible about the Spektors—even when Marlas himself tried to convince him to focus his attentions elsewhere. He never shared with me how he got his information. In fact, it wasn’t even until a few months ago I learned he was your cousin.”

      Caradoc glanced up at the lantern swaying from the low beam in the center of the room. “I’m sure he rid himself of that association as quickly as he could. At our meeting in the mining camp, he made it painfully clear he no longer considers us family. He blames me for his father’s death. For getting him and his mother arrested.”

      “He was just scared,” Ink said. “And angry. Like everyone else.”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, he flinched inwardly. Now he was suddenly defending the little creep? He ought to have been disgusted—had he not also been defending himself.

      “I know,” Caradoc replied. “But with some people . . . if they let the fear stay too close for too long . . . it changes something deep inside them. So it did to Frederick. Or else he would have believed me when I told him I never meant things to go so badly. He’d never had cause to doubt me before.”

      Seherene returned her gaze to the cow, who was now dozing. “Every story I hear, every turn in the road towards pain or misfortune, it always points back to the Mistress as the true source. The worst part is that few will ever see it that way. Not as long as she and her Spektors are dismissed as myths and children’s stories. But Mr. Coram . . . he did seem to believe in them. The last time we spoke, he told me he intended to travel to Damiras to find her—and if she existed, to use her abilities to discover your whereabouts, if she still held the powers of an oracle. I also thought he meant to prove to himself that she never really warned you of the massacre, and that he was right in holding you responsible for it. But his knowing about the Crypt . . . it makes me wonder . . .”

      When she didn’t continue, Caradoc finished the thought.

      “You wonder if she found him first.”

      She sighed. “It’s a terrible thought, I know. But she got to my brother somehow. Perhaps it isn’t all that far-fetched to think she might have reached out again. The fact that Coram holds blood ties to a Keyholder would make him an even more desirable target. He’s also traveling with Lord Malkimar, a known occultist.”

      Caradoc drew up a knee and rested his arm on it. “Starts to paint a pretty clear picture.” He shook his head. “I should have looked after him. Not kept him away from it all.”

      “He wouldn’t have let you,” Ink said. “He didn’t want looking after. He still don’t. He’s got to be the one in control now. Don’t you see? That’s why he’s after the Crypt. Why he’s gone mad for power—even the kind he ain’t supposed to know about.”

      “But even if he did have the Key, controlling the Spektors is only a myth. It wouldn’t work.”

      “She probably only tempted him with the idea to lead him towards some other scheme of hers,” Seherene replied. “Though God only knows what.”

      Ink sighed to himself, feeling a fresh wave of regret. If he’d named Coram as his enemy instead of Caradoc all that time ago, he might have been able to summon a vision of what he’d been up to. Find out his plans. Maybe even hers.

      “I met with him after your confrontation at Mastmarner,” Seherene continued. “He asked me to heal him.”

      “Did you?” Caradoc asked.

      She shook her head. “At the time, he was . . . torturing Mavie for information.”

      Both Ink and Caradoc’s faces fell.

      “It wasn’t until then I accepted what kind of person he really was,” she said. “It wasn’t even the first time I’d had a glimpse of it. After we were introduced at the Great Hall, a woman ran up to me, begging for mercy. She was part of a group of prisoners who’d come to tend the grounds. From Talas, I believe. She insisted that she and her husband had been wrongfully accused of aiding the Colonists. Before I could say anything, Coram rushed forward and struck her with his cane.”

      Caradoc looked away, clenching his jaw.

      The Entress’s eyes filled with guilt. “I was little better. I dismissed her, certain she was lying, though I made no effort to truly discern it. She’s often haunted my thoughts since then. The misery in her eyes. The desperation in her voice. The tears streaming down her face. And how many more must there be just like her?” She put a hand to her brow, then shook her head. “Before we changed course, I had intended to post my account of events to the High Council and Assembly as soon as possible. That will not change. I can only hope it will be taken seriously.”

      The silence that followed hung heavy in the air. No one had to say how slim that hope was. Even if Seherene strode into the Great Hall herself to declare the truth, the Assembly wouldn’t believe her if they had already made up their minds. Ink had seen that for himself in an earlier vision. They would insist she’d been led astray, corrupted by the Colonists’ nefarious influence, as Ink and Riva had been. And there was certainly no chance of convincing the High Council. The Elders would probably even call for her to be executed on the spot.

      “You mentioned Mavie before,” Caradoc said to Seherene. “Why didn’t you have her arrested? You had to know she helped us escape.”

      “Yes, and she did not deny it. But she also knew about us. Not because anyone had told her. She said it had been clear from the start. She didn’t mean to reveal it to anyone else, as the effect would hurt us both, but she also knew that simply having the information was enough leverage to stay my hand. Which it was.”

      Caradoc nodded. “She’s always been sharp. Able to see things that were hidden—or trying to hide.”

      “Yes,” Seherene said. “Which leads to a question of my own; why did you never tell me she was a Keyholder until a week ago? And that it was she who’d given you the Key?”

      “That’s simple. She didn’t want anyone else to know. Said that if anyone had the right to learn her secret, she would tell them herself. Not only for her own protection, but for others who might come to harm simply by carrying that knowledge. After all that’s happened, I figured she wouldn’t mind you learning it now.”

      “It certainly explains a lot. Her knowledge of the Spirit World. Her connection with you. Her appearance. When I asked how she had gone from thirty-two to eighty, she told me it was due to ‘consequence’.” She looked at Caradoc with a touch of dread. “The Mistress cursed her as well?”

      He nodded.

      “It’s just another crime she ought to answer for,” Ink said. “Once we find her.”

      Seherene shook her head. “The list grows longer by the day. I still can’t believe she got her claws into Pallaton. These past few days, I’d been wondering why she told him about Bash being a Colonist. Why she let him reap the reward after she had killed the poor man. I think she must have foreseen all this. She must have known what a formidable servant she could make of him one day. She needed only to grant the simplest favor to earn his enduring loyalty.”

      Ink frowned. “D’you think there’s any way of making him tell us more? About the Mistress? The Sundering? Or even the warrant list we found on Bash’s wall?”

      “I doubt it. He was an attorney, remember, and quite a skilled one. He never even gave a helpful word unless there was serious benefit to himself. Or rather, he won’t give.” A mirthless chuckle left her lips. “Now I don’t know whether to refer to him in past tense or present.”

      Caradoc rubbed his beard, the lantern light catching a hint of amusement in his eyes. “You know, I didn’t get a very good look at him on Fenmire, at least not for long, but he struck me as the type to obsess over putting his sock drawer in perfect order.”

      The Entress smiled. “Did he?”

      “Yes. You know the sort. All his handkerchiefs folded in neat little squares. A comb next to every mirror in his house. Brushing his boots with the aid of a magnifying glass.”

      Ink snickered. “I bet that ain’t too far off.”

      A smirk tugged at Seherene’s mouth. “Well . . . I did once see him arrange the carrots on his plate before eating them. They had to be in a straight row, side-by-side.”

      Caradoc grinned. “And ordered by length?”

      “I think so,” she answered, laughing.

      It was then Ink noticed the sound of the waves breaking against the hull, the movement of the ship now a little more pronounced. It was common for the wind to become a bit more rowdy at night, especially in the Northern Sea—or so Radburn had told him. This was also the hour when the temperature usually dropped by a noticeable measure. Caradoc must have been thinking the same, for a moment later he stood and went to a pile of blankets sitting on a barrel in the corner. He took the first one, then returned and spread it around Seherene’s shoulders, for which she thanked him. The second blanket he tossed over Ink’s head, temporarily blinding him. Ink gave out a cry of mock-annoyance. By the time he’d freed himself from it, Caradoc had draped a third blanket over Nyssa, who still dozed. Seherene smiled at him as he did so, with a look in her eyes that was both grateful and—what was it? Admiring? Adoring? Whatever it was, Ink was sure she had never gifted such a sentiment on Pallaton. Or anyone else, for that matter.

      “All right,” Caradoc said, settling beside Nyssa again with his own blanket. “I think we’ve talked enough about scoundrels for one night. What else have you been dying to know?”

      A mischievous smile crossed the Entress’s lips. “I don’t know. What else haven’t you told me?”

      “Well . . . did I ever mention Ink makes a very convincing dwarf?”

      “A what?” she said, laughing again.

      Ink felt his ears burn. “All right, all right, no need to go into that.”

      “Why not? It’s a very entertaining story.”

      “I’m afraid I have to insist on hearing it now, Ink,” Seherene replied.

      “No, no, that’ll have to wait ‘til I’m not in the room. It’s my turn to do the asking now.” He arched an eyebrow. “I say it’s time to hear an embarrassing story ‘bout Caradoc.”

      “What?” the Keyholder said with a grimace.

      “That’s right. Come on, I’ll bet there are loads of ‘em!”

      “It’s true. I can’t deny it,” Seherene said.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ve forgotten all those by now,” Caradoc replied. “Besides, I thought we agreed on no more scoundrels tonight.”

      “I think we can make an exception for one more.” She looked at him thoughtfully. Her smile widened again as she gave Ink his answer. “Did he ever tell you what happened to his ear?”

      “What, that bit he’s missing off the right one? I always assumed a Spektor did it.”

      “Nothing quite so grand, I’m afraid. It was a bird.”

      “A bird?”

      “Now, wait a minute. Wait,” Caradoc said, putting up a hand in defense. “If you’re going to tell it, you have to tell it right. It wasn’t just a bird. It was a huge giant monster of a bird.”

      “All right, a huge giant monster of a bird,” she said. “A Great Macaw. Able to crack whole coconuts with their beaks. He was lucky it was only his ear and not his skull.”

      “Really?” Ink said, sitting forward. “But couldn’t you heal the chunk it did get?”

      “Yes, quite easily. Only he refused to let me, and all out of sheer stubborn pride.”

      Ink grinned. “Oh, I’ve gotta hear this one.”

      Caradoc yanked the blanket down around his shoulders and shot the Entress a look of disgruntled resignation. “All right, fine. But then I get to tell the one about you and the monkey.”
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      Whatever gloom that had gathered from their earlier conversation was soon driven away by laughter and merriment. The evening turned into a competition of who had the most embarrassing story about the other, with Ink egging Seherene and Caradoc on against each other, both determined to win. For those few blissful hours, there was no Sundering, no Spektors, no Keys or curses. And these were good memories, nothing sad or painful, made all the better by the good-natured teasing they gave each other during every re-telling.

      Even if Ink had not already used the watch to spy on their first meeting, he felt he could summon a clear picture of what they’d been like ten years ago, how deep their attachment had become, and how that bond had never really broken—only faded into a ghost-like strand which had haunted them in the years apart. Ink began to understand a little more of what had been lost, and why neither had been able to bear speaking the other’s name in all that time.

      He also realized that he’d been so focused on Seherene’s affectionate feelings towards the Keyholder that he hadn’t stopped to wonder if Caradoc still regarded her in quite the same way. It was obvious he cared about her, but he cared about everybody. Even Frederick Coram. So as the night wore on and the lively conversation began to quiet down, Ink turned his attention to the question and watched his face closely.

      And then he saw it. The same admiration. The same quiet delight. It was in the way he looked at her. In his smile. Yes. The feelings were mutual. Only with Caradoc, there was something much more guarded about it, reserved, as though he were making a conscious effort to keep such feelings in check. Ink could only imagine it was because of the Sundering.

      He hadn’t intended on staying the night in the stalls, but as the evening was so pleasant, and he was not asked to leave or told to go to bed, he eventually settled into a clean pile of hay, tugged the blanket over him, and fell asleep to the sound of their voices.
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      Four days later, the Chain Breaker’s prow finally turned south. They had left the Northern Sea and now had a strong backing wind which would hopefully take them to King’s Island faster than expected. After breakfast, Ink hurried eagerly to the main deck, curious to discover if the Eastern Sea presented any marked changes.

      The first thing he became aware of was the milder temperature of the air. They had rounded the northeast corner of the High Country only three days ago, but already the bite was gone from the early March winds. It was refreshing now to breathe it in, rather than painful. The second thing he noticed was a high-pitched wailing noise coming from overhead. He stepped back, lifted his eyes to the top of the mainmast, and there saw Skiff and Jeremy perched on the shroud rigging just below the crow’s nest. Only by craning his neck for a better view was he able to spot a tuft of red hair just above the rim of the lookout’s barrel. Two arms were wrapped tightly around the mast itself, and the wailing changed into words.

      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this!” Evering howled. “You’re heartless! The both of you! Cruel and heartless!”

      “Steady on!” Jeremy called up to him. “You’re all right! We’ll not let you fall!”

      “It’s moving up here! It’s bloody swaying back and forth! You didn’t say it would be moving!”

      “Well, of course it is!” Skiff shouted. “It’s a long pole sticking out of a slab of floating wood! You’ll get used to it!”

      “I don’t want to get used to it! I want to come down!”

      “Stop making such a fuss! You lived on a floating village!”

      “And besides,” Jeremy said, “it can’t be worse than that giant crocodile you faced!”

      “It’s worse!” Evering shot back.

      “How?”

      “It’s worse!”

      Ink turned and climbed the steps to the quarterdeck. Simon was at the helm, gazing at a compass in his right hand. Margaret stood nearby, evidently to study the charts but distracted by the commotion above—at which both were grinning.

      “Well,” Ink said as he approached them, “at least he can say he tried it.”

      Margaret folded her arms. “Frankly, I don’t understand it, either. He spent six years on Riverfall, and I never once saw him hesitate to board a Drifter. Now suddenly he can’t handle a bit of height?”

      “There could be any number of explanations,” Simon said. “But I think we ought to relieve him of that particular duty. I don’t see him getting over it any time soon.”

      Evering’s deathly pale face was now just visible over the edge of the barrel. His long, thin arm reached out towards Jeremy.

      “I’ve got you!”

      “Don’t pull me!”

      “Stand up!”

      “Don’t pull me!”

      Ink grinned, then glanced out over the ship’s starboard side. The eastern coast of the High Country was still visible as the Chain Breaker followed alongside it. The rocky hills and mountainous plateaus of the lonely terrain stood pale gray in the distance, still dusted with snow.

      “How’s Nyssa?” Margaret asked.

      Ink tucked a thumb over his belt. “Back to her old self again, like nothing ever happened. Delia even said she was surprised how quick she recovered. ‘Course she won’t say as much to Seherene, even though it was all to her credit.”

      Simon snapped the compass shut. “And Isaac? Is he asleep yet?”

      “Finally. I swear he was up and about for two days without stopping. I thought he was going to pass out mid-step and do himself harm. But me and Martin finally bullied him to his hammock.”

      Simon let out a frustrated sigh. “We’ve been fighting him on this for near a fortnight. And now he’s barely eating.”

      “Can’t really blame him,” Margaret said, leaning against the chart table. “Must be unbearable without the taste.”

      “But he’s got to try. At this rate, he might waste away before we even reach King’s Island.”

      Ink looked up. Evering had made it out of the crow’s nest and was now slowly climbing down the shrouds. Jeremy stayed close beside him, offering a steady stream of encouraging words. Skiff descended on the opposite side, shaking her head.

      Simon glanced at Margaret again. “How is Sarah doing with all this?”

      She brushed a stray hair from her face. “Putting on a brave face, as best as she can. I’ve encouraged her to speak her mind, especially when it’s only the two of us in our cabin. But all she’ll say is that she’s holding tight to Daniel’s proverb—that it’s better to hope than to worry.”

      Ink slumped against the quarterdeck railing. Not only was Caradoc’s life at risk, but Seherene’s newfound joy and happiness as well. He couldn’t bear to watch that die in her. As far as he was concerned, their race to King’s Island was as much for her as it was for the ailing Keyholder.

      “I’ve been meaning to thank you,” Simon said, “for extending a hand of friendship to her. Especially so soon after her arrival, when no one else would dare, apart from Ink. It was very generous of you. Very kind.”

      Margaret dropped her gaze for a moment. “Well . . . it really wasn’t so kind as you think. Not at first, anyway. I went to see her more out of curiosity than anything else. It wasn’t my intention to make friends. But then I started to consider how utterly alone she must feel. And I couldn’t stop thinking about the look on her face and the sound of her voice as she wept over Caradoc on that island. There was no deception in it. Nothing false. Just pure heartbreak.” A frown creased her brow at the thought, but she soon roused herself out of the dark memory by playfully cuffing Simon on the arm. “And I still can’t believe you kept them a secret all this time!”

      “I would’ve milked it,” Ink said. “You could’ve got Caradoc to do anything you wanted! All your chores at the very least!”

      A small smile brightened Simon’s face. “Don’t think it didn’t cross my mind.”

      “Ship ahoy!”

      The piercing cry came from Skiff, who was still on the shroud rigging halfway between the deck and the crow’s nest. Ink, Simon, and Margaret followed her gaze over the port bow and there spied a dark shape on the shimmering horizon.

      “Coming from the south,” Simon said. “Looks to be a decent size, too.”

      “What do we do?” Margaret asked.

      “Nothing yet. Could just be a whaling ship. Probably won’t pass anywhere near us.”

      “Another!” Jeremy cried from above, gesturing with his arm in the same general direction. “There!”

      Simon reached for the long brass telescope on the table and raised it to his eye. Even peering as hard as he could, Ink could make out nothing more than a second blurry shape, but it was about the same height as the first and only a short distance away from it.

      Simon lowered the telescope and shook his head. “Can’t tell anything yet.”

      Ink held his hand out for the instrument, which Simon gave. Skiff yelled out again—no less loudly but this time in a tone of marked anxiety.

      “Three!”

      Ink looked through the lens. As Simon had said, there wasn’t much to see yet. He counted three masts on each one, and each vessel seemed to be equally spaced apart. The only other detail of note was that they were not showing their broadsides, but their prows, which meant they were heading straight in the Chain Breaker’s direction.

      “And there,” Margaret said, her voice brimming with apprehensive dread. “A fourth.”

      Simon held out his hand for the telescope again. “Ink, pass the word for Daniel and Delia. Quickly but quietly. We wouldn’t want to wake anyone.”

      Ink nodded, then hurried down to the main deck and stepped around Evering. The young man had finally made it back down to solid wooden planks and lay there panting with his arms outstretched, as though he’d barely escaped drowning.
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      Ten minutes later, the news had traveled throughout the ship. All were curious to have their own look at the situation, but Delia and Daniel insisted everyone stay below until they knew exactly what they were dealing with. They congregated at the base of the companionway as Margaret helped Evering down. He sank down onto the last step, still pale and holding his head in one hand.

      “Is it true?” Chester asked anxiously. “There’s really four of them out there?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Margaret answered.

      “Four ships,” Radburn muttered. “That’s a fleet, that is.”

      “You don’t think it could be slavers?” Harriet asked him. “Come to take the Chain Breaker back?”

      “I dearly hope not. They’d likely make us pay for it three times over, and then some.”

      “Shouldn’t we get the cannons loaded?” Amos said, tugging on the shoulder strap of his rifle. “Prepare the swivel guns as well?”

      “Probably,” Radburn replied. “Except there’s little chance of us taking down even one of them, to say nothing of four. In my opinion it’s better to save such energy for combat if it comes to being boarded, or swimming if it comes to sinking.”

      Seherene joined them a moment later, having rushed up from the stalls.

      “Couldn’t you do something, ma’am?” Jasper asked. “If it comes to a fight, I mean. Couldn’t you raise a shield around us? Just until we’re out of range?”

      “I could try, but moving shields requires a great deal of strength and constant focus. Even with everyone’s help we might only make it a few miles. That could save us from a few barrages of cannon fire, but not a prolonged attack.”

      “And with a shield up, we couldn’t fire back,” Martin added.

      “What about a shroud, then?” Chester asked. “Like we set around Riverfall? We can just disappear and then hightail it in the other direction!”

      “Except they’ve already spotted us,” Margaret replied, “and could simply follow our wake.”

      A few minutes later, Simon and Delia descended below deck and met the others with equally anxious glances. There was no doubt the fleet was on an intercept course. Worse still, they were carrying heavily armed crews and flying no colors. Only Daniel and his crew were now allowed on deck, and Jasper, Radburn, and Amos were summoned above to make some show of numbers—weak though it was with only five.

      They also agreed to arm themselves, and Ink was sent to the armory along with Evering, Simon, and Jeremy to collect what pistols and blades would be best for close-range action if they were boarded. Seherene retrieved her knife belt and replaced the two missing blades. By the time everyone returned, Skiff’s face had just appeared at the top of the stair.

      “The lead ship is signaling to come alongside!” she said in a loud whisper, then glanced up towards the port side.

      Delia nodded towards the weapons, which were quickly distributed. Ink, unable to help his curiosity, rushed to the nearest port hole and looked out. Chester, Martin, and Simon followed close behind.

      “Careful! Don’t let them see you!” Harriet called softly.

      Ink dodged to one side of the port hole and glanced out. The first thing to meet his gaze was a row of shiny cannons. Shadows passed behind them, and Ink could only guess they were being prepared for use. Standing on the quarterdeck was a very large man with a shaved head and bare, tattooed arms. He leaned on the gunwale and stared towards the Chain Breaker with bright eyes under a heavy brow. A sizeable necklace of what appeared to be animal claws hung from his thick neck.

      “Saints above, will you look at him?” Chester said, half in awe. “Now there’s a man who knows how to make an impression!”

      “Quiet!” Martin warned.

      Footsteps sounded on the deck above. Daniel’s voice called out the next moment.

      “Good morning!”

      The large man—whom Ink could only assume was the ship’s captain—did not answer the greeting but eyed the Chain Breaker with an air of great suspicion.

      “A fine ship,” he finally said. “Like few others I’ve seen in these waters. Where do you come from?”

      “From Ulbright,” Daniel replied. “Heading for Turesia with cargo.”

      “Of what kind?”

      A bout of silence followed. Ink could imagine Daniel hesitating, perhaps annoyed by the line of questioning. But they were in no position to be defiant.

      “Food stores, mainly. Some livestock as well.”

      The burly captain glanced over his shoulder and barked a command which Ink couldn’t make out. The man then turned and paced a few steps along the gunwale, his eyes moving carefully and deliberately over every part of the ship.

      “An awful nice thing to be hauling such common cargo in. Who do you sail under?”

      “Captain Ramm, sir!” That was Jasper, sounding all too eager to reveal their only good card in the game. “Captain Sidas Ramm!”

      Chester cringed. “No! Don’t bring me into this!”

      The large man raised an eyebrow. “Sidas Ramm, you say? Now that is a name to suit such a vessel.”

      “Yes,” Daniel replied, “and one who does not wish to be delayed.”

      As he spoke, a woman appeared at the tattooed captain’s side. She was almost as sturdily built as he was, garbed in leather armor and glaring across the water with a look that was decidedly unfriendly.

      “We have no quarrel with your captain,” the man said. “We only want information concerning your passengers.”

      At this, Ink and the others drew back from the port hole.

      “Passengers?” Daniel repeated.

      “And if you lie to us, my Entress will know. Now answer quickly. Are the Colonists aboard your ship?”

      Ink’s stomach turned with dread, which only became worse as the silence stretched on. He could imagine the hefty Entress boring holes into Daniel’s crew with her eyes.

      “Is the Lady Seherene aboard?” the captain asked.

      The Colonists couldn’t help but glance at the Entress. She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “Mother.”

      Ink understood her meaning. News of their misadventure on Fenmire had already spread and, undoubtedly along with it, a call for Seherene’s head on a silver platter.

      “This is the brave crew of Sidas Ramm, is it not?” the captain shouted. “Surely you must know the foolishness of keeping silent. Now I ask for the last time . . . are the Colonists on your ship?”

      Delia gestured towards the companionway. “Get up there, Chester. Maybe you can scare him off.”

      “Me?” he hissed back. “Scare them? Go take a look out that port hole and then tell me that’s a good idea!”

      “We have to do something!” Harriet said.

      “Let me go up,” Seherene replied. “I might be able to appease them enough to avoid a fight. And I don’t have to say anything about the rest of you.”

      Ink nearly leapt in front of her. “You can’t do that! What if they are slavers?”

      Before she could answer, the captain called aloud.

      “Ready the guns!”

      The command was repeated by the woman, and a flurry of calls and motion followed. Without waiting for approval, Seherene hurried up to the main deck. Ink began to follow but Jeremy pulled him back.

      “She’s right,” he said. “It might be the best way to delay a fight.”

      “I am here, Captain!” Seherene cried from above.

      Ink wrenched out of Jeremy’s grip and raced back to the port hole. The Entress who stood beside the captain put a hand on his arm and nodded toward the Chain Breaker.

      “I am here,” Seherene said again.

      The captain narrowed his gaze at her, resting a hand on his massive iron belt.

      “You are the Lady Seherene?”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced at the woman beside him, who seemed almost in awe. She nodded, confirming the truth. Ink’s stomach began twisting into knots. What would they do now? And how would they help Seherene once they did it?

      The captain looked back towards the Chain Breaker and nodded. “You are enough. Tell your captain to sail for Northcliff.”

      “Sir!” Daniel cried. “That is well out of our way⁠—”

      “A few hours’ journey. We will escort you there and see that you do not lose your way. Our helmsman will give you your heading. Defy our wishes, and we will blast the timbers out from under you.”

      Ink pressed a hand to his stomach. The others exchanged glances which ranged from curiosity to terror.

      Once the heading was passed, Daniel came down the companionway, shaking his head.

      “Best stay down here,” he said. “We still don’t know what they have in mind. Sarah’s going to stay up top, ready to toss an enchantment their way if needed.”

      “Are they slavers, Daniel?” Harriet asked, her voice betraying a desperate fear. It had not been very long since her last violent encounter with such people.

      “I don’t think so. Slavers don’t usually ask questions before they attack. These look like simple pirates, but it’s rare for them to travel in a fleet. I’ve never seen it myself before. Something else is going on, but it seems we’ll have to wait ‘til Northcliff to find out what.”

      “Shouldn’t we wake Caradoc?” Evering asked. “He’ll want to know what’s going on.”

      “No. Let him sleep,” Simon said. “That’s more important than anything else right now. Besides . . . knowing him, he’d want to take on every pirate single-handed.”

      Martin nodded at Daniel. “What do you know about Northcliff? Any idea what to expect?”

      The first mate shrugged. “From what I’ve heard, it’s just a lot of goats and sheep.”
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      Three hours later, an island came into sight. It first appeared as a wall of sheer gray cliffs rising out of the hazy distance, with no sign of any place to make port. But as the ship sailed closer, the towering landscape began to give way to lower ridges and steep rolling hills. Here the terrain was not so different from that of the High Country—a land of gray and purple moors, dotted with melting snow. Before long, and true to Daniel’s word, a large herd of goats came into view, grazing in the heather and tufts of wind-bowed grasses.

      After another minute, signs of civilization began to drift into sight. Ink spied the far edge of a pier, as well as a few shops and offices which no doubt continued along the shoreline.

      “There it is!” he cried, as loud as he dared. “There’s the harbor!”

      Evering glanced through the third port hole down from him. “Blimey! Would you look at that ship! What’s a thing like that doing in a place like this?”

      Ink rushed over to have a look. There were two piers attached to the modest quay, but moored at the farthest was a fine galleon, equal in size to the Chain Breaker and every bit as impressive. The square-rigged sails were crimson and the brightwork made to shine as if every inch was polished daily. Until this moment, Ink had been clinging to Daniel’s assurances that their escorts weren’t slavers. Now he felt that confidence slipping. Who else could afford something so grand on the eastern side of the world?

      No sooner had the thought formed in his mind than the full scope of the harbor came into view. There were men posted along the dockside, all holding rifles, and all with their attentions fixed on the incoming vessel. Behind the row of squat buildings, a winding road could be seen climbing the rising ridges. A low stone wall had been built along the length of it where the shiny muzzles of two dozen cannons peeked out towards the channel. This would have been unsettling enough, but there were also several men on horseback scattered along the length of the wall, also armed. Every member of the ominous guard was dressed in a fine black uniform, complete with shiny boots.

      “Nothing but sheep and goats, eh?” Chester muttered.

      “Stay back now,” Harriet said, putting a hand on Ink’s shoulder. “All of you. Whatever the situation, let’s not give them the chance to get a look at our faces.”
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      The Chain Breaker dropped anchor at the first pier. Ink stood well away from the hull, but still tried his best to catch any glimpses he could of what was happening outside. The armed guards along the quay did not react to the arriving fleet apart from watching it, which must have meant they were expected. A little while later, the pirate captain came into view, walking along the dock towards one of the guards.

      As the two men spoke together, a noise of clattering horse hooves sounded, and a large-wheeled phaeton appeared in the distance, pulled by a single pony. The driver was also its sole passenger—a smartly dressed man with a top hat and a monocle. His vehicle was followed by a covered carriage, as well as half a dozen black-clad men on horseback. The phaeton was halted at the edge of the pier, and the driver dismounted and strode towards the captain.

      “Well?” the pirate said, almost as an angry demand.

      The well-dressed man answered with a small smile. “Your debt is paid, Captain.”

      “Paid and then some. Sidas Ramm commands the vessel. I imagine your employer will appreciate that as well.”

      “Ramm?” The man raised an eyebrow as he glanced at the ship. “Yes, I expect he will.”

      “Good. Then you can advise him never to summon me again. Our partnership ends here.”

      With that, the pirate captain turned and stalked out of sight. The monocled man pulled off his riding gloves and walked up the pier, passing out of Ink’s sight.

      “A moment, my good man! If I may!”

      Footsteps echoed overhead, understandably hesitant.

      “Yes?” Daniel answered.

      “I apologize for the delay. I know you’re eager to be on your way again. But I have a message for your captain. Is he available to receive it?”

      The Colonists had huddled around the base of the companionway again. At the man’s inquiry, Harriet nudged Chester’s arm. He shook his head.

      “No! I’m not ready yet! I don’t even look the part!”

      “I’m afraid he’s quite busy at the moment, sir,” Daniel replied. “You may entrust it to me.”

      “Very well. My name is Everett Hawkesworth. I serve as a personal representative to Mr. Alistair Blackwood.”

      Ink frowned. The name meant nothing to him, nor did it inspire any reaction in those standing near him.

      “Mr. Blackwood is a great admirer of Captain Ramm,” Hawkesworth continued, “and would be honored to pay his respects to the revered gentleman by inviting him to tea at his estate. He should also consider it the greatest of privileges to host the esteemed Lady Seherene as well. How do you do, my lady?”

      Ink could imagine him tipping his hat to her. Since no reply came, she must have only nodded in response.

      “Tea?” Evering said. “A pirate fleet threatened us here for tea?”

      “Don’t you believe it,” Delia replied.

      “Of course, they are both welcome to bring whatever companions they desire,” Hawkesworth said. “The carriage behind me holds six. Mr. Blackwood did beg me to note, however, that—as much as they may be spared for the occasion—he is also interested in making the acquaintances of Mr. Martin Whistler, Mr. Isaac Caradoc, and Mr. Inkwell Featherfield.” He slowed his pronunciation of the last name, as if unsure whether he had repeated it correctly.

      This time, no one below decks moved at all, not even to glance at one another. Ink heard only a “damn” from Chester. The others couldn’t speak.

      Hawkesworth had maintained his friendly tone of voice, boldly announcing his awareness of the infamous fugitives as if he considered them no danger at all. Of course, it was probably easy to do with so many armed men standing about.

      “I understand the captain and his party will need a few minutes to make themselves ready,” Hawkesworth continued. “At which time I will personally escort them to Mr. Blackwood’s estate.”

      Daniel made a small noise of clearing his throat. “I will pass the message at once, sir.”

      “Very good,” Hawkesworth said, a smile in his voice. He passed into sight again, donning his top hat and pulling on his riding gloves.

      Both Daniel and Seherene hurried below decks, with Daniel holding out a small envelope as if it were an explosive device. Skiff followed soon after. The others gathered closer, all with frantic expressions.

      “Bloody hell! Bloody hell!” Chester said in a strained whisper.

      “Calm down,” Delia said. “Panicking won’t do us any good.”

      “How can we not panic? They know who we are! They know Sarah is here! I’m surprised they haven’t arrested us already!”

      “Well, don’t go suggesting it!” Evering said in the same loud whisper.

      Ink glanced back at the port hole. Hawkesworth had climbed into his phaeton again and sat resting with one of his arms atop the back of it, casual as could be. Harriet reached for the envelope, which Daniel gave. The others looked on anxiously as she broke the seal and read the contents. It was a beautiful invitation, written on expensive paper in the most delicate hand and the most polite language. Somehow, that made it even more sinister.

      “Afternoon tea?” Margaret said, echoing Evering’s disbelief. “What kind of game is this? And who is this Alistair Blackwood?”

      “What?” Skiff said, wide-eyed. “You’ve never heard of Alistair Blackwood? Are you joking?”

      “Do none of you know him?” Daniel asked, glancing around.

      Harriet shook her head. “He’s some kind of . . . pirate chief?”

      “That’s well on the way to describing him. But the truth is somewhat worse. He practically owns the East Country, and the sea along with it. Started out as a financier with some company on the mainland, then founded his own business in the more lawless territories. He pays bail and legal fees for every captured criminal, no questions asked. Grants loans without demanding anything upfront, to anyone who asks. He’s even invested in building up some of the poorer towns and ports. And if you don’t have the money to pay him back, he’s content with making you a ‘valued associate’, which sounds very friendly but basically means he owns you, body and soul. Yet many people still consider him a genuine saint in these parts!”

      “He’s got his hands in every criminal enterprise there is to be involved with,” Skiff said. “Bandits, pirates, slavers, there’s no one he’ll turn away who comes to him for help.”

      “Which makes him practically untouchable,” Daniel added, “seeing as he’s got that whole side of the world to back him up if anything ever goes wrong for him.”

      Evering shook his head. “But Northcliff is so far from the East Country!”

      “Which makes him even more brilliant,” Martin said. His face had gone pale as well as grim. “Pulling strings and making deals from a distance is the safest way to do it. The fact that most have never even heard his name is cleverer still.”

      Seherene rubbed her brow in exasperation. “But Mr. Porter, you said you knew this place for nothing but livestock.”

      “And so we did,” Daniel said. “No one’s ever really known where Blackwood made his proper home. There were only rumors. Most said he had an estate in Varapalia. I don’t think anyone ever considered he’d be holed up so far north.”

      “What of the pirate fleet?” Delia asked. “Are they still in port?”

      “No. As soon as the captain was aboard again, the whole lot of them fled from the harbor quick as lightning. They’re likely miles away by now.”

      Ink grew even more worried. He couldn’t help but wonder what kind of man could have such an effect on a group of hardened pirates. The others fell silent as well, pondering the best course of action.

      “Well,” Harriet said after a long silence, “I think the solution is clear. We must turn down the invitation with every cordial apology, then fly from here as fast as we can.”

      “That would seem best,” Skiff said. “But there’s a common saying in the East Country. ‘Spurn not the hand of Alistair Blackwood’.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ink asked.

      “It means he doesn’t like to be refused,” Seherene replied. “Which means it might be even more dangerous to decline than to accept.”

      “Oi! Daniel!”

      Amos appeared at the top of the companionway and gestured across the deck in alarm. “Take a look there! At the harbor wall!”

      Ink started for the port hole again, but Delia held him back. “Just Daniel.”

      Daniel had a quick look. Ink saw his shoulders slump.

      “Mercy’s sake.”

      “What? What is it now?” Chester asked.

      “They’re manning the battery along the wall. A few dozen of them. Aiming straight for our hull.”

      “Well, that’s it, then,” Simon said. “That invitation just became a command.”

      “No!” Harriet cried. “Can’t you see what’s happening? An invitation from an important person we know nothing about? The promise of friendly company from a humble host? This is Harroway all over again! No one is setting foot on that island!”

      “He didn’t want all of us,” Ink said. “Only a few. Maybe that’ll give the rest of you a chance to get away.”

      “But why did he only want a few?” Jeremy asked. “If it’s really his intention to capture the lot of us, wouldn’t he just march his guards onto the ship?”

      “He may still,” Daniel warned, “if we keep him waiting long enough.”

      “I think Mr. Stockton is right,” Seherene said, nodding at Jeremy. “I don’t think he has it in mind to turn us in. He profits from the criminal world. He has a vested interest in its continued operation. There must be something more to all this.”

      Chester thrust an emphatic finger into the air. “Right! That’s right! Maybe he does just want to talk! Powerful people always try to rub elbows with other powerful people, don’t they?”

      “Yes,” Margaret said. “And for that reason it makes sense to invite Sarah and Sidas Ramm. But why Ink? Why Martin and Caradoc?”

      “It doesn’t matter why. They’re not going,” Harriet said.

      Martin turned to her but avoided direct eye contact for fear of further angering her. “Harriet . . . we don’t really have a choice. And I think Ink is right. Better for the rest to remain onboard in case something does happen to the other group.”

      “I’ll go alone,” Seherene said. “I should be able to deflect Blackwood’s interest and beg enough apologies for the rest of you not attending. We needn’t all walk into whatever trap this is.”

      Martin shook his head. “We’re caught in one already, with both hands tied. We all go—all the ones he named, anyway. Except for Caradoc. His survival can’t be risked. Not even for appeasing someone like Blackwood.”

      “And if something does happen,” Ink said. “The rest of you ought to make a run for it.”

      Harriet’s eyes burned even brighter. “We’re not leaving without anyone. And as usual, you shouldn’t be going on this mad venture at all.”

      Ink tugged the lapels of his oversized coat. “Oh, I’m going! We’re gonna need to even things out, after all. This Blackwood bloke sounds like he might just be as crafty as me.”

      Daniel raised an eyebrow. “It would be best if we at least filled that waiting carriage. Six would make a solid show of a decent entourage for our good captain.”

      “Who is feeling seasick again, by the way,” Chester said with a hand over his face.

      Margaret bit her lip for a moment, then lifted her chin and glanced around. “Ink’s right about leveling the playing field. And being the former owner of a less-than-legal establishment of my own, I will volunteer my services.”

      “What?” Simon said, frowning at her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am an excellent liar with an excellent poker face, Mr. Elias, as you saw for yourself in Vaterra. A man with Captain Ramm’s reputation would almost certainly have a bit of fluff hanging around him. That can be my part to play.”

      “Margaret, there’s no need for that,” Harriet said. “Blackwood already knows our identities.”

      “He doesn’t know mine. And I prefer to keep it that way. Besides, a . . . good companion . . . can also serve as a decent distraction, if need be.”

      Simon’s face fell. “Margaret⁠—”

      “My mind’s made up. And we’ve no time to debate it any longer. Hawkesworth is waiting.”

      Daniel nodded. “I’ll go, too, as Ramm’s personal bodyguard.” He turned and clapped Chester on the shoulder. “Come on, Captain. I know it’s hard, but it’s time for the show. Let’s get you into costume.”

      “Right,” Chester said, looking dazed as he wearily tugged on his coat sleeves. “I can do this. No problem. But I’ll need my flask. Don’t let me forget that.”

      As the group split up, some to don their costumes, others returning to the port holes, Ink saw Simon step up to Seherene and give her a reassuring nod.

      “We’ll take good care of him while you’re gone,” he said. “And if another Hour falls, I’ll make every effort to go with him. You have my word.”

      “Thank you. We’ll be back as soon as we can. I promise.”

      As Ink hurried to the sleeping quarters to retrieve his hat, he saw Delia pull Daniel aside and speak to him in a low voice.

      “Keep an eye on her. I got a bad feeling when she mentioned wanting to go alone. She probably knows this Blackwood character. A scheming predator sounds like just her kind of company.”

      “Miss Delia, there’s no cause to think so badly of her any more! I’m surprised at you!”

      “And I at your naïve trust in her. You’ve got to be smarter than that, Daniel. We must all be. I don’t say clap her in irons, only keep an eye open and be prepared. That’s all.”

      Daniel frowned, then begrudgingly nodded.
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      The carriage ride was mostly quiet. Chester attempted a few jokes. Seherene asked Daniel what else he knew of Blackwood, but there was nothing more to tell. In the end, they could do little more than glance nervously through the windows. The sight of uniformed guards had not ceased since they left the quayside. Ink guessed there were at least a hundred of them posted along the road, though he’d long given up counting.

      He also noted an abundance of gas lamp posts, even along smaller lanes and unpaved paths. Although he’d seen the new technology appearing in the larger Cassrian cities and towns, the sight was still rare enough that it drew his attention. Martin was quick to notice as well, remarking that only a very rich man could afford all the underground pipes required to populate the island with them, not to mention the amount of coal gas they would demand.

      In a few minutes, the harbor disappeared from sight as the carriage climbed the ridge and clattered forward over uneven ground. The higher terrain was made up of hillocks and slabs of stone with very few trees in sight. Soon after, the earth became damp and spongy, giving way to peat moss, bracken, and clumps of grazing sheep. Even here, the lamp posts continued to pass by the windows.

      Chester scoffed in disbelief. “All that money and power . . . and this is where he wants to hang his hat?”

      “Maybe he’s got one of them illusion enchantments around his house,” Daniel replied. “Paid some Entrians to make it look like a paradise.”

      “Talking of which,” Martin said to Seherene, “I was quite surprised to see that Entress among the pirates. I always thought your people preferred keeping to the West.”

      “Most of them do. But there were those who were perfectly content to stay in Cassrian Territory after the Separation Decree, even though it meant putting themselves under the Assembly’s jurisdiction. I also suspect some are drawn to the more lawless parts of the east for the same reason other criminals are. There is little hope of achieving such a lifestyle unchecked in our part of the world.”

      “No pirates allowed in the Western Sea, eh?” Chester asked.

      “Not for long.”

      Margaret glanced at Daniel. “Is Blackwood an Entrian?”

      “I don’t think so. At least, not that I’ve ever heard.”

      “What about these guards?” Martin asked, nodding towards the window. “I hate to think of the odds if it comes to a fight with hundreds of chaps sending enchantments at us.”

      Seherene glanced out again. “It’s near impossible to say by sight alone.”

      “It don’t matter anyway,” Ink said. “You’re worth a thousand of them. They wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      As soon as the last word left his mouth, he saw Margaret smile at him knowingly. He quickly returned his attention to the window, hoping she couldn’t see him blush.

      The first thing they saw of Blackwood’s property was a great metal fence. It didn’t appear particularly sturdy—little more than barbed wire, in fact—but it reached about eight feet high and seemed to stretch across dozens of miles, if not more. A little while later, a large house came into view, unlike any place Ink had seen before. It was almost as grand in size as Seherene’s family estate, but built in a distinctly different style. There were several long-sided roofs, as if the house were made up of individual towers pressed together. The outer walls were adorned in a pattern of black-painted timbers that looked like stripes against the white stone beneath. An overhang had also been set above each window, making even the face of the house a place of recesses and shadows. Ink counted at least four floors, all with balconies below most of the windows. There were guards posted on every one.

      When the carriage halted and the Colonists climbed warily out, Everett Hawkesworth was already waiting to escort them inside. Ink had a better look at him then. He was an older man with sandy-colored hair, mixed with a decent amount of gray. And though his face was well-lined his eyes still retained the sprightly energy of a younger man.

      As a pair of guards opened the front doors, Hawkesworth flashed his polite smile and beckoned for them to come forward. Margaret immediately draped her hands over Chester’s right arm. She was wearing a considerable amount of makeup and had also adjusted her clothing to be tighter in some places and looser in others. Chester, too, had put something around his eyes to make them appear darker. He’d also had the good fortune of finding a chest full of fine clothing from the ship’s previous owner, which included just the sort of things worthy of a vain and garish bandit chief. The outfit he’d chosen consisted of a high-collared scarlet coat, a pair of velvet breeches, and a cravat so ruffled it might have been a large white beard. He cleared his throat and donned a flat-brimmed hat with a large peacock feather streaming down one side, then led the group towards the house. Daniel and Martin brought up the rear, both keeping an eye on the guards. Ink made sure to stay in step beside Seherene.

      As they walked up the broad front steps, Chester tilted his head towards Margaret and spoke in a low voice. “Allow me to say, my dear Maggie, you look quite fetching in your disguise. It is . . . very realistic. I congratulate you.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” she replied. “And allow me to make it clear that if you put even one hand out of place, you’ll need to be fitted for a wooden limb.”

      Chester cleared his throat again and nodded. “Duly noted.”

      Hawkesworth led them into the house and down a long corridor. The furnishings were quite bare but for a few paintings and decorative tapestries on the walls. The oddest thing was the number of staircases. Ink counted six in the short time it took to walk to the back of the house—one in every open room they passed. As they stepped into the back garden he saw three more, all leading to different points on the second story. He heard Daniel murmur to Martin behind him.

      “Escape routes.”

      The garden was strange as well. Rather than the usual hedges and flower-lined walkways, everything was in pots and raised beds—even the trees. The rush of color and life to the otherwise bleak surroundings was no doubt meant to be pleasant and diverting, but Ink found it too jarring a contrast. At least their fragrance was useful. It had the added effect of masking the musty scent of the . . . bog? Fen? Marsh? Ink wasn’t quite sure what to call it.

      The Colonists paused just outside the door, seeing another half dozen guards along the back of the house and expecting a command to hand over any weapons they might be carrying. Hawkesworth, however, continued on, and the guards remained silent. Chester glanced at the others with a shrug, then proceeded forward with Margaret still on his arm.

      A pathway of white stones led straight from the back door to a large silk canopy. Beneath it was a long table set with tea things, all of which looked very expensive. As the Colonists approached, a man rose from the head seat and stepped forward to meet them.

      “Mr. Blackwood,” Hawkesworth said in the most pleasant of tones. “I am pleased to announce the arrival of your guests. Allow me to introduce you.”

      As he began to list their names, Ink took the time to study their host. He was a tall, thin man, at least in his sixties. His fine clothing was all black, and he had made the unfortunate decision to dye his hair the same color, which he wore past his shoulders. Ten years before, he might have gotten away with the look, but he was now of the age where such an obvious attempt to hide any trace of white or gray simply looked ridiculous. He stood with a slight hunch in his shoulders, and his face and hands were so pale Ink wondered if he had been ill. In fact, the only spot of color to be seen about him was a scarlet handkerchief which he clutched to his chest. He gazed at each Colonist as they were introduced, neither nodding nor smiling, but regarding them with a strange squinting expression which Ink could only describe as . . . constipated.

      “Welcome to Moorcrest,” Blackwood said. “Thank you for accepting my invitation.”

      His tone of voice was just as strained as his countenance. Ink might have laughed had it not been for their host’s choice of words. With a small army standing at the Chain Breaker’s mooring lines and a battery of cannons at the ready, he had given them no choice but to accept.

      “I am especially honored,” he continued, “to make the acquaintance of the Lady Seherene and also of the famed Sidas Ramm.”

      Seherene offered a polite nod. Chester bounded forward and grabbed Blackwood’s thin hand in a vigorous shake.

      “Well if it isn’t Alistair Bloody Blackwood! Ha! You know, you’re a right clever scoundrel planting yourself in the middle of nowhere with all these sheep. No one would ever think to find you here!”

      “Thank you, Captain. That was the idea.”

      “And as for sending those pirates after us, well . . . I ought to be very angry about that.”

      Blackwood’s brow wrinkled further. “Yes. I do regret having to stoop to such measures. As soon as I heard what happened on Fenmire, I hired a dozen ships to comb the sea for you, supposing it was my best chance to finally make your acquaintances. Of course, they were not my first choice for escorts, merely the most convenient. I do hope they behaved themselves. I gave them strict instructions not to cause any trouble.”

      Chester scoffed. “They certainly kept us on our toes, I can tell you that. But no harm done in the end, except for a bit of bruised pride.”

      “I am pleased to hear it was nothing worse. Shall we be seated?”

      Blackwood made no attempt to shake hands with anyone else, but returned to his chair. The others followed cautiously, each positioning themselves in such a way as to make a quick exit easier, should it be needed. Blackwood then made a sign to Hawkesworth, who walked back towards the house and nodded to a group of waiting servants.

      The table was set very fine, complete with three silver teapots and several bottles of champagne. As the servants approached to fill their plates and glasses, Chester continued his brash display by draping his arm over the back of Margaret’s chair—while taking care not to actually touch her.

      “Damn, I thought I was being careful!” he said. “Even warned my crew never to mention my name beyond the ship, but one of the new lads went and botched that up the first chance he got!” He slammed his hand onto the table, making the silverware rattle and Margaret jump. “I made that boy apologize to the whole crew for betrayin’ ‘em, then tied him to the mast and slit his throat. Made for a very effective lesson. You can be sure no one else on my crew will ever make that mistake again!”

      Ink pursed his lips, trying not to grin. Good old Chester was really selling it. Blackwood narrowed his eyes as if attempting to smile but made no actual progress. He glanced around at the others and gestured at the table.

      “You are welcome to begin. My lady, if you would like to inspect the fare for poison or any other such substances, you may certainly do so.”

      Seherene looked stunned for a moment before recovering her composure. The others were less successful in hiding their surprise.

      “Thank you,” she said, then took a moment to survey the table. “Everything appears to be in order.”

      “Fantastic! I am starved to death!” Chester cried.

      He grabbed a cucumber sandwich and stuffed the entire thing into his mouth. Margaret picked up her teacup and attempted to rebuke him with a stern glare, but he paid her no attention. Blackwood held the scarlet handkerchief to his nose as he poured milk into his tea. It was then Ink noticed a curious silver pendant hanging from his neck. It was in no shape he recognized, but looked to be some sort of rune or symbol.

      A long moment of awkward silence followed. Their host did not seem intent on conversation. He didn’t even study them, but attended to his tea and cakes as if a social gathering with notorious fugitives was the most normal thing in the world. Margaret cleared her throat and leaned towards him with a smile.

      “You have a lovely place, Mr. Blackwood. Everything is kept so beautifully.”

      He regarded the compliment with nothing more than a slight nod of the head, the pinched expression on his face unchanged. She looked around the table, clearly confused by the dismissive reaction, then renewed her smile and tried again.

      “I’ve noticed that all your guards and staff members are men. Is there any particular reason for that? I know even the Assembly Guard has women in their ranks. And there are female constables on both sides of the Lockhorns.”

      “Are there?”

      He did not even look at her. At this, Margaret gave up her attempt at further conversation and resumed sipping her tea in silence. Ink could tell she was irritated.

      The others made half-hearted attempts to partake of the fancy spread. Daniel reached for a cake. Martin poured himself a cup of coffee. Ink heaped three sandwiches onto his plate, even though he had nothing of an appetite. Seherene alone made no move to go through the motions but gazed with a furrowed brow at Blackwood as he heaped lumps of sugar into his cup.

      “Mr. Blackwood,” she said, “I don’t wish to spoil the moment or appear ungrateful for your generosity, but I’m sure you can appreciate how much you have us at a disadvantage. You know who we are. You openly acknowledge the danger involved. And if you intend to have us in custody by the end of this reception, we would rather know sooner than later.”

      Blackwood threw his gaze out into the garden, as if searching for the right words. The others paused in their eating and drinking.

      “Well, I appreciate your candor, my lady,” he replied. “That is something I value most highly. As it stands, I have no intention of bringing you into custody. The fact is . . . you pose no threat to me. Not even armed, as you are now.”

      “That is a great deal of trust to place in your guards, sir,” Daniel said. “Even the closest one stands thirty feet away. I can only assume they’re Entrians.”

      “They are not. But even so, I have every confidence in my security measures. Besides, I cannot begrudge you taking such precautions when I well understand the necessity of doing so myself. My entire enterprise is built on a foundation of such caution and care.”

      “And would grow in even greater wealth and renown,” Martin added with a sharp look, “if you were to turn us in.”

      Blackwood tapped his spoon against the rim of his teacup and set it down on the saucer. “In all honesty, Mr. Whistler, the price on your heads is a mere pittance to me. It would cover no more than the annual clothing allowance for my staff. And I do not want for renown. The respect and reputation already attached to my name is perfectly sufficient for my purposes. Any more attention would risk becoming a liability to me. It would detract rather than enhance.”

      “Wise man,” Chester said, pouring himself a glass of champagne. “Didn’t I tell you lot that Blackwood always knew what he was doing?”

      “So why are we here, then?” Ink asked, unable to keep quiet any longer. “It can’t just be because you were lonely for a nice chat.”

      Blackwood looked at him from across the table and raised his thin eyebrows. “You are here, Mr. Featherfield, because of what I read about you in the paper. Particularly your irreverent speech to the Elders in the Diamond Court.” He made a short wheezing coughing noise which Ink soon realized might have been laughter. “It amused me most greatly. How I would have loved to be there. To see the looks on their faces. It’s not everyday one has the chance to meet someone with such courage. I applaud you for it.”

      “Oh. Well . . . thanks, I guess.”

      Blackwood took a sip of tea, then held the handkerchief to his face again. After a deep breath, he glanced up at Martin. “And you, Mr. Whistler. Even before your fall from grace, I followed your career with great interest. Vice President of Williams and Glenn Bank. The youngest ever to be elected. You did great things for that institution. I believe you were even assured a seat on the Assembly at one time. And then you gave it all up for a cause. A cause you saw to personally, rather than supporting it through safer routes—back room deals and secret funding—as most others would have done. That is an extraordinary thing to me.”

      “I’m flattered to be found so fascinating,” Martin said, though he clearly wasn’t. “I simply came to realize that I didn’t care about money as much as I thought I did. And certainly not as much as everyone else thought I should.”

      Blackwood nodded. “I, too, am finding money to be more and more tedious. A crude means to an end. My only real interest in making profit lies in the security it brings, something I could never imagine sacrificing. Which also makes you a far braver man than I.”

      Martin dropped his gaze to the table, still frowning.

      “And you, Captain,” Blackwood said, turning to Chester. “Your crewman’s indiscretion aside, you have conducted yourself with a shrewd level of artfulness that has kept you high in the ranks of prominence for almost a decade. It makes good sense that the Colonists sought your protection. Of course our approaches could not be more different, and I admit that for many years I considered you a rival. But I have since come to realize that I owe a great deal of my success to you, for which I am obliged to offer my deepest thanks.”

      “Oh, yes?” Chester said, smiling and frowning at the same time. “And how’s that? Far be it from me to question such a glowing compliment, but do go on.”

      “You are my best customer. My most disruptive as well, it must be said, but I have come to appreciate even that.” He flicked a cursory glance at Margaret before continuing. “Your appetite for women is legendary, so much that the slavers have now come to expect you at their auctions. Of course, I also heard a rumor that you were releasing all the merchandise shortly after purchase⁠—”

      “Scandalous lies,” Chester shot back, giving him a dark look.

      Blackwood replied with a small wave of his pale hand. “It makes no difference to me what you do with your property. What’s important is that your constant patronage keeps the wheels of enterprise spinning, the money flowing. And because I finance the slavers’ operations, I am given a place in that great dance of profit. For this, you have my eternal gratitude.”

      It was a shocking thing to say, even monstrous, but Blackwood tossed it out as a mere collection of facts. Chester didn’t even attempt a colorful response. Martin hung his head and put his hand to his brow. Daniel looked as if he might be sick.

      “Archibald!”

      Everyone was startled by Blackwood’s sudden shout. He glared back at the house.

      “Archibald! Come here!”

      Ink followed his gaze. A servant stood near the open back door but didn’t move, nor did he meet Blackwood’s eyes. It was another few seconds before Ink realized Archibald was not a person. There, at the servant’s feet, was a young black dog.

      “Archibald!”

      The dog paced a step forward, then stopped. There was a worried look in his eyes and his tail lashed pensively back and forth. Blackwood barely stifled a curse.

      “Daft little beast. Come here!”

      He pointed angrily towards the ground beside his chair. The servant walked a few paces forward, trying to encourage the dog. The animal bowed its head, turned, and trotted back into the house. Blackwood made a loud noise of frustrated disgust.

      “I’ll retrieve him, sir,” the servant said.

      “No! No. Leave him be. I’ll deal with him later.” He reached for his teacup again and muttered before it touched his lips. “I knew he’d be useless.”

      Seherene stood from the table. Anger burned in her eyes, though she was trying to suppress it. “Mr. Blackwood, thank you for your hospitality and I am very glad we were able to provide you with some amusement, but we have a pressing need to be on our way again.”

      “I can’t argue with the lady,” Chester said, throwing down his napkin and rising from his chair. “Enjoyable as this has been . . .”

      The others began to follow suit, all too eager to be gone. Only Blackwood remained seated, seemingly unfazed by the threat of his guests’ sudden departure.

      “How long have you been at sea?” he asked.

      The Colonists glanced at one another, surprised by the question but reluctant to reply.

      “How long since you heard any news from other parts of the country?” Blackwood continued, glancing around the table. “Do you know, for example, that in only a few short weeks, the whole world has changed?”

      His eyes came to rest on Seherene again, who maintained her stern expression.

      “I can imagine,” she said, “that word of my recent actions has quickly spread, and that I am condemned with the worst possible language. I can also imagine that I am wanted for a host of crimes. Treason not least of all.”

      “This is true,” Blackwood replied. “You are also now worth more dead than alive, which is quite the rare achievement, even on this side of the country. And it is an especially curious measure to take against one who so recently was the darling of her entire nation.”

      “Something I never asked to be, nor desired. My only regret in abandoning my former duty is not having done it sooner. But I would hardly frame it in such dramatic terms as to claim that it affects the entire world. Now, if you will excuse us, sir⁠—”

      “The High Council is no more.”

      Everyone froze. Seherene turned back to Blackwood in alarm.

      “What?”

      The old man’s pale brow wrinkled further. “Ah. So you have not heard after all.”

      “You’re joking!” Ink asked, his eyes twice their normal size. “Aren’t you?”

      “I am afraid not, Mr. Featherfield.”

      “Well, spit it out, man!” Chester said, allowing his real fear to show through. “Don’t keep us all in suspense! What’s happened?”

      Blackwood dabbed his napkin to his lips before answering. “They were killed, one and all, when the Council House was blown to pieces a few weeks ago.”

      Seherene, still staring in disbelief, sank back into her chair.

      “Your mother has risen to power in their place,” he continued. “You and the rest of the Colonists are blamed for the Elders’ brutal slaughter, and the Assembly is being censured for doing too little to prevent it, either out of indifference or by design. As a result of this—and other contentions—the entire country has begun whispering of war between our two nations.”

      One by one, the rest of the Colonists fell into their chairs again, dazed in horror. Ink lowered his head into his hands and uttered a word that would’ve earned him a sharp smack from Quartermaster Delia. Blackwood helped himself to another piece of cake, then made a sign to a servant near the door.

      A large stack of newspapers—all from different parts of the country—was brought to the table, and the Colonists were invited to read the truth for themselves. This they did, at once eager and reluctant to see it confirmed. Seherene read only the first page of her paper, then rose and paced several steps away with a hand to her face. Ink couldn’t blame her. The phrase ‘Consul Madara’ alone was enough to make his insides twist with dread. If nothing else, it was a sure sign that she and her Blue Flames had been behind the bloody deed. With Pallaton dead and Seherene beyond their control, they had taken a drastic step in their plan to restore the monarchy. Only the names had been changed. And while the Entrian papers all sang Madara’s praises, Ink wondered how many citizens saw the razor-thin difference between ‘consul’ and ‘queen’.

      “Once again,” Blackwood said after a long silence. “Let me assure you that I have no desire to reap any reward mentioned therein. Not even yours, my lady. Considerable as the sum may seem, it is not worth my time or trouble to collect. The reason I asked you here was simply so that I could properly introduce myself and be of any service that I may.”

      Chester scoffed. “We’re well aware of the ‘service’ you have to offer, but do you really think we can buy our way out of this?”

      “I can offer much more than financial aid. The cliffs surrounding this island make it a natural stronghold. Here you may take shelter, make use of my guard force, even my ship if you so desire.”

      “And if there’s a war?” Daniel said. “That won’t be enough to stop an army!”

      “Especially not one full of Entrian soldiers!” Margaret added.

      Seherene stopped pacing, awaiting Blackwood’s answer. He chewed his next bite of cake thoughtfully, his eyebrows drawn together, then raised his eyes to Martin again.

      “Mr. Whistler. In your experience, how many people have some sort of debt attributed to their name? Of the general population, I mean.”

      “I would say most do. At least seventy percent, if not more.”

      “Seventy percent,” Blackwood echoed with a nod. “Here in the East Country, it is even higher. And to your knowledge, Mr. Whistler, are there any banks or established financial institutions in this part of the world?”

      Martin’s face darkened. “Not since the Separation Decree.”

      “That is correct. There were two Entrian banks up until that time—one in Turesia, the other in Varapalia. When the High Council forced their people west, they were abandoned. This, more than anything else, was the making of my career. I saw an opportunity, a great need to be filled, and I came out here to fill it. As a result, the vast majority of debts in the East Country and its islands are owed to me. Most remain unpaid, of course, such as the times are. But this gives me the prerogative to call in favors any time I wish. Of any sort. At a moment’s notice I can have this island teeming with armed men, tens of thousands of them, and every inch of the coastline surrounded by ships. Along with your skills, my lady, and a few other resources of my own, we can make Northcliff an impregnable stronghold.”

      “An army of bandits?” Ink said. “Slavers and pirates and criminals? You really think they’d fight for you?”

      Blackwood folded his napkin neatly besides his plate. “Believe me, Mr. Featherfield, there is no man in the East Country who would not rather fight than have his debts called in.”

      Daniel frowned. “If a war is truly in our future, better you take that guard force to the mainland. Try to join up with others preparing to fight. We stand to be obliterated unless every willing hand joins together.”

      “He’ll do no such thing.”

      Martin’s words were spoken with such anger, such utter condemnation, that the entire party’s attention turned to him.
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      Martin sat back in his chair, staring across the table with a seething glare. Blackwood did not shy away from his gaze, but lifted his pale chin with an air of amused interest, as though daring the one-armed Colonist to continue. Martin was more than willing to oblige.

      “He would never directly involve himself in anything that might put his precious security at risk. Certainly not a war, though he’s probably quite eager for one. War makes crime both more feasible and more lucrative—the smuggling and kidnapping and theft. With all attention turned west, pirates can push into the Northern and Southern seas before anyone realizes it. Bandits and slavers can move further inland. And with both hands in the black market, he must also have the monopoly on weapons, which the Assembly will be desperate to make use of.” Martin’s face began to flush. “I’ll wager men like Mr. Blackwood pray every night for hardship and misfortune. What better way to drive the prey into their webs?”

      “Martin,” Chester said in a warning tone. “I think you’ve insulted our host enough⁠—”

      “You made such clever use of the Separation,” Martin continued. “And the Great Ruin after that. The Battle of Damiras, too, no doubt, when the Entrians were desperate for any aid that could be sent their way. Isn’t that right, sir?”

      Blackwood didn’t answer, but his small smirk of amusement remained. Martin clenched his hand into a fist.

      “Fear means profit for our insatiable kind!” he cried. “Chaos and devastation bring reward to the clawed hand quickest to snatch it up!”

      Margaret reached a hand towards him. “Martin⁠—”

      He pounded his fist on the table. A vein bulged in his neck.

      Chester turned to Blackwood. “Please forgive my emotional friend, sir. I’m afraid he tends to become excitable⁠—”

      This was interrupted by a sound of pained rage through clenched teeth and breaking glass. Martin had wrenched himself away from the table, clutching at the stump of his left arm and felling a wineglass in the process. Ink, Margaret, and Daniel all jumped to their feet. Seherene rushed back to the table.

      “Mr. Whistler?” Daniel said.

      “Are you all right?” the Entress asked.

      Margaret hurried to the far end of the table and tried to help Martin to his feet. “He’s having a reaction. Some kind of allergy. We still don’t know the cause but the symptoms have become quite severe.”

      Martin doubled over in pain and tried to twist out of her reach as he cried again in anguish. “Not here! Not now! Not for him! God!”

      Blackwood and Chester rose to their feet. The guards in view of the tea party had snapped to full attention, waiting for the first signal from their master to jump into action. Blackwood glanced at them but made no such sign. Seherene grasped Martin firmly by the arm.

      “Come on, Mr. Whistler. Let’s get you inside.”

      Ink and Margaret helped to support him as he struggled to keep his feet. His breaths were shallow. Sweat rolled down his face. Halfway to the back door, he suddenly dropped to a knee, reeling and biting back another roar of pain. Daniel hurried forward to help. As he got a closer look at Martin’s face, his own slackened in dismay.

      “Bloody hell.”

      Ink tugged at his sleeve. “Come on, Martin. You can make it. Just a little farther now. A few steps is all.”

      Once he was back on his feet, Margaret glanced at Daniel. “Stay with Captain Ramm. We wouldn’t want him left alone with our host.”

      Daniel nodded. By this point, they were practically dragging Martin across the lawn. As they neared the back door, Blackwood signaled to the guards, who promptly opened it for them.

      Once inside, Ink led the way to the nearest open room. A guard stood at the window and turned in surprise at their arrival.

      “It’s all right. Your boss let us in,” Ink said to him. “Our friend’s taken ill. Give us some space, will you, mate?”

      The man frowned and glanced around. A second guard had followed the group into the hall and nodded his approval. Only then was the first persuaded, finally withdrawing and closing the door behind him. No footsteps followed, which meant both remained just outside.

      The next moment, Martin wrenched free of their grasp with a curse and fell to his knees, knocking into a table and toppling a silver candelabra. Seherene rushed to help him again but he staggered away with another roar, spewing flecks of saliva.

      “Stay away! Just stay away!”

      The Entress looked at him in utter shock.

      “If you can help,” Ink said, “best do it from a distance.”

      “She can’t help!” Martin bellowed. “No one . . . ! No one can ever help!”

      He picked up the candelabra and hurled it across the room. It crashed into a metal grate over a large stone hearth. Red and purple veins twisted up his neck and over his jaw. He curled inward and raked his fingers over his face as if to tear his skin away.

      Ink felt a lump form in his throat. “Steady on, Martin. It’s gonna be all right.”

      “Give him time,” Margaret said. “He can get through it himself, but he doesn’t want us staring at him. We can wait in the next room.”

      But before she’d finished speaking, Seherene picked up the hem of her cloak and knelt before the raging man. She lifted a hand towards him, splaying her fingers, then shut her eyes.

      Martin’s tormented gasps came hoarse and rasping, as if every breath threatened another cry of pain and rage. Suddenly, he lunged forward and seized the Entress by the arm. Seherene opened her eyes again but didn’t pull away. Ink and Margaret rushed towards them.

      “Stay back,” she warned, halting them both.

      “Why doesn’t she end it?” Martin said between clenched teeth. “Why doesn’t she bloody end it? What more can she want of me? Hasn’t she . . . hasn’t she taken enough?”

      He winced and hung his head but kept hold of her arm. Ink watched closely, ready to jump in at the drop of a hat. Margaret had already pulled the pistol from beneath her cloak. After a deep breath, Seherene laid her free hand gently over Martin’s. He suppressed another cry and turned his head away. Ink thought he saw the air shimmer between them for a moment.

      A minute passed. His breathing slowed. The twisting veins began to fade from his face and neck, now thoroughly slicked with sweat. With a final choked cry, he released his hold on her and clutched the stump of his left arm. Slowly, he shifted to one side and sat slumped on the rug. Seherene copied the motion, moving from her knees to a seated position.

      They were quiet for a long time. Ink finally convinced himself to stop holding his breath. Margaret replaced the pistol in her belt. Seherene studied Martin’s face.

      “Was it only Blackwood who made you so angry?” she asked.

      He lifted his arm to wipe his brow, then shook his head, avoiding her gaze.

      “Even a man . . .” His voice was hoarse. He paused, shut his eyes, and took another deep breath before continuing. “Even a man like Blackwood can’t build something out of nothing. He, uh . . . he sent letters to the bank—my bank—shortly after the Separation Decree, wanting initial investment funds. Seed money for his new business. It was part of my duties to grant or deny such requests. When it . . . when it came to my desk I saw enough ominous indications to know what sort of man he was. What kind of activities he intended to conduct.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and took another deep breath. “I refused. Denied his request. But the letters didn’t stop. And soon enough he began sending representatives to make it clear to me—in no uncertain terms—that denial was not an acceptable answer.”

      Seherene frowned. “He threatened your family, didn’t he?”

      “And those of my colleagues. At first I put no stock in his threats. Thought them nothing more than empty words. Until I found one of his . . . representatives . . . standing on my own front doorstep as I came home one night.”

      Ink exchanged a glance with Margaret, who looked equally disturbed.

      “I signed the papers then and there,” Martin continued. “And of course I justified it as best as I could. Tried to convince myself that it wouldn’t amount to anything. That Blackwood would get himself killed by bandits or thrown into prison. And as I never heard his name again, I thought that’s what happened.”

      “So he remembered you,” Margaret said. “Remembered how you tried to stop him. That’s why he wanted to see you. Why he only smiled as you got angrier.”

      Martin nodded, then put the back of his hand to his mouth.

      Seherene shook her head. “I’m sorry we ever came here. I’d hoped Blackwood might be able to help us somehow. Help Isaac at the very least. But it was all an ill wind. And as for signing those papers, Mr. Whistler . . . no one in their right mind would have done any differently than you did. No one.”

      Martin rubbed a hand over his face again, then dared a glance at her. His eyes were wet. “I didn’t mean to hurt your arm.”

      “You haven’t. Don’t worry about that. Are you still feeling any pain?”

      “No. Whatever you did worked fast. Thank you.”

      A calming enchantment had done it. Ink had seen it before, used to soothe the frantic chickens on Riverfall. He wondered why she hadn’t first tried to deaden his limbs. Then again, such an act probably would’ve only made things worse. Like blocking all the vents of a boiler ready to burst.

      A knock came at the door. Ink, who was standing closest by, hurried over and leaned towards it. “What d’you want?”

      A muffled voice answered. “Mr. Blackwood has sent for his physician. He should be arriving soon.”

      Martin shook his head. “I don’t want to see a doctor.”

      “But maybe it would help,” Ink said. “You ain’t been properly looked at since it started happening. This could be your chance!”

      “It’s nothing any doctor can fix. It’s the bloody Mistress.” He scoffed. “All this time, I’ve been thinking she was doing this to me for her own sheer amusement. Now—with her fancying herself some kind of all-powerful judge—I realize it’s my own personal punishment for bowing to Blackwood all those years ago.”

      Margaret stepped to the sofa and rested a hand on the back of it. “Does Harriet know?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I think she should.”

      He looked up at her with a new gleam of anger in his eyes. “Why? So I can prove myself an even worse husband than I already have been? An even greater fool and coward?”

      “‘Cause she’d want to know,” Ink said, remembering Seherene’s own words to him. “‘Cause she cares about you.”

      Martin didn’t reply, but looked thoroughly unconvinced.

      Seherene glanced down for a moment, hesitant. “Mr. Whistler . . . does it bother you to hear about the night you lost your arm?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Hear about it? That almost sounds as if you were there.” The curious frown on his face deepened. “You weren’t, were you?”

      “No. But I . . . did find Isaac later that night.”

      Martin’s frown softened. “Oh, yes?”

      She nodded. “I was passing through Sedgewick Glen that day, heading south with a few fellow biologists. We stopped at an inn well after dark, where it happened that Isaac had also been staying. I went to his room as soon as I could break away from the others. I knocked. No one answered. Then I found the door was unlocked.” She turned her gaze to the hearth, her eyes giving way to a distant stare as the memory flooded back. “He was sitting on the floor against the wall. There was blood everywhere—on his shirt, his hands, the rug. I saw he was conscious but in a daze. Naturally I panicked and rushed to him, assuming the worst. He didn’t move. Didn’t speak to me at first. He was . . . utterly shaken. Catatonic, in fact.”

      Martin bowed his head again.

      “It took a long time for him to tell me what had happened,” Seherene continued. “Of course he’d confronted dozens of Spektors before, and he’d always been well aware of the dangers of bearing the Key. But it wasn’t until he met you that he began to realize it was about so much more. That the true cost would be borne by those with little defense, without armor, possibly without any knowledge of the Spirit World at all. He said he was entirely humbled by you.”

      “What? By me?”

      “By your faith and courage. Your willingness to lay down all your doubts and defenses in such a perilous situation, and before a complete stranger. He said he couldn’t have done it himself if your places had been exchanged. That you and your wife had a strength to which he could only aspire. He felt everything would be different from then on. That his whole world had changed irrevocably. And if he did nothing more with the rest of his life than stand between Spektors and people like you, then it would be a life well-lived.”

      Martin shook his head, awed by the declaration. “I never knew he felt that way. And I certainly never thought he would be so disturbed afterward. He was so confident throughout the expulsion. So self-assured. Of course he kept apologizing for the arm, but I told him it was a small price to pay for keeping my life, and that I would never hold it against him. Perhaps he mistook the tears in my eyes for grief and pain. But it was joy. Pure joy. The Spektor was gone. I was free. That is . . . until these attacks started flaring up.”

      She nodded. “It seems there is always some remnant left behind, even when the worst is over. Scars, memories, nightmares. It’s part of their insidious cunning. I’m sorry I can’t be more help to you.”

      “If you ask me,” Margaret said, “it’s only a matter of dealing with the source. And just because we haven’t had any luck so far doesn’t mean we stop trying. We’ll find a way, Martin. For you, for Caradoc. For everyone.”

      Ink tipped his hat back on his brow. “If anyone one can do it, we can. After all, we’re experts in impossible things by now.”

      Martin tried to smile. “I won’t disagree with that.” He looked to the Entress again. “I appreciate what you’ve told me. It means a lot.”

      She nodded. After another deep breath, he braced himself against the carpet and attempted to stand. Seherene moved to help him and ensured he stood steady on his feet.

      “Well,” he said, tugging down his coat. “I suppose we ought to be getting back.”

      “Personally, I wouldn’t mind hiding in here a while longer,” Margaret said. “All this talk about what’s been going on . . . the world falling even deeper into madness . . . it makes me think the fugitive way of life is really the most sensible approach.” She folded her arms with a grim look of disquiet. “War is another darkness that’s supposed to stay in fairy tales and not come true. What kind of person looks into our past and present pains and decides there hasn’t been enough blood shed? It’s unthinkable. And I’m sorry about the Elders, for your sake. That must be a terrible shock.”

      These last words were directed at Seherene, whose entire bearing spoke to a heavy heart. Her answer came so quietly Ink almost didn’t hear it.

      “It seems we are to take the nightmares all at once. Without respite.”

      Another knock came at the door. Ink hurried to open it, revealing a well-dressed man with a curly beard and a large medical bag.

      “Clear off, you nosy git!” Ink cried, then shut the door in his face.

      Martin bit back a smirk, then picked up the silver candelabra and fixed the grate he had knocked askew. “Well, that probably lost us whatever hiding time we had left.”

      “No, no.” Ink went to the nearest window facing the garden and looked out. “They’re still talking out there. Not paying attention to us. We can stay as long as we like. Oh, hang on . . .”

      Just as he’d turned from the window, he noticed a glass door adjoining the parlor to another room. The guard had been standing directly in front of it when they’d first entered, and now he could see the reason why.

      A tall glass case had been set on a high table, and within were two crowns perched on display stands. They were incredibly delicate-looking, the gold and silver strands twisted and woven together as fine as threads of gossamer silk. As he approached the door, they sparkled in the light, suggesting precious jewels.

      And so, like any pickpocket worth their salt, Ink put his hand on the doorknob and pushed his way inside. The others called after him in hushed tones, but he only leaned back half a step and beckoned.

      “Sweet gravy, you have to come and see this!”

      Seherene was the first to reach him. “Ink, I think Blackwood will be suspicious if we’re gone much long⁠—”

      The words died away as her eyes fell on the room. Margaret and Martin followed close behind, and soon mirrored her stunned expression.

      It was like a museum exhibit. The room was twice the size of the parlor and full of items on display, everything from fine jewelry and ornate clocks to curious masks and diamond-studded music boxes. The gold and silver crowns were the obvious centerpieces of the collection but they shared some very odd company. Nearby was an assortment of strange sculptures that appeared to be made of bone and animal horns. A row of colorful pendants hung in the next case, and below it an array of gold signet rings.

      They wandered among the objects, in no mind of returning to the tea party any time soon. This was much too curious a diversion.

      “Would you look at this?” Martin said. “Half this stuff is made of precious gems and metals. It’s like we just walked into Blackwood’s private vault.”

      “Maybe we did,” Ink replied.

      Margaret wrinkled her brow. “And yet it’s guarded by only one man in the next room? That makes no sense.”

      She was right. Had the items all been kept in glass cases, Ink might have suggested the glass was unbreakable. But as most of the collection was out in the open, surely that meant the room contained spelltraps to keep unwanted visitors away. On the other hand, if there were such things lurking about, Seherene would have warned them. As it was, she was hovering near a small table in the corner, studying a paper-wrapped parcel. A card had been tucked into the twine.

      Ink’s eyes were drawn to a bracelet set atop a velvet cushion. It was made entirely of black diamonds. The cut of each gem was exquisite, and each held a peculiar luminescence which glowed a dark shade of green deep in the center. It was hypnotizing. He reached a finger towards one of the stones.

      “Stop!”

      He looked up. Seherene had taken the card from the parcel and now held it open before her. Her piercing gaze sought each of theirs in turn.

      “Touch nothing. Not the handle on a case, not even the furniture.”

      Ink plucked his hand away from the bracelet.

      “What have you found?” Margaret asked.

      The Entress looked at the card again. “‘I have done as you asked. The concealment is in place as well. Ensure the item is not touched with bare hands.’”

      Ink, Margaret, and Martin all backed away from the cases they’d been examining.

      “Heavens above,” Martin said. “What’s in that parcel? Another Wickwire gift?”

      “There is still one missing,” Margaret replied, her eyes slightly wide in alarm. “I shouldn’t be the least bit surprised if it was here.”

      Seherene shook her head. “It’s unclear what the parcel contains, but we now know it’s been infused with a black spell under concealment. Which means the other items may be as well.”

      They gathered together in the middle of the room, looking about them as though they stood in the midst of a mine field.

      “Guess that explains having only one guard,” Ink replied. “Probably don’t even need him with this kind of security.”

      Margaret glanced at Seherene. “If our host is dealing with black spells, surely he must be an Entrian.”

      “He isn’t,” Martin answered. “He made that very clear to us when he applied to the bank all those years ago.”

      “Nor have I sensed any power in him, or his guards, for that matter,” Seherene said.

      Ink wrinkled his nose at her in confusion. “So then . . . can Cassrians use black spells?”

      “Theoretically, yes. There is no enchantment required to summon a demon and ask for the words of a curse, but they would not be able to infuse it with anything. This note makes it clear he’s been buying these items from others who are laying the spells at his request. All the more reason to put Blackwood and this island as far behind us as possible.”

      “But wait a minute,” Margaret said. “Shouldn’t we find out if it’s a Wickwire gift?”

      “What difference does it make whether it is or isn’t?” Martin asked. “Let him have the damned thing!”

      “It makes a great deal of difference to the Mistress. If we find it, we’ll have added leverage against her. And at the very least, we can make sure she never gains any advantage by it. We ought to check the entire room, in fact. It might be any one of these things.”

      “Or none of them,” Martin shot back. “And we’re gone so long in looking that Blackwood takes us for thieves.”

      Seherene nodded. “I agree. It would be a worthwhile endeavor had we the time, but I think all we can do at this point is mark this down as a possible location.”

      Margaret sighed. “You’re probably right. But I know this is going to keep me up at night.”

      Once Seherene had returned the ominous note to its parcel, everyone agreed it was time to make an exit. As he headed towards the door, Ink’s gaze fell once more on the crowns in the glass case—the cursed crowns, as he now knew. It was such a shame. Why did everything beautiful have to have a catch?

      “Oh, good Lord.”

      Ink glanced behind him. Margaret had stopped dead in her tracks, her face overtaken by a look of horror.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Martin asked.

      She walked slowly to the corner half-hidden behind the door, each step heavy with dread. When she had gone as far as she dared, she finally answered.

      “It’s the Mistress. A statue of the Mistress.”

      Seherene and Martin hurried forward to look for themselves. Ink couldn’t move.

      “Are you sure?” the Entress asked.

      “You recognize the Mistress?” Martin said.

      Margaret nodded. “I saw her at the Tinderbox, remember? At that secret séance. I would never forget that face.”

      They stared at the figure in stricken silence. Ink forced his feet to work and moved just far enough to catch a glimpse for himself. It was a white stone statue about three feet high, set on a cushion of gold silk. The woman was draped in an elegant robe and stood in a proud pose with her chin raised and her eyes staring straight ahead. A pattern of tiny diamonds was set into the stone, marking the right side of her brow and running down to her cheek. Her hair was caught up in a strange sort of crown which twisted like the limbs of an ancient tree.

      Ink clenched his hands into shaking fists. So this was her. The woman who’d sent the Spektors after him, who’d tricked him into naming Caradoc as his enemy. Who’d whispered such poison into Darian’s heart as to incite the Battle of Damiras. Consort of demons. Architect of the Middling House. Brutalizing the world with her vile curses and monstrous servants. Whom no one living could now oppose.

      He wanted to leap forward and shove the horrid thing to the ground, see it break into a thousand pieces. But he knew it wouldn’t do any good.

      “Perhaps,” Martin said grimly, “we might now call it a probable location for a Wickwire gift.”

      Seherene turned back to Margaret. “You said you saw her at the Tinderbox? I’ve heard something of that place. It’s in Vaterra, is it not?”

      “Yes. But the story that goes along with it is best saved for . . . safer quarters. To which we ought to return with haste.”

      All were in eager agreement.
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      As soon as they stepped into the main hall again, they found Blackwood and the others waiting for them. Chester and Daniel were relieved at the sight of the mostly recovered Martin, who reassured them he was out of danger. The physician Ink had slighted was nowhere in sight. When Martin apologized for upsetting the tea party, Blackwood responded with a small wave of his scarlet handkerchief.

      “Do not think of it, Mr. Whistler. I am only pleased to see you feeling better. So tell me . . . how did you enjoy my collection?”

      Ink winced. Seherene, however, took the question in stride.

      “It is most impressive. Am I right in thinking that some of the items are enchanted under concealments?”

      “They are, yes.”

      “Enchanted items are quite the rare sight in a Cassrian household. They are becoming scarce even in Entrian Country. You must have paid very handsomely to acquire them.”

      Blackwood, who had been holding his handkerchief to his nose and mouth again, responded with a nod. “I consider myself an avid collector of such artifacts. I find them endlessly fascinating. Infusion often gives them an added beauty they would not otherwise possess. And there are those I keep for historical value. The crowns you saw in the middle of the chamber, for example, once graced the heads of the kings and queens of the Old Kingdom.”

      Chester leaned towards Ink and muttered in a low voice, “Nobody tell the Blue Flames.”

      “We were particularly struck by the statue of the woman in the corner,” Margaret said, looking closely at him. “What can you tell us of her?”

      Blackwood drew his eyebrows together, and Ink thought the look of constipation became even more acute. “Ah, yes. That was a peculiar case. Acquired from an unusual source many years ago. Dealers often embellish details or make up fanciful stories to enhance the appeal of their merchandise, but this one came with no explanations at all. I am not even sure of the woman’s identity, if indeed she is meant to depict any real person.”

      “Who was the dealer, Mr. Blackwood?” Martin asked.

      “Someone who did not wish to be known. He neither showed his face nor gave me his name. But this is a common practice in these parts.”

      He raised his handkerchief to his face again. Margaret took the opportunity to move to Chester’s side, nudge him in the ribs, and glance towards the front door.

      “Ah, yes, well,” Chester said, “fascinating as this day has been and obliged as we are for your hospitality, I believe it’s high time we were off. The wheel grinds ever on, you know.”

      “Yes, of course,” Blackwood said. “Allow me to show you out.”
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      Blackwood called for the carriage at once. A smaller coach was nearby, and inside it was the curly-bearded doctor, now in conversation with Mr. Hawkesworth, who stood outside his window. Seeing this, Margaret hung back on Chester’s arm and made a small throat-clearing noise to attract Seherene’s attention.

      “Perhaps we ought to ask for a sleeping aid. Didn’t you say he’d run out?”

      Seherene glanced back at Blackwood. “I’d rather not ask him for anything. But I suppose we may as well get something out of this trip. Excuse me, Mr. Blackwood.”

      “Yes, my lady?”

      “We were wondering if you might have any medicines or remedies to help with sleep. One of our crewmembers is sorely in need of it and I’m afraid our own supply has run dry.”

      “Of course. It’s fortunate I had the doctor waiting—in case you touched anything in my collection. Mr. Hawkesworth! Ask the good doctor if he might spare something to aid with sleep.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Blackwood turned back to the Colonists. “Where are you headed next, Captain?”

      Chester froze for a moment, unsure of how to answer, then covered his hesitation with a gruff laugh. “Damned if I know! It’s my first mate with all the ideas. I just carry ‘em out.”

      Blackwood squinted at him. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

      “Well not today, my good man! But tomorrow things may change! Who knows? We go the way of the wind, wherever we fancy, however we like. Can’t have every day the same, now can we?”

      “Calamor, sir,” Daniel said before Chester could continue his nonsensical babbling. “We’re headed to Calamor.”

      Blackwood nodded, his brow still tightly furrowed. “Dangerous waters between here and there. Even with a capable crew and a talented Entress, you’ll be hard pressed to avoid misfortune—especially considering recent events. You must allow me to escort you.”

      Chester raised an eyebrow. “Oh . . . that won’t be necessary.”

      “And we wouldn’t wish to inconvenience you,” Seherene said.

      “It’s no trouble at all. I’m due to meet with one of the town councils on Calamor. Besides, you stand a far better chance of arriving quickly at your destination under my security. One ship, no matter its size and situation, is always considered a prize. Two at least pose a decent threat to marauders.”

      Daniel’s eyes filled with worry. “Sir, that is most generous of you but⁠—”

      “It really isn’t necessary,” Chester finished. “Why I’ve seen pirates turn tail and run at the mere sound of my name! They won’t bother us. Rest assured.”

      Hawkesworth approached and handed a small vial of powder to his employer. Blackwood took it, then held it in his hand as if deciding whether or not to actually give it to them.

      “I should be honored, Captain, if you would allow me the privilege. What’s more, I insist on hosting both you and the Lady Seherene aboard my own vessel for the duration of the voyage. There you will enjoy the utmost comfort. That way, we can continue our discussion of recent events. Perhaps even make further plans to our advantages. It is a unique opportunity for us all and, as I say, no trouble whatsoever.” He locked eyes with Seherene. “I insist.”

      Another request that was not a request. Even were he not holding the sleeping powder as a paltry ransom, there were still cannons aimed at the Chain Breaker and an able crew aboard Blackwood’s vessel to chase after them. The worst part was that Blackwood was right. If it did come to a fight at sea, they didn’t stand much of a chance. The Colonists exchanged disheartened glances of resignation. Chester nodded at the Entress.

      “Thank you, Mr. Blackwood,” she finally answered. “We are pleased to accept.”

      Ink had to hand it to her. All those years dealing with authorities and politicians she disliked and doing it with an air of unimpeachable cordiality was a skill he could never attain—much less stomach. Blackwood handed her the vial.

      “Excellent. Your friends can return to the quayside and have your things sent to my ship. We will follow within the hour, once my own bags are packed.”

      As soon as the carriage arrived, Hawkesworth strode to it, opened the door, and let down the steps. Seherene handed the vial to Margaret. They exchanged an anxious glance.

      “Can I go along, too, Mr. Blackwood?” Ink asked.

      “No, you may not,” Chester answered sternly.

      Seherene shook her head in agreement. “Best stay with the others.”

      “But—”

      “Ink,” Martin said, strictly but kindly. “Let’s go. Come on.”

      As the departing Colonists forced themselves towards the waiting carriage, glancing over their shoulders with worried frowns, Blackwood returned his attention to Chester and Seherene.

      “I had rather hoped to see Mr. Isaac Caradoc in your party this afternoon. Was he not available to join us?”

      “I’m afraid he’s been ill as of late,” Seherene said. “The sleeping aid is for him.”

      “Ah. Well, I wish him a speedy recovery. I’ve heard reports of the strange talisman he carries on his hand. I am most interested to speak with him about it.” He looked back at the retreating Colonists. “Perhaps if he has rallied enough by the time you return to your ship, you might urge him to join us on mine.”

      Daniel nodded. “We’ll pass the message, sir.”

      “Yeah,” Ink added with a disgruntled frown. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      Margaret spurred him into the carriage before he could give further insult.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They were delayed again when Blackwood had the idea to send a few newspapers back with them to share among their fellow Colonists. Once these had been handed to Daniel, Hawkesworth shut the carriage door and tipped his hat with a smile.

      No one smiled back.

      The driver spurred the horses. Ink kept his eyes on Seherene and Chester for as long as he could, twisting his neck until it hurt, even as the carriage turned onto the winding road leading away from Moorcrest.

      Daniel released a sigh of frustration. “Another delay. First this damned tea party, and now we have to make a stop at Calamor.”

      “You did the right thing not telling him about King’s Island,” Margaret said. “Besides, we can use the time to figure out a way to shake free of him.”

      Martin nudged Ink’s arm with his. “Chester and Sarah will be all right. They’re prizes to him. Precious merchandise. He won’t let anything happen to them.”

      Ink slumped against the seat. “Well, you might convince me. But Caradoc’s gonna go mad.”

      “That’s likely true,” Margaret said. “But whatever happens, we can’t let him leave the ship. No matter how keen Blackwood is to meet him.”

      “Best not tell him about the invitation, then,” Daniel said. “If I know him, he’s bound to accept it, if only to cause trouble.”

      Everyone agreed.
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      There was nothing left to do. Caradoc was sure of it. From the lowest decks to the rigging on the masts, he had finished every chore and task at hand—whether it needed doing or not. There had been only half an inch of water in the bilges, but still he’d pumped it out. He had mopped the decks even though he’d done it the day before. He’d tended to the animals, trimmed the lantern wicks, replaced a rusted hinge on the cargo hatch door, and triple-checked all the charts to make sure they were on the most direct course to Calamor. It was ten o’clock by the time he forced his steps towards the sleeping quarters. He would have two hours to rest before the start of his shift on the middle watch. Might as well make an attempt.

      Most were already asleep. He stared bleakly at the row of hammocks swaying in unison. Radburn’s unmistakable snore cut through the sound of creaking timbers and waves breaking against the hull. Caradoc took one look at his own hammock, considered all the dark thoughts and worries that awaited him there, and walked straight back out again.

      The galley would be empty by now. That was perfect. There was always something to organize or tend to in a kitchen.

      It wasn’t until he’d stepped into the compartment that he noticed a light burning inside. The next moment, Harriet came around the enormous iron stove with a tea towel in her hand. As she looked up and caught sight of him, he jerked back towards the door.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone else was in here.”

      “No, don’t go. Please,” she said, taking an anxious step forward. “Please . . . stay.”

      He paused on the threshold, uncertain, and keeping his eyes firmly bent to the floor.

      “I have . . . I have something that might help you sleep,” she said. “A kind of mulled wine from an old family recipe. I only need to heat it on the stove. It won’t take but a few minutes. Please. Won’t you sit down?”

      There was desperation in her voice, and likely in her eyes as well. But he didn’t dare look. After a long moment of agonizing hesitation, he answered with a short nod.

      “A few minutes.”

      There was a table a few steps away. Once she had retreated to the stove, he went to it and sat on the end of the bench closest the door, keeping half turned towards it. There was a sound of clinking silverware, drawers and cupboards being open and shut, then a small clank as the tea kettle was set in place. She was in a hurry, anxious that he might try to leave again. He cleared his throat and tried to think of something to say.

      “How’s Martin?”

      “He’s all right now,” she said. “A little shaken, but that’s normal after an attack. His duties on the ship are a great help, I think. They give him something else to focus on. Of course he’s worried about Sarah and Chester, as we all are. Not to mention the news about the High Council. Have you seen the papers Daniel brought us?”

      “I have. Ink was grinning from ear to ear seeing his own name in the warrants.”

      “Yes, he’s very proud of it. And I think we were all surprised to see Mavie listed as a Colonist-sympathizer.”

      “That’s a good sign. It means they haven’t discovered her whole story, and that she hasn’t been captured. She must have escaped Mastmarner.”

      “I hope she’s able to manage living as a fugitive again in her condition. But she is very clever. She’d probably laugh at us for worrying about her.”

      A few silent minutes passed. There was a scraping sound. Liquid poured into a cup. A spoon tapped against a porcelain rim. She appeared a moment later and set the cup in front of him. He kept his gaze on the table.

      “Thank you.”

      “I know you can’t taste it, but . . . hopefully it will help.”

      He reached for the cup and brought it to his lips. Pieces of cinnamon and star anise floated to the top of the dark red liquid, along with a small slice of orange. The smell was absolutely incredible.

      It tasted like water.

      Harriet fidgeted where she stood, as if unsure of what to do with herself, then finally seated herself on the bench across from him—on the end farthest from the door.

      “This . . . Alistair Blackwood,” she said. “You knew him straight away, didn’t you? I noticed your reaction at the sound of his name.”

      Caradoc nodded. “He was very fondly regarded in Talas Prison. Most of the inmates wrote him letters, begging his help. Certain he would come to their rescue. Such was his reputation. Whenever a prisoner was taken from their cell and never seen again, it was always assumed they’d been saved by Blackwood. They probably said the same of me when I was released.”

      “Did you ever write to him?”

      “No. I was determined to serve my full time, if for no other reason than sheer stubborn pride. Never gave him another thought ‘til today. Now it turns out he’s one of the biggest snakes in the pit and he won’t let us out of his grasp.”

      She clasped a hand over her arm. “We’ll think of something. It’ll just take time.”

      “I should have been awake. I should have gone with them.”

      “You can’t be everywhere at once. Though God knows how hard you’ve been trying.”

      A mirthless chuckle left him. He gently swirled the teacup in one hand, watching the spices and orange slice dance around each other. He tilted his head but still didn’t lift his gaze.

      “It’s been a few weeks now. What do you make of the seafaring life?”

      She pondered the question for a moment before answering. “To be perfectly honest, I thought I would dislike it. No green things in sight. No steady ground. Tight quarters. But for the most part, I’ve found the experience to be quite beautiful. To wake every morning to a sunrise on the sea. To see everyone working so closely together. It’s even a comfort for me to know that we’ve rejoined the world in some small way. That we’re not so far from it as we once were. I think it’s done me more good than I’ve realized, in spite of . . . the difficult circumstances.”

      The lines on Caradoc’s brow disappeared. “I’m glad to hear it.” He glanced quickly around the galley. “You have everything you need down here?”

      “More than enough. Sometimes I wonder if the place is enchanted. I find it in a perfect state of order every morning. Even if I leave the pots and pans to soak overnight, they’re always done before . . .” She trailed off, suddenly realizing the answer. “That’s your doing, isn’t it?”

      There was amusement in her voice.

      He replied with a small smile and an even smaller shrug. “Just wanted to help.”

      She reached a hand towards his arm—then stopped with a sudden flinch, as though she’d nearly touched a hearth fire. Wordlessly, she drew it back again and shook her head in self-reproach. He kept his eyes on the table.

      “I’m sorry you can’t enjoy being at sea,” she said. “I’d hoped it would do you good as well. But I know there’s far too much to worry about.”

      He nodded. “Well . . . at least that’s nothing new to us.”

      He reached for the teacup again with his gloved hand, but paused when he felt a twinge of pain run down his left arm. He switched quickly to his right, hoping she hadn’t noticed, and finished the rest of the wine. He stood and cleared his throat.

      “Thank you again. I think I’d better go and see if Jeremy needs anything.”

      She rose from the table but lingered near it. Just as he reached the door, he turned back—his eyes on the galley floor—and put a hand to his chest.

      “I, uh . . . I’ve been meaning to tell you. The spectacles you bought for me . . . they were in my right breast pocket when the bullet hit, not the left. They suffered no damage.”

      She nodded. “I’m glad.”

      It was only two words, but he heard the emotion in them.

      “And I’m . . .” she continued, “so very glad you came by. I’ve missed⁠—”

      She caught herself, drawing a breath in the split second it took to rephrase the sentence.

      “—our conversations.”

      He turned and put a hand on the doorframe. The twinge of pain shot through his arm again, this time reaching as far as his heart. He worked his jaw, feeling a surge of self-loathing.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I know I’ve been . . . I am . . . unforgivable. But I never meant . . . I didn’t . . . didn’t realize . . .” He swept a frustrated hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I’m . . . sorry.”

      He turned and strode away, feeling himself as big a fool as he had ever felt.
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      Once he reached the main deck, he took a deep breath of salt air and glanced up at the stars. They seemed dimmer. Farther away, somehow. Even the moon appeared rather sickly. A noise of astonished surprise sounded behind him.

      He turned to see Skiff in deep conversation with Jeremy, who stood at the helm. Her eyes were wide, her attention completely captured by whatever he was saying. Caradoc climbed the steps to the quarterdeck and approached them.

      “Are you serious?” the young woman said. “You’re telling me the last Keyholder in Eriaris would have plunged over a cliff if not for you?”

      “No, no,” Jeremy replied. “I said I was close enough to grab his arm. That’s all I said.”

      “But that’s what it means!”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I would,” Caradoc said as he reached the helm. “It’s perfectly true, after all.”

      Jeremy blushed. “I was just telling Skiff how I got the Spektor tooth I used to carry around. She wanted to know the story, but I wasn’t trying to make myself out to be a hero.”

      Caradoc nodded at Skiff. “Even though that’s exactly what he is, he will never admit to it, no matter how hard you press him.”

      “So I’m learning.” Skiff’s grin soon mixed with a look of disgust. “Ugh, but what a perfectly horrid story. Did it really just lunge at you like a rabid animal? I thought Spektors were more, I don’t know, refined and intelligent.”

      “Depends on the Spektor.”

      “Do you still have the scar?”

      Caradoc stood straighter and moved the collars of his coat and shirt aside to reveal the faint pattern of teeth marks on his right shoulder. “That was . . . what, six years ago? Seven?”

      Jeremy nodded. “Just a few weeks before we met Riva.”

      Skiff stared at the scars, fascinated. “That must have really hurt, especially if it bit so hard as to leave a tooth behind.”

      “I definitely don’t recommend it,” Caradoc said.

      As he replaced his clothing, Skiff folded her arms and glanced at him with a worried frown. “You know . . . with all these stories I’ve been hearing—all the things I’ve read about you, all the trials you face—it’s really a miracle you’re still alive.”

      He scoffed.

      “No, I’m serious! You’re really well looked-after! And not only on account of your friends, but surely by God himself! You have to be! Who else survives a bullet to the heart? I’ve never heard of such a thing! Have you? And Sarah using everyone’s strength to pull your village to the island? That’s incredible! On so many counts! And I don’t even want to talk about the giant crocodile! You’ve been through so much, yet here you stand. You’re blessed, Keyholder. You really are. Whether it feels like it or not. There’s no other explanation. I know that probably sounds ridiculous. But I’ve been thinking about it for a long time now and I felt like I should say it. So there, now I’ve said it.”

      Jeremy pulled the cap from his head and ran a hand through his hair, offering a gentle smile. “I’ve always felt the same way. Just never mentioned it. Glad it’s not only me who thinks so.”

      Caradoc rubbed a hand over his scarred jaw. “I admit it’s hard for me to believe. But if you two say so, then it must be the truth.”

      It didn’t feel true. Not in the slightest. But he had no desire to crush any hopes or optimistic ideas, no matter what form they took. He inhaled another deep breath of salt air, then gestured towards the young woman.

      “And what about your story, Skiff? Daniel told me you’ve only been with his crew for two years. Where were you before?”

      “Oh, here and there. Just wandering around, really. Seeing new places in the world.”

      “All by yourself?” Jeremy asked. “You seem awful young for wandering alone.”

      “I knew how to take care of myself. I wasn’t worried.” She twisted her mouth and shrugged. “There’s really nothing more to tell. Nothing interesting, anyway.”

      “How about telling us where you learned Arravantis and King’s Island are the same place?” Caradoc said. “I even searched Mastmarner for a reference but couldn’t find anything.”

      “Oh, that? I can’t remember exactly. You hear all sorts of things when you meet all sorts of people. Somewhere in or around the South Country, I think. But I’m sure I heard it right.”

      Voices called to one another in the distance, drawing their attention. Blackwood’s ship, the Grackle, floated just near enough that they could make out sailors exchanging posts at the helm and in the crow’s nest. Jeremy glanced at the hourglass mounted beside the bell.

      “Half past ten? Strange time for a shift change.”

      “I think Blackwood has them on a shorter schedule,” Skiff replied. “Gives them more time to rest. Of course, he has to carry more sailors that way, but they’re probably a lot more vigilant when they are on duty.”

      Caradoc watched the shadows scurry in out of the lantern light across the far deck. “He really got under Daniel’s skin this afternoon. That awful remark he made about Ramm being his best customer. I had him help me muck out the stalls just to get the steam out of him.”

      “It must have hurt the rest of you as well,” Jeremy said, looking at Skiff.

      The young woman folded her arms and leaned against the railing, a grim cloud settling over her face. “We have been worrying about all the people getting kidnapped and sold as slaves while we’re on this ship. And us not being there to help them. But Blackwood made us realize we’ve been missing a big piece of it. The work we were doing mattered. Every life we saved mattered, yet we were only confronting the effect of evil. Not the cause of it. It’s like a snake bite. Dealing with the venom is absolutely necessary. You’ve got to get it out of there. But after the first few victims, you really ought to go and cut the head off that snake.”

      Both men nodded their agreement. It was a problem they had come to know very well over the past nine years. On the brighter side of things, at least Alistair Blackwood was a lot easier to locate than the Mistress. Caradoc glanced across the water again.

      “Have you seen Sarah or Chester on deck? Or is he keeping them down below?”

      “Haven’t seen them yet,” Jeremy said. “But Ink has a better view. You should ask him.”

      “What? He’s still awake?”

      Skiff nodded towards the back of the ship. “He’s up on the stern deck. Been there almost all night, like a sentry on guard.”

      Caradoc stood back and peered through the upper railing. All he could make out was a top hat near the port side gunwale.

      “So, Jeremy,” Skiff said, “you told me you used to carry that Spektor tooth everywhere, in a glass case ‘round your neck. Why don’t you have it now?”

      “Oh, I . . . I gave it away. To someone who needed it more. Or at least . . . needed the reminder more.”

      “What reminder?”

      “Well, among other things, that Evil isn’t all-powerful. It can be fought against. Routed. Triumphed over, at times. Even when things look dark in every direction, all isn’t lost. You just have to stand somewhere else to see the end of it. And even if the only light for miles is the one inside yourself, sometimes that’s all you need. But people forget that. So it’s good to have something to remember it by. Isn’t that right?”

      He smiled uncertainly at Caradoc, who nodded in answer.

      “It is indeed.”

      Grinning, Skiff suddenly bounded forward and kissed Jeremy on the cheek. He fell back a step with a look of appalled shock, his face turning a deep scarlet color.

      “Wh-what was that for?”

      “For being perfectly adorable.”

      “Oh . . . well, I . . . I-I don’t know about that.”

      Caradoc smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. “Breathe, Jeremy. Deep breaths. It’s going to be all right.”

      Jeremy rubbed his cheek, still looking stunned. “If you say so.”

      Skiff laughed.

      Once Caradoc was satisfied that Jeremy could still carry on with his duties, he climbed the steps to the stern deck. Ink was sitting on a barrel, leaning his elbows on the gunwale and peering through a pair of brass binoculars.

      “Where’d you get those?” Caradoc asked.

      “Found ‘em. When I was helping Radburn in the armory. You can see up a fly’s nose with these. It’s fantastic.” Ink lowered the binoculars and handed them to Caradoc. “Have a look.”

      As soon as his eyes adjusted to the lenses, he saw what Ink had meant. Not only could he make out individual faces, but he could read their expressions and the movement of their mouths as well.

      “Is that Blackwood? Pacing on the quarterdeck?”

      “Tall? Pale? Creepy looking? Yeah, that’s him. And d’you know what? After staring at him for so long, I’ve made up my mind. He’s a vampire.”

      “What?”

      “The flag on his ship even has a bat on it! Now that’s just too obvious if you ask me.”

      Caradoc tilted the binoculars up. He could just see the emblem on the fluttering banner as it caught the moonlight. “That’s a bird. A grackle, as a matter of fact.”

      “Oh. Well, never mind that, I still say he’s a vampire. And that handkerchief of his? The one he can’t keep away from his face? What’s on it? Some kind of enchanted elixir that keeps him in human form?”

      “Perfume, perhaps.”

      Ink snorted. “Not likely.”

      “What about that relic room of his? Do you think he’s got a Wickwire gift in there?”

      “He might. He’s got everything else. Daniel and Chester talked with him longer than the rest of us, and d’you know what he told ‘em? He got those fancy gas lamps on his property before anyone else! Even before the Great Hall! And he’s got this fence that goes ‘round half the island, which I thought was really cheap-lookin’ for a bloke who’s so keen on security. Turns out, it’s electry-fied! Got lightning running through the wires! The only other place I’ve seen that was the mining camp outside Harroway.”

      “He’s probably funding the inventors who are coming up with these things.”

      “That’s just what Daniel said. What’s he gonna get next? A steam-powered toothbrush?”

      Caradoc swept the binoculars across the length of the ship. He counted eight sailors on deck, which seemed an unusually high number for this time of night. Then again, from what he knew of Blackwood, most were probably watchmen. He would have no surprises.

      “Any sign of Sarah or Chester?”

      “I only saw Chester when he first boarded,” Ink replied. “But I saw Seherene about an hour ago, in that second cabin there with the two big windows. It was only for a moment. I think she was trying to sneak a glance back at us.”

      Caradoc focused on the spot and soon found the windows. All was dark inside.

      “Damn.” He lowered the binoculars and handed them back to Ink. “He’s clever to sail that distance from us. Close enough to convince us that he’s serving as our security escort but just far enough away to make contact impossible, unless we shouted at the tops of our voices.”

      Ink tapped the binoculars against his hand, looking thoughtful. “I heard Delia and Evering talking about Blackwood’s offer to stay on his island. He is a creep, no arguing that, but he also don’t give a fig about turning us in. And he wasn’t lying, else Seherene would’ve called him on it. So maybe, I don’t know, maybe after we get this Sundering thing to stop . . . maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to head back to Northcliff.”

      “Both Delia and Evering said that?”

      “Well, mainly Evering. Delia says we shouldn’t trust anybody who plays games like Blackwood does. Which is also a good point.” With a sigh, Ink tipped his hat back on his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. Except . . .” He bowed his head and fidgeted with the binoculars. “We can’t lose anyone else. We just can’t.”

      Caradoc rubbed the back of his neck as his mind turned over the problem. Soon enough, his gaze landed on a coil of rope hanging on a nearby hook. By the time he stepped towards it, the plan was just beginning to take shape. He stared at it a little while longer, then bent down to remove his boots.

      “What are you doing?” Ink asked.

      He raised a finger to his lips, then gestured towards Jeremy and Skiff on the quarterdeck. Ink jumped off the barrel and hurried over.

      “What are you doing?” he asked again in a strained whisper.

      Caradoc stripped off his coat and untucked his shirt. “I’m going to fetch them back.”

      “What? By yourself? Are you insane?”

      “You want to leave hostages in the hands of a vampire? Hold this.”

      He heaved the coil of rope into Ink’s arms, then hung his coat on the hook. Ink would have dropped his binoculars had they not already been hanging around his neck.

      “You can’t be thinking of swimming over there!”

      “It’s the only way. Unless you’re implying you’d like to do the honors yourself.”

      “Don’t even joke about that. Come on, you know the others won’t stand for this!”

      “Which is why you’re not going to tell them.” Caradoc plucked the rope out of Ink’s hands and heaved it over his shoulder. “All you have to do is make a distraction somewhere near the bow. Draw everyone’s attention—including Blackwood’s.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “Shout at the top of your voice. Wave your arms around. Use your imagination. Now go on. Hurry.”

      As he urged Ink towards the steps, the boy turned back and shook a finger.

      “One hour! You get one hour and if you ain’t back by then⁠—”

      “All right, all right. One hour. Agreed.”

      “You promise?”

      Caradoc offered his hand. “I promise.”

      Ink stared at him with a disapproving glare, but finally took his hand and gave it a firm shake. “You owe me for this.”

      He turned, tugged his hat down around his head, and dashed down the steps.

      “What the devil is that?” he shouted. “Sweet gravy! Did either of you see it?”

      Jeremy and Skiff looked up at him, startled.

      “Ink?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Things!” he cried, flying down the next set of steps and sprinting across the main deck. “There are things in the water! Monsters, I tell you! Huge and scaly and slimy!”

      He raced all the way to the forecastle at the bow and leaned over the side, holding tight to his hat with one hand. Jeremy and Skiff followed, their faces full of worry. Caradoc took the opportunity to slip back down to the main deck and head for the companionway.

      “I don’t see anything!” Skiff said.

      Ink pointed towards the water. “There! There! Sharks! Or mermaids! Or sea dragons! Can’t you see ‘em? They’ll tear us to pieces, I tell you! Mercy above, won’t anyone help us?” He turned and grabbed the lantern hanging from the foremast, then waved it over his head towards the Grackle. “Help! I’m too young to die! And the others would agree with me!”

      At the top of the companionway, Caradoc paused and glanced out. The sailors on the Grackle had begun to gather together, staring towards the shouting boy. The tall figure on the quarterdeck—whom he guessed was Blackwood—raised a hand to the helmsman.

      “Good man, Inkwell,” Caradoc said under his breath, then hurried below decks.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Stowaway

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Seherene was exhausted. The day had seemed twice as long as usual, and the effort of keeping on constant alert around Blackwood had been utterly draining. The bed in the guest cabin was comfortable enough. She was even in her own nightgown instead of a borrowed one. If nothing else, the creaking noises of the ship and gentle rocking of the waves should have rendered her unconscious as soon as her head touched the pillow. But she was wide awake.

      It was killing her to be so far from Caradoc, even if only by one ship. She’d set her heart on being with him when the Second Hour fell. That was impossible now, and it was another reason to resent everything about the current situation.

      She turned on her side and tried to peer at the clock face near the bed. Nearly midnight. Fantastic. And of course the worst thing to do when trying to fall asleep was to make yourself try. It never worked that way. On nights like this at her family home, she would sneak out of the estate and walk the gardens with only a dim light enchantment to lead the way. She had half a mind to get dressed and stroll the main deck now, but the thought was soon dismissed. She didn’t care to be stared at by the ship’s unfriendly crew.

      She turned her thoughts to the evening she’d spent with Ink and Caradoc keeping vigil over Nyssa, the memories and the laughter making her heart glow even now. She thought of the countless hours spent above deck talking with Caradoc while he kept the night watch, with only the moon and stars peering down on them. She relished every moment of his company, every conversation—no matter how fleeting or trivial. There were even times she lost track of the subject altogether, caught up so completely by the mere sound of his voice—which she had once never thought to hear again.

      She knew that every time they crossed paths she ought to have been nagging him to take better care of himself, perhaps even joining Simon in his threats to get him to sleep by means of blunt force. But she could never bring herself to turn him away and send him off. Not when they had already been so long apart. And not when the Sundering . . .

      She drew in a sharp breath. No. She wouldn’t think of it.

      With a sigh of frustration, she sat up and threw off the covers. Instantly her gaze fell on a hideous dragon statue sitting on a far table. It had the most terrible expression on its face. She could even feel it staring at her when her eyes were shut. But she would bear it no longer. In a few strides, she crossed the cabin, took up the statue, and set it inside a large trunk in the corner.

      “What a ridiculous thing,” she muttered.

      As soon as she closed the lid, a soft noise came from the opposite side of the room.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      She turned. There was someone outside one of the cabin windows, likely hanging off the back of the ship. She rushed forward, diverted course briefly to don her robe, then went to open the window. Her mouth fell open in astonishment.

      “Isaac?”

      “Permission to come aboard?”

      The shock rendered her speechless, but she had just enough presence of mind to grab hold of his arm and help him through the window. Once firmly on both feet, he began to untie a rope from around his waist. He was sopping wet and out of breath.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “As right as I can be, but . . .” Flustered, she turned and glanced out the window towards the Chain Breaker. “Saints above, did you swim all the way here?”

      “It’s not as far as it looks. The gap between us closed a bit, too, once Ink caused a distraction.”

      “I can’t believe you! Sneaking aboard Alistair Blackwood’s ship? Are you insane?”

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “You cannot be found here! You’re going back through that window right now!”

      “Glad to. Just as soon as you tie this around your waist. Here.” He held out the rope. “We can pull ourselves back through the water. Make less noise that way.”

      “Oh, yes? And then what?”

      “Then I grab Chester, you put a shroud around the ship, and we fly off into the night. They won’t see the wake so easily in the dark so they shouldn’t be able to follow us.”

      “You’re not thinking straight. Blackwood has eyes all over the east and probably beyond. If he doesn’t find us, one of his associates will—of which there are hundreds of thousands.”

      He frowned and cocked his head. “Are you trying to tell me . . . in that cleverly diplomatic way of yours . . . that you don’t want to be rescued?”

      “Of course I do. But it would be worse for everyone involved if we were to part with Blackwood on such terms.”

      Caradoc passed a hand across his face, then shook the water from it. “All right. Well, if you won’t come back . . .” He stepped back to the window and gathered up the rope.

      “Don’t—”

      The rope was gone before the first word, tossed overboard.

      “Then I’ll stay here,” he finished.

      “What, in this cabin? Hoping no one will notice you for weeks on end?”

      “Once I steal a sailor’s uniform, I won’t have to hope. There’s got to be a few stored in here. Look at all this stuff.”

      He moved past her and began rummaging through the many trunks and crates that were stacked against the walls. She followed after, closing all the lids again.

      “You are unbelievable,” she said.

      “So I’m told. But look, this is perfect, really. We were going to miss our nightly story time. You were just about to tell me about Draff Alley.”

      “Stowaways don’t get stories.” She took the jeweled mask out of his hand and returned it to the box he’d taken it from. “Now would you please stop this? Even with a sailor’s uniform, someone is bound to realize you’re not meant to be here.”

      He lifted the repulsive dragon statue out of the trunk in the corner. “What is all this? It’s like a floating curiosity shop in here.”

      “He has a thing for enchanted items. Carries a host of them wherever he goes. And I’d be careful of touching anything else. He’s fond of having black spells infused to punish thieves.”

      “Oh no,” Caradoc said, pulling a stuffed bear from the same trunk. “Not him, surely. He’s too precious.”

      She grabbed the bear and hurled it back into the trunk. “You are being ridiculous.”

      “I know. It’s one of my favorite ways to stall for time.”

      The small clock near the bed struck midnight with twelve faint chimes. Seherene put a hand to her brow and paced to the center of the cabin.

      “If Blackwood finds you here, he could very well see to it that you never reach King’s Island at all.”

      She turned and fixed him with a grim look, the implications of which needed no further explanation. With a brusque sweep of the hand, he shut the lid of the trunk he’d been searching and sank down on a cushioned chair. He bowed his head for a moment, slicked back his wet hair, and glanced up at her with a fire burning deep in his eyes.

      “I am not leaving you with a man who has a statue of the Mistress in his house.”

      “And I would say the same if our places were changed. But he doesn’t know who she is. He only bought the figure for the novelty of it. He’s not an admirer.”

      “Then he’s a reckless fool who doesn’t realize what he’s playing with. That could end up being worse. Much like Frederick wanting the Key.”

      Seherene agreed, but she also knew better than to say so. It would only help his case. She went to the wash basin at the foot of the bed and picked up the towel beside it. When she turned to him again, there was a look of such defeat in his expression that she almost regretted scolding him. She went to him and held out the towel, which he accepted with a slight look of surprise.

      “Does this mean I can stay?”

      “No,” she answered, half smiling. “It means you can stop dripping all over the floor.”

      There was a small bottle of brandy on a serving tray by the door. While Caradoc did his best to dry himself, she went to it and poured him a small glass. No use letting him fall ill to pneumonia or fever, after all.

      “Do you know where Chester’s being held?” he asked.

      “He’s sharing Blackwood’s massive cabin, where—I have been told—he is currently unconscious after several hours of drinking. Our host treated us to a fine feast at dinner. Spent the entire time explaining all his grand ideas about the new government and the direction things are headed. And where he thinks they ought to be headed.”

      He draped the towel over his shoulder and stood to receive the glass she brought him. “Thank you. I’m sorry about the news. The High Council and . . . everything else. I can’t begin to imagine how you must be feeling.”

      She nodded. “Terrible, at first. Sickened with guilt and outrage and horror. Feeling it was my fault. That my actions had forced the Blue Flames into a panic. And maybe they did. But then I remember . . . this has happened before. None of the Elders survived Damiras. And I can guess the militia had planned to replace them with members of their own choosing, only things got so far out of hand they weren’t able to manage it before a new Council was elected. But now they have.”

      “So they meant it to happen sooner or later.”

      “It looks that way. My mother never had anything good to say about the High Council, this or any other. They were all too weak. Too ineffectual. By the end, she was practically begging me to become an Elder myself. I suppose the only real question now is whether or not she would have meant for me to survive the explosion.”

      His brow furrowed in concern. He held the glass out to her. “Here. You take this one.”

      “No, that’s for you.”

      “I’ll pour myself another. Go on. Take it.”

      She didn’t feel much like a drink, but she accepted it anyway. Once he fixed another glass for himself he stood fidgeting with an air of worry and hesitation.

      “So you don’t regret it, then? Leaving it all behind? That life you had in Ciras?”

      “No,” she answered. “Not for a moment.”

      “Even after all that’s happened? And me being unbelievable and ridiculous?”

      She couldn’t help but smile fondly at him. “If you were anything else, I would not tolerate you so well as I do.”

      She raised her glass towards his. They held each other’s gaze as they clinked together, and she felt the fluttering sensation stir inside her again. Stronger than ever.

      They had scarcely taken the first sip when Caradoc pulled his glass away with a look of dismay. “Blast. Of all the times to be without taste. This is probably excellent stuff.”

      “It is, I’m sorry to say. I’m beginning to think Chester had the right idea in making good use of it.”

      “Well, no sense letting it go to waste.” He drained it with the second draught, then tilted the glass. “Another round?”

      “Ah, no,” she said, taking the glass out of his hand and returning them both to the tray. “Wonderful as this has been, Sailingmaster, I think it’s high time you went back to your post.”

      To further encourage this, she returned to the window through which he’d entered. A glance down at the water almost made her rethink her reasoning. The wind was picking up, and the waves looked darker and more tempestuous than they’d been even a few minutes ago. Without the rope, he might now have to swim with twice the strength to return to the Chain Breaker. But he couldn’t stay. That was out of the question. It was nothing now for Sidas Ramm or the Lady Seherene to be imprisoned. What did they matter in the grand scheme of things? The last living Keyholder, however, had to be preserved at all costs.

      “The return trip ought to do you good,” she said. “You’ll be so exhausted you should have no trouble falling asleep. You could even take some of that powder for good measure.”

      He was standing now at the wash basin, replacing the towel. “Oh, I . . . I threw it overboard.”

      She looked back at him with a raised eyebrow. “You what?”

      “Not that I didn’t appreciate the pains you took to get it for me. But I’m not accepting anything from Alistair Blackwood. Not a coin, not a handshake, not a vial of powder. Not if I can help it. The brandy doesn’t count.”

      She ought to have been upset, but instead shook her head with a small smile. “I should have known better than to think you would. I’d hoped you could avoid having to use any of that Red Jarmarac.”

      “I know. But I’m being careful. I promise.” He went to stand beside her, then leaned an arm on the windowsill as he looked down at the waves. “Doesn’t look very inviting, does it?”

      She hardly heard him. From the moment he’d arrived, she’d been making a concerted effort not to notice the way his damp clothes clung to him. Now the moonlight caught him in just the right way as to make that effort fail.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      She flushed and turned her head. “Nothing. I was just remembering . . . oh, it’s too embarrassing.”

      “Even better. Let’s hear it.”

      She drew in a breath. Fine. She would accept the consequences of her indiscretion. But she didn’t have to look at him. The starry sky would do just as well.

      “I used to dream that you would appear out of nowhere, explain it was all a big misunderstanding, then take me away from everything. Now here you are, and I can’t go with you.”

      He reached for her hand, drawing her gaze back to his face.

      “Then I’ll make it easier,” he said in a soft voice. “You no longer have a choice. I’m taking you captive.”

      Her heart began to beat twice as fast.

      Footsteps sounded outside the cabin door, followed by muffled voices. Keys jangled. Seherene and Caradoc both looked towards the door. Neither moved an inch.

      “Who’s trying to enter your cabin after midnight?” he said in a low voice.

      “Maybe they’re only passing by,” she whispered.

      The voices spoke again, unintelligible. Someone coughed. The footsteps passed in front of the door and faded away. All was silent again. Caradoc went to the far wall and stood with an ear to it, listening to make certain they’d really gone. He glanced back.

      “Are you armed?”

      She nodded.

      “Anyone from the crew show interest in you?”

      “No. Nothing like that.”

      “What about Blackwood?”

      “I think he’s only interested in his relics and trinkets these days. He’s brought you up more than once. He’s heard about the Key. Seems almost desperate to talk to you about it.”

      Caradoc frowned for a long moment, deep in thought. “I see. Well . . . in that case⁠—”

      He went to the door, threw it open, and strode out of the cabin.

      “Isaac!”

      She hurried forward, but by the time she reached the threshold he was already climbing the companionway to the main deck. She cried out to him again but he kept on as if he hadn’t heard her. She tightened her robe and followed, her cheeks burning with anger.

      It was truly amazing how many emotions he could put her through within the span of a few minutes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Who are you?”

      She heard the voice of the alarmed crewman before she saw him.

      “Isaac Caradoc. I’m here at Mr. Blackwood’s request. Is he available?”

      “How did you get on this ship?”

      “Swam from the next one over. Is that him up there on the quarterdeck?”

      The crewman glanced back at his fellow watch officer. “Fetch the master-at-arms.”

      “That won’t be necessary, sir,” Seherene said, finally catching up and planting herself in front of Caradoc. “You’ll have to forgive my friend. I’m afraid he’s rather too fond of causing mischief, but he means no harm by it.”

      “Not usually,” Caradoc added with a smile.

      “My lady?”

      Everyone turned to see Alistair Blackwood coming down from the quarterdeck.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      Seherene opened her mouth to answer but nothing came out. How much should she explain? And should she lie rather than omit? It was an impossible decision to make in the span of a few moments. Knowing it was too late to salvage the situation, she shut her eyes for a moment in disbelief, then led her reply with a sigh of resignation.

      “Mr. Blackwood, may I introduce Isaac Caradoc?”

      She stepped out of the way as Blackwood came forward, an astonished frown on his pale face. “Mr. Caradoc?”

      “Mr. Blackwood.” The Keyholder greeted him with a nod but kept both hands clasped firmly behind his back. Apparently, he was dead serious about not taking even a handshake from him. “I’m sorry for arriving so late, but as it appears that neither of us cares very much for sleep, I thought we might have our meeting now.”

      He tugged at the fingerless glove on his left hand.

      Seeing this, Seherene rushed to intervene. “But perhaps in the privacy of your cabin, Mr. Blackwood. I don’t think the entire crew needs to hear this conversation. Isn’t that right, Mr. Caradoc?”

      “Oh, they’re perfectly welcome to hear it.”

      He pulled the glove from his hand. Seherene glanced around nervously. What crew were present now pressed forward, looking on with interest at the mark on his palm gleaming gold in the lantern light. Blackwood’s eyes veritably sparkled as the Keyholder held it up in display.

      “The Spider Key, as it’s known to some,” Caradoc said, “in all its marvelous and grotesque glory. The last of its kind in Eriaris, capable of inconceivable wonders.”

      “Truly?” Blackwood asked eagerly. “And . . . of what manner are these wonders?”

      “First, that it grants power to subdue the Spektors—which are very much real and which you may hope to God you never encounter.”

      Blackwood clutched his handkerchief to his chest, staring intently at the Key. “Yes. I have heard of such creatures. In fact, I own several curios which are said to repel them. Though they are yet to be tested.”

      “Be assured, sir. No item made by man can overcome a spirit. Not even if it contains enchantments from every Entrian on earth.”

      A hint of worry crept into Blackwood’s awe.

      “The second wonder,” Caradoc continued, “is that it can unlock passages between worlds.”

      At this, the onlooking crew began to whisper and murmur amongst themselves. Now, Seherene saw, they were not only curious, but becoming fearful and suspicious as well.

      “Between worlds?” Blackwood echoed.

      “Isaac,” Seherene said, putting a hand on his arm. “Perhaps we’ve shared enough with Mr. Blackwood for now.”

      “These passageways,” Blackwood said in excitement, “once they’ve been opened, does it then become possible for one to . . . pass through them?”

      “Yes. There are limitations to such travel, of course, but it offers the potential to visit hundreds of worlds. Thousands. To experience things you could never dream of and will never forget.”

      “It makes man a god!” one of the sailors said.

      Blackwood brought his scarlet handkerchief to his brow and licked his lips. “It seems you carry a thing of priceless value. Not to be parted with for all the titles and riches in Eriaris.”

      Caradoc smiled bitterly. “You would think so. But in truth, Mr. Blackwood, I would pay as much to be rid of it. There’s no denying its great worth and value, as you’ve pointed out, but I’ve not yet told of the cost to carry it. This open wound here on my hand—that’s only a glimpse of the price that must be paid. When you begin to understand how the Key takes hold of you, wraps itself around your heart and soul, dictates how you will live your life and even how it will end, then you begin to curse the day you ever set eyes on the thing.” He took a step closer. “It can’t be taken by force. If you cut off my hand or put a sword through me, you stop the flow of blood to it, and it dies. Loses all power. It can only be given away. And this is its most devious trick, for it means conferring a death sentence on another, with years of pain and fear along the way. Such a gift I will never bestow on anyone. Not even you, sir.”

      Caradoc’s purpose was now clear. He had revealed the Key’s secrets solely to show Alistair Blackwood something he couldn’t have. Perhaps the only thing. Blackwood realized it as well, for a fierce look of blood-chilling rage flashed in his eyes. Seherene let her hands fall to her sides, preparing to cast a shield enchantment at the first sign of violence.

      A noise of shouting and screaming suddenly turned everyone’s attention to the Chain Breaker. Gunshots followed. The two ships were now close enough that Skiff and Ink could be seen running along the port side gunwale, while Jeremy stood at the bow firing a rifle down into the water. Ink waved his arms at the Grackle and shouted, but no one could make out the words.

      The black-garbed sailors raced to the starboard side and looked down.

      “Merciful God!”

      “What is that?”

      “Open fire, men!”

      They pulled pistols from their belts and fired into the sea. Others ran to fetch rifles. Another rang the ship’s bell to signal the alarm. Blackwood rushed to the side of the ship and looked down. Seherene quickly followed.

      There were creatures below—long, black, sinuous bodies which slithered through the water, churning it to foam. They were like no sea animal she had ever seen. Much larger and thicker than any snake or eel, at least fifty feet in length, and each with a spiny, corrugated dorsal fin. It was hard to make out any other feature except for brief glimpses of a yellow gleam just below the surface, which she guessed were eyes.

      The next moment, a fierce wind rose without warning. Some of the crew toppled to the deck. Others bent low against it or clung to whatever they could. Seherene clutched at the shroud netting and hung on as the waves began to swell and toss the ships. Clouds swirled overhead, spilling cold sheets of rain. It was as though a hurricane had appeared out of nowhere.

      While the crew scattered to deal with the new crisis, a shrill whistle pierced through the noise. Seherene caught sight of Ink standing on the far quarterdeck with two fingers in his mouth and waving a lantern with his other hand. She peered through the darkness, trying to focus on him. He was looking straight back at her and shouting. She let go of the netting and tried to cast a shield, but in the chaos of the high winds, gunshots, and spray of the sea dashing across the deck, she couldn’t focus.

      Ink shouted again. She shook her head and raised a hand, urging him to cry even louder. She could barely see him now, the slashing rain growing heavier by the second. He climbed onto the gunwale, clutching tight to the lines, took a deep breath, and shouted again.

      “Ticking!”

      Her heart sank with dread.

      “No,” she said, then whirled back, blinking water from her eyes.

      Caradoc was gone. A trace of whirling black vapor hung over the spot where he’d been standing, then disappeared.

      “No!”

      The gale winds carried her cry away.
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      The wind and rain swirled around the Chain Breaker with such force that Ink slipped from the gunwale and fell to the deck. The sails thrashed and strained on the masts. The main topgallant tore away from the lines, reducing itself to ribbons. Skiff raced over and pulled Ink to his feet, then helped him down to the main deck. Blackwood’s ship was no longer in sight, though it was now only a stone’s throw away.

      Suddenly, the air went still, and the noise of the deafening storm was diminished to a distant howling. The rain stopped. The sails went limp. Ink began to wonder if Seherene had managed a shield enchantment—until Skiff looked with horror over the starboard side.

      “Oh, God help us,” she said.

      There it was. The translucent ghost ship of bones and crimson sails, the hellish red glow from the portholes visible even through the swirling wall of foam and water. A strange noise of brays and shrieks suddenly became apparent, coming from somewhere down below. Jeremy ran towards them, rifle in hand.

      “What’s that noise?” Ink asked.

      “The animals,” Jeremy replied. “They’re in a panic.”

      “They’re not the only ones. What do we do?” Skiff cried.

      Boom.

      It was the sound of a cannon shot. They looked out just in time to see the projectile hurtle through the spiraling storm and towards the phantom ship. It passed straight through—the vessel no more substantial than a beam of moonlight—and vanished into the darkness beyond. Ink raced to the gunwale and glanced down. He could just see the end of a smoking cannon two decks below. He raised his eyes to the ship, straining to make out the crew. The main deck was empty.

      “Where are they?” he wondered aloud.

      A crack of thunder sounded from above. Ink felt the hairs rise along both arms, and he turned quickly back.

      Five Spektors stood along the port side of the ship, from the bow to the quarterdeck. Pallaton was first among them. Beside him stood Eamon.

      A noise of rushing footsteps came from the companionway. Margaret and Daniel appeared, followed closely by Delia and Jasper. They started in horror at the unwelcome visitors, then instinctively drew back towards Ink and the others. They were all in their nightclothes.

      “Sweet mercy!” Jasper squeaked in a high-pitched voice. “This can’t be real!”

      “Steady, mate,” Daniel said.

      Delia clutched at the folds of her nightgown and ventured a step towards the gruesome creatures. “What do you want?” The demand came on a shaking voice. She threw her shoulders back, trying to steel herself. “If you’ve come only to . . . to gloat and extol yourselves with more dramatic speeches, we’ve had quite enough of those!”

      Pallaton strode towards them. Ink and the others drew further back and closer together, those with weapons raising them in defense even though it wouldn’t do any good. Delia stiffened but remained where she stood, even as the Spektor stopped in front of her. A line of black saliva dripped from his mouth.

      “Believe me,” Pallaton answered, his terrible hollow voice sending chills down Ink’s spine. “I have no wish to spend time in such miserable company. This will only take a moment. Eamon . . .”

      He curled an emaciated finger, beckoning to the Spektor behind him. Eamon’s barbed chains clanked with every step forward, his icy gaze fixed firmly on his grandson.

      Ink’s mouth went dry.

      Oh, no. This was it. He was about to be exposed, all his sins and treacheries laid bare. The Wickwire Watch. The Naming Rite. The soul marking behind his eyes. No. This couldn’t happen now. Not like this. They would never forgive him. Never.

      Eamon halted in front of him, then passed his silver-eyed gaze across the rest of the Colonists. Jasper clutched at Daniel’s arm. Jeremy lowered his rifle. Ink tried to swallow the lump in his throat, preparing for the worst.

      But Eamon moved on, passing him by. He paused briefly in front of Jasper, then Daniel, narrowing his eyes as he went. To Margaret he flashed a cruel smirk, and Ink thought he saw a flash of anger in her eyes. When the Spektor came to Skiff, he stopped again. The young woman’s eyes were as wide as saucers.

      Eamon lifted his thin gray hand and held it between them. On his open palm lay a small mound of what appeared to be ashes. Skiff shook her head and took a step back.

      “No.”

      “Stand still.”

      “No!”

      “Don’t touch her!” Jeremy shouted, raising his rifle again.

      The black vapor floating around Eamon’s shoulders shot towards the weapon, lifted it into the air, and hurled it over the side of the ship. The Spektor’s eyes remained on the young woman, who had now backed into the gunwale.

      “Leave her alone!” Margaret cried in a voice of command. “She has nothing to do with you!”

      Eamon came closer to Skiff, his silver eyes shining. “If that is true, declare it to them, and we can forgo this little test. If it is not . . . you will stand still.”

      Skiff glanced at the others. Daniel frowned.

      “Well, come on, Skiff! Tell him to bog off!”

      She blinked a tear from her eye but didn’t answer. Eamon raised his free hand and pushed his thumb into the mound of ashes. Skiff leaned away, then shut her eyes as he raised his thumb and swept it across the middle of her forehead in one quick motion. Pallaton moved closer and peered down at her.

      Ink stood just near enough to see what happened. As soon as the ashes touched her skin, a small rune-like symbol appeared on her brow, pale and glittering. It looked very much like a soul marking.

      “This is the one,” Eamon pronounced.

      Pallaton stepped closer to Skiff with a contemptuous sneer, nodding like a man all-too-pleased with himself. “We were curious why your ship had changed course so drastically. You were clever enough to escape our notice the first time but a fool to think you could hide from us forever. And now your very presence here reveals your intentions.” He glanced up at the rest of the Colonists. “Be assured, it will fail. Nothing in the world can stand between the Broken One and his fate. No place on earth holds his salvation. And should you continue to trust this girl and heed her advice, you will all die.”

      “Liar.”

      Skiff’s response was barely above a whisper but filled with angry resolve. In answer, Pallaton grabbed her by the throat and hauled her into the air. Daniel pulled a dagger from his belt, rushed forward, and plunged it into Pallaton’s side. As the Spektor had made himself physically solid, the blade did not pass through but remained there. He gave no sign of pain, but with his free hand he grabbed Daniel by the collar and hurled him clear across the deck. The others began to move forward, eager to help them both, but with a toss of his skeletal hand Eamon sent out a shockwave of black vapor which knocked them all to the ground.

      Skiff strained, pulling at Pallaton’s hand.

      “God . . .” she choked. “God . . .”

      He turned his silver eyes back to her. “What was that? Speak up now.”

      She sucked in a wheezing breath like half a sob, then gave the effort all her energy.

      “God sees what man cannot!”

      Ink’s mouth dropped open. It was the phrase from the Keyholder Book. With a snarl, Pallaton let go of her and drew back his hand as though he’d been burned. She fell to the deck on her side and remained there, gasping for breath. Margaret and Jeremy both hurried to help her. Ink got to his feet and narrowed his eyes at the Spektors.

      “You sad, pathetic prats!” he cried. “Got to do what your Mistress says? Can’t think for yourselves?”

      Eamon smirked at his fellow Spektors. “Careful. He’s finding his courage again. In moments like these, he’s liable to start singing.”

      “Least I ain’t half so pitiful as you!” Ink shot back. “Bullying helpless people like that!”

      Pallaton looked hard at him, then slowly pulled Daniel’s dagger out of his side. The blade dripped with black blood. “Go on, boy. Go on mocking what you cannot begin to understand. Like a child waving a toy sword at shadows in the distance, not knowing they are really giants, coming ever closer to destroy his world.”

      The Spektor hurled the dagger down. It stuck in the wooden plank below. Black blood began to flow upward from the wound in his side, snaking over his shoulder and along the length of his arm until it wound around his fingers. He gazed it at, fascinated, then stepped to the mainmast and set his hand on it. The blood coursed up the wood like a thick tar.

      The rest of the Colonists picked themselves up from the deck. Delia broke away from the group and hurried towards Daniel, who held his hand to a bloody gash on his brow.

      “A new age is soon to begin,” Pallaton said. “The like of which has never been seen before. Far worse than any clan feud. Bloodier, even, than the treachery of which you all stand accused. It will break upon every shore, ride upon the winds, tread every mountain, field, and road. And there will be no escape. Not for any living soul.”

      The black liquid covered the crow’s nest in thick strands, then continued to the very top of the mast.

      Ink’s frown deepened. “You mean war?”

      The Spektor looked at him in surprise, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him. “War? Why, yes. That, too.”

      The next moment, a great bolt of lightning tore from the heavens and struck the top of the mast. Before the flash had even faded, the Spektors disappeared from the deck.

      “Oh, no,” Jasper said, staring up in dread.

      The mainmast had caught fire, and the flames were spreading quickly downwards. Daniel cursed and ran to a crate near the cargo hatch where they kept a collection of tools.

      “We have to cut it down before it reaches us!” he shouted.

      “Quickly! Everyone take something!” Delia cried.

      Hatchets and axes were passed around.

      “There’s a saw in the carpenter’s storeroom!” Skiff said.

      Jeremy nodded. “Go for it!”

      As she ran off, Ink turned to see the ghost ship pull away towards the west. It disappeared soon after. Margaret pushed a hatchet into his hand.

      He ran to the mast and joined the others in attacking it. The storm had come to life again, swirling ruthlessly around them, fanning the flames rather than dousing them. Ink’s heart was in his mouth, fear quickly draining his strength.

      “Stop looking up!” Delia cried. “Don’t look at the fire! Focus on the mast!”

      A minute later, Skiff raced back with the saw in hand. Jasper dropped his hatchet and took hold of the other end. Ink felt a trickle of sweat run down his face. Traces of sawdust were on his coat. Pieces of wood flew into the air. He resisted the urge to glance at the fire but was aware of a wave of heat coming steadily closer. He gritted his teeth, thought of the Spektors’ sneering, self-satisfied faces, and hacked with all his might.

      Delia dropped her axe. “Daniel! Jeremy! Help me push! The rest of you keep going!”

      “Heave towards the starboard side!” Daniel cried.

      The two men joined her and shoved against the mast. The sails began to burn, raining down soot and glowing embers.

      “Saints above!” Jasper wailed.

      “Keep going!” Skiff said between clenched teeth.

      The mast creaked and groaned. Ink paused to wipe the sweat and sawdust from his eyes. The next moment, there was a massive crack, a popping sound, and the timber began to bend. They shouted and redoubled their efforts. The fire blazed across the mainsail, lighting up the deck from one side to the other.

      “Heave!” Daniel cried.

      The mast cracked clear across and pitched towards the side of the ship, pinning the saw and scattering pieces of burning canvas over the deck. Delia shouted for everyone to stand clear. Another crack and a loud groan signaled their victory at last. The great mast toppled down into the swirling wall of water, which plucked it away like a tree branch in a whirlwind. The lines still attached to the mast snapped and tore away.

      As the Colonists rushed to douse the burning shreds of sail, the storm died away with a final breath of wind. The rain stopped. The waves calmed. Even the lanterns on the Grackle were visible again. There was no cry of joy. No exhalations of relief. They hadn’t the breath, nor the energy. Ink sat back on his heels, gasping and feeling as though his heart would burst.

      “Radburn . . .” Margaret said on a choked breath with a hand on her stomach, glancing over at Daniel. “We must hurry.”

      “Hello!” a voice cried from the ship beside them. “Hello, there!”

      The Colonists picked themselves up and hurried to the port side. The two vessels were close enough now that Ink recognized Blackwood at once, waving his handkerchief at them. Seherene stood nearby, her face stricken with worry and anguish.

      “Do you require assistance?” Blackwood called.

      Ink rolled his eyes. What a question.

      “Yes!” Daniel shouted back. “One of our crew is badly injured! If the Lady Seherene doesn’t object, we could use her skills!”

      Seherene rushed to Blackwood’s side and began to speak with him.

      Ink glanced at his fellow Colonists. “Who’s injured?”

      “Mr. Radburn,” Delia answered. “He and Amos decided to fire a cannon at the Spektor’s ship and didn’t realize it was unsecured. It rolled back over the poor man’s leg and crushed it.”

      “What about the others?” Jeremy asked. “Is everyone else all right?”

      Margaret nodded. “Harriet and Martin are with Radburn. Simon, too. Evering and Amos went to calm the animals.” She nodded at Delia. “I’m going back down. I’ll let them know she’s on the way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Even from a distance, Ink could tell that Blackwood was reluctant to part with his Entrian guest. But in the end, as Margaret had guessed, he finally consented, and she was rowed over to the Chain Breaker in a jolly boat accompanied by four of Blackwood’s crew.

      When they reached the ship, two of the sailors climbed aboard after Seherene. She instructed them to stay on the main deck while she hurried towards the companionway. Delia preceded her to lead the way. The rest of the Colonists followed, including Jeremy, who directed one of the sailors to take the helm until he returned.

      No one spoke freely until they were below decks.

      “Are the rest of you all right?” Seherene asked.

      “Yes, besides nearly being burned to cinders,” Delia replied.

      “Is Chester all right?” Jeremy asked. “I couldn’t see him on deck.”

      “He’s fast asleep,” the Entress answered.

      “Oh, hang it all!” Ink cried. “We might have used this chance to get away!”

      Delia shook her head. “Nothing’s ever that easy for us. Come on. He’s in here.”

      They had just reached the lower gun deck. Radburn lay in the middle of the compartment, sipping a bottle of whiskey which Martin was feeding him. Harriet cradled the old man’s head while Simon attended to his bloody mess of a left leg. Seherene hurried to the old man’s side and knelt.

      “Fools,” Radburn said to her. “We were fools to try it.”

      “But brave nonetheless,” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “I know they’re dead spirits,” he continued, “but I thought of all the stories I’d heard about monsters falling to manmade weapons. Thought it was worth a shot.”

      He chuckled weakly at his own joke.

      Seherene glanced at his leg. Above his shattered knee was a blood-soaked band of cloth and leather strips. She looked at Simon. “A tourniquet?”

      “That was Margaret’s quick thinking. I’ll have to remove it before you begin.”

      “Remove it.”

      The others gathered closer as Simon reached down and unfastened the band. Fresh blood began to ooze from the severed arteries. Seherene took a deep breath, then reached out for Simon’s hand. He gave it to her and nodded. Martin put his hand on Simon’s shoulder, lending his strength. One by one, the others joined in, making contact however they could. The Entress closed her eyes to focus. Radburn copied the motion.

      Ink couldn’t help but watch. Slowly, the leg began to mend, veins and tissue and flesh knitting themselves back together again. There was a creaking sound as the bones reformed to their proper places. Radburn winced at the sensation but made no noise. Only when the cloth of his trouser leg had been stitched up again did Seherene finally open her eyes and release Simon’s hand. Her left hand remained on the old man’s shoulder.

      “How does it feel?” she asked.

      Radburn opened his eyes, raised his bushy gray brows in surprise, and adjusted his round spectacles as he surveyed his fully restored leg. He moved his foot, bent his knee, then let out another chuckle. “Well, I’ll be jiggered. It’s even better than it was before. I was sure I’d be walking on a wooden one for the rest of my life but you’ve gone and done the impossible, ma’am. Thank you.”

      He reached for her hand in friendship, which she gave.

      “Thanks to you all,” Seherene said, looking around at the others. “Once again.”

      Harriet and Martin helped Radburn up onto a nearby stool. Everyone else took the moment of respite to rub their faces or sigh as they took their own seats on crates or cannons.

      Radburn clasped Harriet and Martin each by the arm. “And extra thanks to you two for sticking by an old man while all the excitement went on upstairs. You as well, Mr. Simon.”

      “I have to admit,” Harriet replied, “I was grateful for the excuse.”

      Martin glanced at the others. “So, did he . . . appear again?”

      Jeremy nodded. “And brought a few of his friends. Including the ringleader from that gang we saw in Harroway.”

      “Did you see anything from the other ship?” Ink asked Seherene. “Did Blackwood?”

      “No. Once the storm came into its full fury we could see nothing at all.”

      “And Caradoc? He’s . . . gone?”

      With a pained expression, the Entress nodded.

      “Wait a minute, how would she know?” Delia said with frown. “You’re not saying . . . Caradoc was on that other ship?”

      Ink sighed. “He was. He got the idea to swim over there and rescue Seherene and Chester. Thought he wouldn’t be noticed this time of night. But just in case, he asked me to make a lot of noise to draw the other crew’s attention.”

      “Which worked in the end,” Seherene said. “I did my best to convince him that deceiving Blackwood in such a way would only be worse for everyone, but he wouldn’t hear it.”

      Simon put a frustrated hand to his brow. “Mercy’s sake, we’re going to have to start chaining him up. He’s not only growing more stubborn but more reckless as well.”

      “What about Pallaton?” Martin asked. “What did he want this time?”

      Those who had been onboard during the Spektors’ visit all turned to look at Skiff. She stood a little ways apart from them, clutching her arm and half-turned as if preparing to run. After a long silence, she finally raised her eyes and glanced around.

      “He wanted to warn everyone. About me.”

      “Warn us?” Radburn said with a frown. “What’s all this about?”

      “He said she was leading us astray,” Daniel replied. “That she wasn’t to be trusted.”

      “What did he mean, Skiff?” Jasper asked, looking worried and still quite spooked.

      She bit her lip, creasing her brow as though she might burst into tears. “I can’t tell you.”

      Simon looked hard at her. “Meaning you’re really not trustworthy?”

      “Please,” she said. “Please don’t make me say any more. I’m sorry, Daniel. I’ve . . . never told you my whole story. But there’s a good reason for it. And I will tell you one day. Just not yet.”

      “And why not?” Delia asked. “You can’t throw in your lot with the Colonists and then expect us to look the other way when a Spektor lets slip that you have a secret.”

      “I’m sorry. But I can’t explain it now. I’m forbidden.”

      “By whom?” Jeremy asked.

      “Please,” she said again, almost desperate now. “I really can’t say anything more. Not ‘til the appointed time. Everything will be ruined otherwise. I know it’s hard to hear, but you can trust me when I say I don’t mean any harm. I’m only trying to help.”

      “By sending us to King’s Island?” Ink asked. “That was your idea.”

      “Yes. And we can do no better, believe me.”

      “And that mark on your forehead?” Margaret asked. “Can you tell us nothing of that?”

      Skiff began to shake her head again, but then a thought struck her, compelling enough to draw her a few steps closer to the group. “Yes. There is one thing. Lady Seherene . . . if you’ll examine the mark, you’ll find it’s been infused with a bewilderment enchantment.”

      “What?” Daniel said. “Skiff, you’re an Entrian?”

      “No. I didn’t do the enchantment. But it was set there as a precaution. If I say too much, if I break my oaths . . . I will lose my memory.”

      The Colonists exchanged glances of astonishment, and no small amount of concern. As Simon caught Seherene’s eye, he nodded. She approached the young woman and raised a hand to her brow. The mark had already begun to fade, but the enchantment must have still been evident for the Entress stepped back a moment later and nodded.

      “She’s telling the truth.”

      Delia made a noise of disgust. Ink knew what she was thinking. Only Seherene would be able to know that for certain, and anyone who still opposed her could easily conclude that this whole business was another conspiracy—that she and Skiff were working some terrible scheme together. But there was another point no one had mentioned yet. So before Delia could put her suspicion to words, Ink spoke first.

      “You used a phrase from the Keyholder Book. ‘God sees what man cannot’. I recognized it. No one’s supposed to be able to open those pages. Even my seeing it was an accident.”

      “I’ve never read it, if that’s what you mean. I’ve never even seen it. But I do have . . .” She stopped short and bit her lip again.

      “You have certain knowledge about such things,” Seherene finished. “About the supernatural.”

      Skiff remained silent, her eyes fixed to the floor. Answering in the positive must have been too close to oath-breaking.

      “Are you a priestess, then?” Daniel asked. “Or some kind of . . . occultist?”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, she’s Skiff!” Radburn said, gesturing towards the young woman. “The same Skiff we’ve come to love and respect. She can’t answer any of our questions? Fine. So be it. That don’t change the fact she’s been a good friend and crewmate. A good person. If she weren’t, she’d be lying to our faces right now, or trying to. But she isn’t. She’s telling the truth, and the truth is that we can’t have our answers now. So we wait then, don’t we? Are we suddenly on a crusade against waiting?”

      Jasper nodded at the others. “Radburn’s right. She ain’t no liar, nor any kind of traitor or cheat. And if she tells us we can trust her . . . then I say we can, too.”

      Daniel ran an exasperated hand over his face. When he looked at Skiff again there was a touch of anger in his eyes. “That’s a hard thing to ask of us, Skiff. To ask of them, especially.”

      “I know, Daniel. But think . . . have you ever known me to lie?” She turned and looked at the Entress. “Have I said anything false?”

      “No,” Seherene answered. “Nor are you anyone so worrisome as an occultist. You would give me an unsettled feeling otherwise, as Lord Malkimar did. Of course, there are other ways to deceive apart from an outright lie. Half-truths and omissions. But against such things we can only rely on intuition. And I feel no hint of warning from mine.”

      There was a long moment of silence. Skiff looked like she wanted to melt into the shadows. Ink knew the feeling. He also knew Skiff meant what she said, for her claim was also his. There were many secrets he couldn’t tell the others—maybe never—but that didn’t mean he meant to hurt anyone.

      Daniel stepped towards Skiff and put a hand on her shoulder. “Radburn’s right. You’re our Skiff. And I can’t say I’m pleased by this turn of events, but I do know you. Maybe not so well as I thought . . . but enough to have your back. You’ve always had ours, after all.” He glanced back at the rest of the Colonists. “I won’t ask the rest of you to take my word, or anyone else’s. You’ve got to be careful, and you’ve been betrayed before. We all know that. If Skiff is no longer welcome, just say the word. But if she does leave, I’ll be going with her.”

      “And me,” Jasper said.

      “Me, too,” Radburn added.

      Harriet folded her arms and glanced across the compartment. “Ink . . . when the Spektors came . . . did they treat her as an enemy? Or as an ally?”

      “She weren’t no friend to ‘em, that’s for sure,” he said. “They tried to choke her cross-eyed, in fact.”

      “And we all ran to stop it,” Margaret replied, “despite the Spektors’ warnings.” She rested a hand on one hip. “I also can’t help but remember a pair of lunatics showing up at my house a while back. They were full of secrets, too, unable to explain everything then and there like I wanted. Still . . . it turned out for the best.”

      She looked at Simon, who couldn’t help but smile.

      “I say she’s all right,” she continued.

      “So do I,” Ink said. “I got a similar story ‘bout trusting loonies. And by loonies I mean all of you, by the way.”

      “Yes, thank you, Ink,” Delia replied with a wry smirk.

      “I trust her,” Jeremy said. “And not only on her word but on Daniel and Sarah’s, too.”

      “I agree,” Simon said.

      Harriet nodded. “Yes. So do I.”

      “And me,” Martin answered. He looked at Delia. “But what say you, Quartermaster?”

      Delia wiped a stray hair from her face and sighed. “Well . . . after being in our unique situation for so long, I suppose everything starts to feel like a trap. But that doesn’t mean it is.” She moved towards Skiff. “I also know that if the Devil gives advice, one should always do the opposite. So . . .” She held out her hand. “I’m going to trust you like Caradoc’s life depends on it. For I’ve a sneaking suspicion it does.”

      The worried look on Skiff’s face melted into relief, and she took the elder woman’s hand and exchanged a solid shake.

      “I won’t let you down,” she said. “Not any of you. I promise.”

      “My lady?” a voice called down from the companionway.

      Seherene bristled at the call. “And there are the watchdogs.”

      “Tell ‘em to go hang,” Radburn said.

      She smiled. “If only I could. But it’s a small miracle Blackwood let me out of his sight at all. I should be getting back anyway. Isaac might have returned by now.”

      “And once he does,” Ink said, “we’ve gotta figure out a way to get rid of Blackwood. We can’t have him tailing us all the way to King’s Island!”

      “You’re right, of course,” Delia replied. “But I’m not sure how much we can do about it on the open sea.”

      “Don’t suppose begging for mercy would help,” Jasper said.

      Radburn snorted. “Blackwood only offers mercy if it’s paid for first. And sometimes not even then.”

      “Do you have any other secret hideouts in these parts?” Harriet asked. “Other safehouses?”

      Daniel shook his head. “Afraid not. Pirates took all the good ones.”

      “Then we’ll have to make our move once we reach Calamor,” Martin said.

      “My lady!” the voice called again. “Best we head back now!”

      “We should keep you here at the very least,” Simon said to the Entress. “We can say Radburn needs continual care and that you can’t be spared.”

      “That would still leave us with two Colonists on his ship,” Delia said. “Thanks to Caradoc and his grand ideas.”

      “My lady!”

      “You want me to go up there and give him a punch in the nose?” Ink asked.

      “Thank you, but no,” Seherene replied. “I think it’s best for everyone if I return. Isaac didn’t exactly make fast friends with Blackwood. I was almost prepared to cast a shield between them. And Mr. Fortescue means well but he does seem the sort who needs . . . looking after. Or am I wrong about that?”

      Simon smiled. “Not in the least, I’m afraid.”

      “We’ll set the trap for Calamor, then,” Daniel said. “Everyone can put their best efforts to the task. Do everything we can to prepare. Out of interest, how long has it been since you were all in a proper fight? We saw Caradoc and Mrs. Whistler hold their own against slavers, but what about the rest of you?”

      “We can manage,” Delia replied. “Even though we kept to Riverfall as much as possible we still had to be ready for trouble whenever we went for supplies, and trouble found us often enough. We’ve made it a point to keep up our skill with a weapon.”

      That was true. While doing his daily chores on Riverfall, Ink would sometimes hear gunshots on the outer border of the village. Jeremy had explained the unsettling noises simply as ‘practice’. At first, Ink imagined the worst, expecting to find the corpses of unfortunate fellow captives strewn about the woods. But a closer inspection proved the real targets were trees.

      “Good,” Daniel replied. “We’ll do what we can to avoid a fight, of course, but that will probably be easier said than done.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Martin said.

      Seherene nodded. “And in the meantime, I can start working on a plan to deal with Blackwood.”

      “Wouldn’t a good bash to the head do it?” Skiff asked.

      “I wish it were that simple. But he’s got some kind of enchantment protecting him. It’s so subtle I hardly noticed it the first time we met. I’ll need some time to figure out how it works.”

      Delia nodded. “All right. Then everyone to their purpose. We should have plenty of time to think about things now that we’re missing a mainmast . . .”

      “What?” Martin, Radburn, and Harriet all cried out at the same time.

      As the explanation was given, Ink saw Seherene step up to Daniel and put a hand on his brow near the bleeding gash. After a few moments, it was healed. He thanked her almost bashfully. She then turned towards the companionway, but paused next to Margaret and nodded at her with a glance towards Radburn.

      “It was well done applying that tourniquet. It may have been past the power of enchantment by the time I arrived.”

      A small smile tugged at Margaret’s mouth. “I knew all that training in the gambling room would pay off. Come on. I’ll see you back to the boat. And I know you’re more than capable of handling yourself over there, but I’d still suggest keeping that knife belt close by. You can’t lower your guard for a moment when there’s a viper in the room.”

      “I don’t intend to.”

      The room fell silent as everyone watched them depart. Once their footsteps had faded, Skiff held both hands to her face and glanced around at the others.

      “All right, I have to ask . . . is no one going to talk about the giant sea serpents?”

      This time, an entire chorus of voices rang out.

      “What?”
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      The moment Seherene returned to the Grackle, she asked after Caradoc. He still hadn’t returned. Blackwood had ordered the crew to search the ship and even scan the surrounding waters to be sure he hadn’t tumbled overboard in the storm. But there was no sign of him. Seherene decided then and there to remain on deck, certain he would appear again any minute.

      Hours passed. Someone gave her a blanket. Another offered to bring up a hammock for her, but she refused to sleep. Only when the sun appeared on the horizon did she finally admit defeat to her heavy eyelids. He would be back by the time she woke. He had to be.

      As she made her way to her cabin, Blackwood assured her they would continue searching for Caradoc with no effort spared. But Seherene knew better. She saw it in his eyes, and in the crew who whispered around her. They considered him drowned. What energy they spent now was in hope of recovering his body—and the Spider Key with it.
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      There was no time for Riva to fully recover. Helena had begun to grow suspicious, and as Dr. Tyrus could not come up with a viable explanation that might satisfy his wife, it was time for “Charlotte” to show her face at last. This she did—but not before having Emma cut her hair short and dye it black. She also took to wearing a pair of spectacles, as well as a large linen cap which curved so far around the sides of her head her face could not be fully seen unless she looked at someone directly, which she rarely did. Whenever anyone spoke to her beyond the safety of the room she shared with Emma, she kept her head bowed and said as little as possible.

      Tyrus came at least once a day to assess the state of her health, but avoided prolonging his stays lest he risk rousing suspicion for spending more time with one of his servants than any other. Riva also did her best to steer clear of Kieran, fearing he would recognize her even in disguise and blurt out her secret again for all to hear. Because she kept so much to herself, Helena declared her the shyest girl she had ever met, but also praised her as an excellent worker.

      She’d been sent to the laundry—a decision which Emma had encouraged, largely because it meant Riva would spend most of her time in a small, out-of-the-way room without many others around. Her main tasks involved boiling water in the copper, identifying various stains and preparing the treatments for them, and working at the mangle to wring out the washed clothing. The near-constant turning of the iron crank made her arms very sore, so much that she felt she couldn’t bear another day of it. But she always did, and she soon began to realize how grateful she was for the aches and pains. They proved she was active, of use again. Regaining her strength one crank at a time.

      She remembered fondly the many hours she spent doing chores and heavy work with her fellow Colonists. The memories, in turn, began to renew her hopes. As far as anyone knew, they were all right. The papers reported that they’d escaped the clutches of the Colonist-hunters on Fenmire, and had now gained a powerful ally who was more than capable of protecting them. Riva couldn’t wait for the day she returned to them, hopefully with Emma and her parents in tow. They were all as good as exiles now—Emma for escaping the mass arrests at Harroway, her parents for having a convicted Colonist daughter—and there was no better place for exiles than Riverfall.

      “Do you think the Lady Seherene really means it?”

      Riva looked up from the mangle. Her co-worker, Tara, had just returned with another basketful of kitchen towels to be washed. Riva pursed her lips against a sigh. Tara was a younger girl of seventeen. A Cassrian, like many servants of the household. She was kind in her own way and had been very patient in teaching Riva the ropes, but she was also unhinged at the jaw, pouring out an endless stream of gossip, questions, and opinions. The laundry was seldom quiet, save for the brief moments of relief when Riva found herself alone. Though it tested her patience, she also recognized the benefits. It saved her from having to talk or explain anything about herself. It also warded off any other servants who might have otherwise hung around.

      “That she really means what?” Riva asked, knowing full well her acknowledgement of the question would open another floodgate of prattle.

      Tara shut the laundry door with her foot and hurried to set the basket near the wash tubs. “Well, that she’s really taken up their side. The Colonists, I mean. Or is it all some big game she’s playing? Of course, why play games if she could’ve simply arrested them on that island up north? So it must be a genuine change of heart. It’s just so completely shocking one can’t help but dream up all sorts of explanations. People are still jolly upset about it, too. I heard the kitchen staff arguing this morning. Cook still doesn’t believe it. She was going on about some vast government conspiracy, which I suppose makes some sense, seeing as how the High Council was—well, you know—and who’s to say she’s wrong? And then there’s Lord Pallaton, getting himself killed like that. He seemed much too clever to get caught up in anyone’s plots or schemes. He must have known something was up. They’re going to name a college after him, you know. Somewhere near Orthys. After his victory at the Diamond Court, I thought for sure he and Lady Seherene would be tying the knot sometime soon, but of course that’s no longer an option. I know the papers say she killed him, but I can’t bring myself to believe it. It just doesn’t feel right, if you know what I mean. I certainly don’t believe she had anything to do with the Council House getting blown up. It doesn’t make any sense! Not after all the work she’s done fighting for justice and all that. She may be a traitor, but she’s no mass murderer. Not her! I don’t care what the papers say. They can’t even agree on what story to tell about the new consul. There’s an awful lot of confusion over that, you know. Lots of people angry that a new set of Elders weren’t elected, and how the whole business was awful underhanded . . .”

      Riva never said anything during these long rants. Not that she could have anyway. She only focused on turning the crank and making sure her fingers were well away from the rollers.

      “Mr. Farrow says that people are starting to vie for Consul Madara’s favor. Get their families in good with her and such. He thinks it’s stirring up grudges and bad blood between the old clans. Mr. Cork said that Dr. Tyrus’s clan—that’s the Uldasar clan—were in terrible straits with the Montisado clan down the road. He said he didn’t know any more about it but I think he just didn’t want to tell me. Then there’s the rumors about war, of course. But if it does come to that, I reckon we ought to be perfectly safe here. The doctor’s got a high-ranking position, after all, and he’s always been a good friend of the Atturias family—that’s the Lady Madara’s family—as well as being her personal physician. She relies on him for everything. Always has! I’ve seen her once or twice, you know. Just a glimpse in her carriage, but oh, she’s a proper lady. Everything about her just looks very regal, you know what I mean? I never saw her daughter but people say she’s the same way. Has that look about her. I wish I had it. Then maybe I’d get promoted up to the kitchen instead of being stuck in the laundry day and night. Still . . . better to have some work than none at all, eh?”

      “Depends on the work,” Riva replied, grunting as she turned the crank against a stubborn piece of clothing. Tara, meanwhile, had already set the kitchen towels to soak in the copper and was giving them a good stir.

      A knock came at the door. Michael, the third gardener, stuck his head into the room.

      “Afternoon, Miss Tara. Miss Charlotte.”

      Riva kept her head bowed but nodded. Tara turned to him with a hand on her hip.

      “Afternoon, Michael. Surprised to see you in here. Cook’ll have your head if she catches you, you know.”

      “I’m here on approval, actually, with a delivery of strawberries. Just popped in thinkin’ you’d like to know whose carriage pulled up at the gate a few minutes ago. But maybe you’re right. Maybe I ought to be going . . .” He started to withdraw.

      “Michael Trent, you get back here and tell us what you know!” Tara cried. Her eyes went wide. “It’s not the Lady Madara, is it?”

      Riva stiffened, almost losing her grip on the crank.

      Michael grinned. “Nope. Even better. To you, anyways.”

      “Well, go on! Don’t make us waste half the day guessing! Whoever it is will be gone by then!”

      “All right, then. All right. It’s your precious Lord Drystan. Come to visit the doctor.”

      Tara put both hands to her face. “Lord Drystan!”

      “See?” Michael said. “I knew you’d be pleased.”

      Tara rushed over to Riva. “Oh, Charlotte, you have got to see this man for yourself. He is beyond gorgeous! Come on! He’ll probably be in the doctor’s study by now! We can catch a glimpse of him there!”

      Riva felt the blood drain from her face. She wanted nothing more to do with Lord Drystan. He’d been tasked with defending her at her trial, despite never believing she was innocent. He’d also done nothing to help her parents through the terrible situation. He was self-serving. False and insincere. Certainly a stark reminder of the worst months of her life. It was upsetting enough merely to hear his name spoken again. She shook her head.

      “No, Tara. We ought to get on with our work.”

      “Oh, don’t be silly! We’re not slaves, after all! And we’re a due a break for tea, anyway! Come on!”

      “We’re not allowed outside the service wing!”

      “We’ll be quick! No one will even know we’ve gone!”

      Before Riva could protest further, Tara grabbed her by the hand and pulled her toward the door. Michael, still grinning, opened it for them and wished them good luck.
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      Riva had no choice but to let Tara drag her along. Fortunately, they met no one else on their path, and they were able to reach the second floor with relative ease, though with every step Riva dreaded they would round a corner and run straight into Kieran—or even Drystan himself.

      “In here,” Tara said quietly, pushing through a door.

      Riva found herself in Tyrus’s filing room, which adjoined his private study. It was filled with all manner of medical charts and diagrams meticulously organized in cupboards and cabinets. Tara pulled her to the other door on the far side of the room and knelt by the keyhole.

      “Tara, I think we should go back,” Riva whispered.

      “It’s only for a minute!” The girl put her eye to the keyhole. “Look! There he is! Oh, if he is not the most handsome man you could ever hope to lay eyes on . . .”

      “All right, you’ve seen him! Now let’s go before someone catches us!”

      “Not before you’ve had a look, too! Come on!”

      Tara pulled on her arm again, urging her towards the keyhole. Riva sighed. She supposed the quickest way to be gone was to humor the girl, and so she reluctantly knelt before the door and glanced into the room. She recognized Drystan at once, dressed in his fine clothes and sitting in a plush chair with a glass of wine in his hand. The very sight of him made her want to run in the opposite direction.

      What she heard, however, rooted her to the spot.

      “And what of the girl’s parents?” Tyrus asked. He had just taken a seat across from his guest with his own glass of wine.

      “They have been moved to a small house on the edge of town,” Drystan answered.

      “Do you truly believe she would be so foolish as to go to them?”

      Drystan looked reluctant to answer, but eventually conceded the point. “No. I do not. I understand the consul’s reasoning, but I think it’s only a matter of time before she loses patience and has them arrested.”

      Riva’s heart sank. Once her parents were taken to Stalikos, there would be no chance of ever getting them out again.

      “What about the miners who abandoned Harroway?” Drystan asked. “Any word of them? They can’t have disappeared into thin air.”

      Tyrus arched an eyebrow. “Well, they were convicted criminals, and such people usually have a talent for evading the law. They likely fled from the mountains as soon as they heard what was happening in the town. I should be very surprised if we see any of them again. In any case, they pose no threat to our reclaiming those lands. The first wave of soldiers we sent have met no opposition. I believe our only real challenge will be convincing the Assembly to grant us jurisdiction over the citizens of Harroway already in their custody.”

      “Yes. They are sending Commissioner Marlas as an ambassador to speak with the consul on the matter, but if he comes only to tell her what she doesn’t want to hear I believe it will be the death knell for our relationship with the Assembly. Good riddance, I say. Time and time again, they have proved reluctant to show us even the slightest good will.”

      “They certainly can’t have been ignorant of Harroway. Marlas owning the deeds for the mines all but proves they’ve been profiting from the theft of our property.” Tyrus glanced down into his wine glass. “And yet . . . consider the great drain on our time and resources if we were to conduct the trial of an entire town. The investigations alone could take a year, if not longer. Perhaps it’s best to leave them where they are.”

      “The consul might agree with you . . . if she trusted the Cassrians to judge them rightly.”

      Riva felt a tug at her sleeve.

      “Charlotte,” Tara whispered. “Shouldn’t we be going?”

      “Just a few more minutes.”

      Tyrus took a sip of wine, then swirled the liquid around in the glass as he leveled a hard gaze at his visitor. “Well . . . to what do I owe the pleasure? You can’t have come just to talk about Rivalia and Harroway. There’s obviously been a new development. And one that cannot wait for the next advisory meeting.”

      Drystan glanced away, looking suddenly troubled. He set down his wine glass, then nervously laced his fingers together. “I’m afraid I will be . . . unable to attend any further meetings. It seems I’m to begin an entirely new career in service of our government.” He fidgeted for a moment, then stood and paced a few steps with his hands behind his back. “As of today, the Colonist trials are a thing of the past. No more to be overseen by juries and prosecutors and defense councilors—but a single supreme judge.”

      Tyrus was next to set his wine glass down. “Our beloved consul.”

      Drystan nodded. “I met with her this morning, where she relieved me of my legal duties and gave me a new commission. I’m to be made a colonel in the first squadron of the Entrian Air Fleet.”

      A long moment of silence followed. Tyrus studied Drystan’s face carefully.

      “You don’t seem very pleased about it.”

      “I am always pleased to serve my country.”

      “Oh, come off it, Drystan,” Tyrus said, rising out of his chair. “You don’t have to feed those lines to me. You’re an attorney, not a soldier.”

      “Lady Madara thought it the best course for me. Our country is in desperate need of reliable and competent leaders, in all fields. I have put my faith in her all these years, I cannot abandon it now because of some slight discomfort with an idea. Though I must admit . . . I do find myself a bit concerned by her latest edict.”

      “Which is?”

      Drystan returned to his chair and stood behind it, bracing both hands against the back as if for support. “The regulation is still being written. Not to be issued for another week or two.”

      “Which says?”

      “Which says that anyone convicted of aiding the Colonists shall now be put to death. No more life sentences in Stalikos. It is . . . also meant to be retroactive.”

      Tyrus turned away and put a fist on his hip. “Meaning that if Rivalia is captured again⁠—”

      “Yes,” Drystan finished.

      Another tug at Riva’s sleeve.

      “Charlotte!”

      Riva pulled away from the keyhole and pushed Tara towards it. “Here. Have another look. We must stay just a little while longer.”

      Tara frowned, confused by Riva’s sudden change of attitude in the matter, but obeyed. Riva put her ear flat against the door farther down, intent on hearing out the Entrian lords’ debate. She could no longer see them, but she could hear their pacing footsteps and imagine the worried looks on both their faces.

      “And the boy? Inkwell?” Tyrus asked. “Would she put children to such a fate?”

      A moment of silence.

      “To the consul’s mind, he is most to blame for turning her daughter’s heart toward wickedness.”

      Someone—probably Tyrus—scoffed at this and paced away again, his footsteps heavy on the carpet. “I have also heard that she has dismissed every Cassrian who served the High Council in any capacity. To include the entire crew of her airship. Is this also true?”

      “Yes. Save for Dr. Percival. He’s now in charge of the interrogation efforts.”

      “The torture chamber, you mean!” Tyrus cried. “No Cassrians welcome except for the one who happens to be a sadistic lunatic—whom I have heard sing the praises of all manner of illegal methods! I even heard he’s put trepanning back into practice! That was outlawed over a thousand years ago! Or has even that legal fact slipped your mind?”

      “You forget yourself, Doctor. I know these are difficult things to hear, but I am not the one responsible. Don’t mistake me. I am every bit as concerned as you are. I have been trying for the past two weeks to counsel her against these plans, but all she has done is wave off my warnings like a fly buzzing about her ear. There is no counsel she takes now but her own. We are no longer experts and advisors, we are . . . ”

      “. . . lackeys,” Tyrus replied. “To carry out her will. And nothing more.”

      A dead silence fell. Feet shuffled against the floor. There was a clink of glass and a sound of liquid being poured.

      “Tell me, my dear Lord Drystan . . . do you still believe it unwise to question leaders?”

      The query went unanswered.

      “And can you honestly tell me,” the doctor continued, “that this path we are now heading down is one which young Darian would have wanted us to take? If memory serves, he preached love and acceptance. Unity with the Cassrians. Not war. Not even vengeance.”

      “You did not know him by the end. He came to realize the necessity of using force when there was no other option, no other way to drive change.”

      “And so we agreed to force the Elders out of office by popular demand! By a bloodless coup which was to have the full backing of the people as well as the rest of the militia! But once again, decisions were made unilaterally in the heat of anger and fear, and on the foundation of personal vendettas! Think about it, Drystan. Do you honestly believe she is going to use anything but Cassrian slave labor in those silver mines? And anywhere else she sees fit to graciously spare their lives?”

      “You go too far, Tyrus.”

      “What? By asking questions?”

      “You gave her your vote of confidence to stand as our leader. Or have you forgotten it?”

      “Yes, I gave it. Back when I believed she had our nation’s best interests at heart. When I thought she could be moved to look past her own grief and bitterness. It is our solemn duty to question her decisions, Drystan. That is an advisor’s most critical function. Not to roll over at her every whim like dogs—which is what we are fast becoming.” He sighed. “This is a damned difficult situation. I don’t pretend to have all the answers. But from what you tell me, we are now serving a ruler who ignores questions, who may soon begin punishing them, who has no issue with using torture or black spells, and who is perfectly comfortable with the idea of executing children. And I have to wonder . . . indeed we should all be wondering . . . was that worth forcing change?”

      Riva heard the sound of footsteps, then realized—too late—they were coming from behind her.

      “What on earth are you doing?”

      Riva’s breath caught in her throat. Tara’s eyes went wide in terror. Both turned to find the mistress of the estate standing in the open doorway and glaring down at them with an appalled frown. They got to their feet and hurried away from the door, their heads bowed in shame.

      “When I ask a question,” Helena said, making no effort to keep her voice low. “I expect to be answered.”

      Tara wrung her hands. “We’re . . . we’re so sorry, ma’am. It’s just . . . it’s . . .”

      “I wanted a glimpse of Lord Drystan, madam,” Riva said. “I’d heard he was handsome, so⁠—”

      “So you decided to eavesdrop on a private conversation? I am surprised at you. At both of you. I thought you to be honest, upstanding young women.”

      Before Helena could say anything more, the door to the study swung open. Riva had only half a glance over her shoulder before realizing that Dr. Tyrus and Lord Drystan had also discovered them. Both women turned to Tyrus and curtseyed. Riva kept her head bowed as low as possible.

      “What’s going on here?” Tyrus asked.

      Helena folded her arms. “It seems the girls became . . . distracted from their duties, shall we say.”

      “We’re terribly sorry, sir . . .” Tara said, tears coming to her eyes. “We didn’t mean any harm by it. Honestly, we didn’t.”

      Riva shook her head to signal her agreement, but didn’t dare speak.

      “Return to the laundry at once,” Tyrus said angrily. “And stay there until I come down to deal with you.”

      “Come along, girls,” Helena said. “Lord Drystan, I do apologize . . .”

      Riva didn’t stick around long enough to hear the rest of the conversation. She was first out the door, almost at a run. Tara followed close behind and sniffled all the way downstairs.

      After closing the laundry door behind them, she openly burst into tears and wailed into her apron.

      “Oh, God help us! They’ll throw us out for sure! I just know they will!”

      “Calm down, Tara. No one’s throwing anyone out.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I . . .” Riva faltered, just short of declaring that she wouldn’t allow it. “Because the doctor and his wife are reasonable people. I’m sure they’ll give us a second chance. Besides, it was mostly my fault for making us linger there. But never mind that now. Come on. No more crying. We’ve got work to do.”

      It took another five minutes to convince Tara to resume her chores, and still she continued to snuffle and let out worried sighs. Riva returned to the mangle and worked with twice as much vigor as before. She wasn’t bothered by what Tyrus would say to them. She was far too angry.
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      Lord Tyrus came into the room twenty minutes later, looking weary. Both Riva and Tara stopped their work and turned to him with hands clasped and heads bowed.

      “I have not come to hear your excuses,” he said. “Your disgraceful offense is unpardonable. Utterly abhorrent. By rights you should both be turned out into the street. Tara, come here.”

      She obeyed at once, scuttling forward like a crab with her head still bowed.

      “What did you hear?”

      “Nothing, sir! That is, nothing of any importance. I really wasn’t meaning to eavesdrop, sir, only to have a glimpse, you see, and so I . . . I-I wasn’t paying much attention, and when I did catch a word or two I couldn’t make much sense of it.”

      Tyrus glanced over at Riva. There was a question in his eyes. Riva nodded to answer it. The girl was telling the truth. The doctor passed a hand across his face and sighed.

      “You should count yourselves very fortunate that you made such an error under this roof and no other. I have known Cassrian servants to be killed for less. If you are caught doing so again—eavesdropping, gossiping, lagging about—anything of the kind, then you will pack your bags and hope to God your next master does not ask for references. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m terribly sorry, sir.”

      “Fine. Is that a clean pile of towels I see there?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Go deliver them, then find my wife and make your apologies to her as well.”

      “Yes, sir. I will, sir. Thank you, sir.” She curtseyed again, then grabbed the basket of clean laundry and rushed out of the room as fast as she could.

      As soon as the door was shut, Tyrus clenched his jaw and shook his head.

      “I didn’t put her up to it, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Riva said.

      “That’s half of what I’m thinking. The other half is wondering what Drystan would have done if he’d recognized you. If you are discovered here, it is not only you who will pay dearly for it but every person in this household. Do you realize that?”

      “Yes. They will earn a death sentence. The same price you made the Elders pay.”

      A shadow passed across his face. “If you heard as much as I imagine you did, then you’ll know I was ignorant of what was intended for them until it was too late.”

      “Yet you continue in Consul Madara’s service. And in the company of those who condone her actions. This new government of yours—it’s made up of all your friends from the Court, isn’t it? The same ones who pressured you into hurting me with those injections. Does it really surprise you that they think nothing of hurting others?”

      “I thought they could make things better,” Tyrus said. “I thought . . . perhaps through them I could . . . do some good for my fellow man on a broader scale. Years before Damiras, Darian asked me to join his cause. I declined for my family’s sake. But after the massacre, I was ready to do whatever I could to help. Even give my life, if need be.” He paced to the folding counter and leaned against it, staring out the window into the gray sky above. “You weren’t there, Riva. In that hellish chaos of terror and bloodshed. And afterwards . . . as if that wasn’t bad enough . . . I had to stay behind and tend to the wounded. Bury the dead who hadn’t been burned to ashes. All while praying to God that my son would recover consciousness and be all right again.”

      Riva’s stern glare did not soften. “I’m sorry for what happened. We all are. But the Lady Seherene was there as well. She felt the same anger and fear that you did. Carries the same scars from that day which will never quite heal. But now she’s sided with the Colonists—my friends—and gave everything up to do so. I don’t know what convinced her. Maybe it was Ink’s declaration that the Entrians’ collective wrath towards the Colonists makes the lie detection useless, which we were fools for not seeing sooner. Maybe, like you, she finally came to see the true nature of the people around her and the situation she was in. And maybe that helped her to open her heart to the truth. I think you’re at that point as well, Doctor, except you insist on continuing to aid both sides without fully committing to either one. What would Seherene say of that?”

      Tyrus shook his head. “It is too late for me to withdraw.”

      “How can you do otherwise?” Riva cried. “You admitted you’ve begun to doubt that the Colonists spilled blood on Damiras! If that is true, how on earth can you stop at doubt? How can you not pry into every secret corner to find out the truth, cost what it might? Is it because of me? Because you regret risking all you did to help me? Because if the Colonists are innocent, it means you’ll have to stick your neck out for Wendolen and Josephina? For every Colonist-sympathizer now in mortal danger? You asked Drystan to face some very difficult truths. Will you not ask the same of yourself?”

      “What would you have me do?” Tyrus shot back. “Pack up the estate? Leave under cover of darkness and flee over the mountains? Where, and to do what? How long before Madara would send her bloodhounds after us? It is all very well to say I would suffer it for the right cause, but to bring my wife, my son under that axe? I can’t ask them to die for my choices. I won’t. I’ve gone a step too far already with Drystan. I thought to sway him with reason but all I’ve done is raise his suspicions.” He pushed himself away from the counter and took a step back. “Which means I must wait a while longer before bringing your parents here.”

      Riva’s heart jumped into her throat. “But you can’t! You heard Drystan! They’re bound to be accused of being sympathizers! We can’t wait any longer!”

      “I may have little sway with the consul, but I still have some influence in Ciras. The chief constable is a personal friend, as is the captain of the guard in charge of monitoring their house. I can get them out, I promise you. But only at the proper moment.”

      “Then I’ll go myself.”

      “They have a host of soldiers posted around the property. No less than twenty pairs of eyes at any one time, not to mention the number of spelltraps they’ve set. If I am seen paying your mother and father a friendly visit so soon after your escape, it will immediately raise suspicion and might even invite soldiers to this house. We must be smart. We must be patient. Three months at the most. Two at the very least.”

      She took a step closer, her anger burning hot again. “I have been more than patient. And I am sick to death of being told to be a good girl and to keep my mouth shut. You should be much more concerned with pushing me a step too far, Doctor. You know I can make things very difficult for you. Far worse than what happened today. You have one month to keep your promise to me. One month and not a day more.”

      He was too stunned to answer. As well as worried.

      “And one other thing,” she said, straightening her spectacles. “You are not allowed to dismiss Tara. Not ever. Now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she returned to the mangle and resumed turning the crank. Tyrus stood still for another minute, confounded, then slowly turned and made his way back to the door. As he opened it, Emma appeared on the threshold with a basket full of laundry soaps.

      “Good day, sir,” she said cheerfully.

      He grunted something and moved past her. Emma shut the door again and went to set the basket down near the copper. Making such deliveries was not typical of a housekeeper in an Entrian lord’s estate, but Emma took every opportunity to have a private chat with Riva.

      “Well done, Miss Charlotte,” the elder woman said with a sly grin. “High time you told that man who’s really in charge.”

      “Emma! Were you listening at the door?”

      “Oh, don’t get your knickers in a twist. It’s not like I was having a peek through the keyhole as well.”

      She winked. Riva couldn’t help but laugh.
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      Spindler scratched his jaw with a grumble of annoyance. It had been six days since he and Mavie had been “detained” by Priestess Yuna and the soldiers. Six days of being stuck in a coach with two women who wouldn’t speak to them, who wouldn’t allow him a razor to trim his beard, and whose piercing stares bordered on torture.

      Worse still, there had only been a brief moment to speak with Mavie before they were afforded no more private conversation. When they were first put into the carriage, while Yuna no doubt had been explaining the situation in vague detail to the soldiers, Spindler and the librarian had agreed to send Varn off again. Keep him flying at a distance until there were no more soldiers about. They had also agreed not to say anything more of the Blue Flames, and certainly nothing about the Colonists. Yuna knew of Spindler’s connection to the whole business, but there was no point arousing even worse suspicion by bringing it up in front of the others.

      He guessed that Yuna was abiding by the same policy. Had the soldiers felt even the smallest inkling that their detainees had anything to do with the most wanted fugitives in the world, their behavior would’ve surely turned harsh and fearful. The priestess must have also had concerns about Spindler saying more than he ought about her own relationship to the Blue Flames, and by extension, the Mistress. She certainly couldn’t have any questions about that.

      Still, it was obvious the soldiers were terribly curious about the situation. Whenever they bunked down for the night, usually in a small roadside inn, they often couldn’t help themselves from staring at the scar on Mavie’s cheek or the bandage around Spindler’s right hand. His earlier mention of “Bill” may have also left them with little doubt that he’d meant the formidable Colonist-hunter. But every time it looked as if one of them might raise the subject, Yuna was always there to shoot down the threat with a single glance of her dark eyes. The suspense must have been agonizing.

      It was hardly any less frustrating for Spindler and Mavie. They weren’t forbidden from speaking, but very few of their questions were ever actually answered. Neither Priestess Yuna nor Lieutenant Orlyn would say anything about where they were traveling, why Yuna was so far from her temple in Orthys, or why they had chosen a coach instead of an airship. The younger soldiers who rode in front—one driving while the other kept a lookout—were at least a little looser lipped. One night while they’d been talking together, Spindler had caught the word “Jaston”. It was enough to give rise to a theory about their mission. One which he intended to pose to the young men at the first opportunity.

      “Lidden.”

      The word came from Orlyn, who nodded towards the north-facing window.

      They were rolling into a small town, one of many they had traveled through and which looked very much the same as all the others before it. After another minute, Spindler had already spotted their stop—a law office on the main street with an unassuming wooden sign and curtains drawn over the windows. It was the third one they’d come across in the past six days.

      The coach lurched to a halt across from the front door. Soon after, Spindler saw Kamrik march towards it, climb the steps, and let himself inside. Lieutenant Orlyn lowered the window in anticipation of his return.

      He shook his head as soon as he emerged.

      “Empty,” he said as he reached the window. “There’s a notice on the board saying a local shopkeeper is in charge while they’re away. Nothing else told about it.”

      Yuna drew her lips in a tight line.

      “Run along to the shop,” Orlyn said. “See what else you can find out.”

      Kamrik nodded, then disappeared from view. The lieutenant turned to the priestess.

      “This is likely the last office we’ll see before crossing into Cassrian Territory. Perhaps the locals can keep a close eye on them until we return.”

      “No,” Yuna said with a pinched look of irritation at Spindler. “Our government’s business with this man is too important to leave in the hands of simple townsfolk. We will take them to our destination and hire a second coach before returning to Ciras.”
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      It was the third law office they’d found empty. All had contained notices granting temporary authority to a town tradesman. None had offered any explanations. As she’d done at the other locations, Yuna declared they would spend the night there before moving on in the morning. From the look of the place, Spindler guessed there would be two cells inside—just enough for the soldiers’ bothersome cargo.

      It had shocked him to find such accommodations in the first place they’d visited several days ago. He hadn’t known then that “law office” was merely another word for “jailhouse”.

      By the time Spindler and Mavie were installed in their uncomfortable quarters, and the horses given to the care of the local stablemaster, Kamrik returned with the long-awaited intelligence.

      “I spoke with the shopkeeper.”

      “Remove your hat indoors, First Soldier,” Orlyn said.

      “Oh, yes. Sorry. He said the constables received orders to go to Ciras, to be drafted into service. They couldn’t say when they’d be back, but with things the way they are, it won’t likely be anytime soon. People are nervous, of course. The town council even sent a letter of complaint to Ciras. But the answer that came only said the needs of their country demanded it.”

      The lieutenant put a hand on her hip. “So that’s what’s happened. I should have guessed. Thank you, Kamrik.” She nodded towards the door. “Go and help Teff bring in our gear.”

      As soon as he was gone, Orlyn glanced at Yuna with a furrowed brow.

      “I understand the need. But to summon so many all at the same time?”

      “We are not to question the wisdom of the consul, but to obey,” came Yuna’s sharp reply. She lifted the hood of her robe over her head and moved toward the door. “There is a colleague of mine at the temple here. I must speak with her.”

      Shooting a final look of warning at Spindler and Mavie, she turned and strode outside. Orlyn went to the small stove in the center of the room and busied herself with getting a fire lit. Fortunately, there was a decent stack of firewood already piled next to it. When she had loaded enough fuel inside, she set her hand on the base of the pile and conjured a flame. As the wood began to crackle and smoke, Mavie put her arms through the cage and leaned on one of the horizontal bars.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, Lieutenant,” the old woman said. “But I believe Entrian law states that no one can be detained for more than seven days without a formal charge.”

      Orlyn shut the stove door and brushed her hands together as she stood. “That may have been true in the past. But many of our laws are changing. As such, I must defer to the Lady Yuna on this matter.”

      Mavie raised an eyebrow. “A priestess? Do the clergy outrank the officers of your new army? That’s unusual. Not unheard of, but unusual.”

      “It is not a matter of rank, but of honor. Those who devote themselves to the study of faith are to be respected. For their wisdom, not least of all.”

      “Oh, to be sure. To be sure.” Mavie slid her gaze towards Spindler, muttering her next words. “Depending on what they use it for.”

      Spindler cleared his throat before speaking, not having used his voice in a while. “I, uh, I expect there’s still a lot of sorting out to do with these new structures. The names and ranks of everything. Areas of authority and all that. Those two lads outside? The ‘First Soldiers’? Seeing as how they’re fetching the luggage, I assume that’s a lower rank, yes?”

      “It is.”

      Orlyn had turned away, and her clipped answer was delivered on a tone of both annoyance and uneasiness. She seated herself behind one of the small desks near the front door and withdrew a piece of paper from her coat pocket. As she unfolded it, Spindler saw it was a map. It must have been of the utmost fascination, for she was doing her best to study its contents closely, to the exclusion of all else in the room.

      “Well, at any rate,” Mavie continued, “and if I might be so bold as to speak for both myself and my friend Mr. Spindler here, we are quite content to continue in your company, even beyond the lawful seven days. Your treatment of us has been nothing but kind, for which we are very grateful.”

      It was a test of conscience. Nothing to induce outright guilt, but enough to encourage a hint of which way the prevailing winds were blowing. The young woman remained tight-lipped, ever the professional in her conduct, making no apologies or defenses. Her eyes, however, danced across the table and along the floor in their direction. Her hesitant gaze did not reach either of the cells, but even so, there was something in the act that seemed to betray the smallest indication of regret.

      The front door flew open, bringing in a gust of cold wind along with the First Soldiers.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” said the one called Teff. “There’s a young lad just come by with a message. It seems the town council has called an emergency meeting to speak with you. They have questions about what’s been going on in Ciras. About the draft and everything else. The lad says he’ll take you to meet with the council now, if you’ll go. It’s just down the street.”

      Orlyn rose from the desk and grabbed her hat. “I suppose I ought to ease their minds as best I can. Lady Yuna’s gone to the temple to speak with someone. You two get supper going. And remember not to ask any questions.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Spindler exchanged a surreptitious glance with Mavie. As soon as Orlyn had withdrawn and shut the door behind her, Kamrik let out a disgruntled sigh.

      “Why do we always have to make supper? Why can’t she do it for once?”

      Teff tossed him the foodstuff satchel. “Because she’s an officer and we’re the grunts. Grunts make the supper.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I’m older than her. I should be in charge.”

      “That’s not how it works. Now stop complaining and get on with it.”

      Kamrik continued to grumble as he trudged to the stove and laid out the cooking equipment. Teff began piling blankets onto the cots they’d found in a storage room.

      “It’s money that makes an officer,” Mavie said.

      That drew Kamrik’s attention. There was a look of curiosity on his face, but also conflict.

      The librarian raised her hands. “I know, I know. You can’t ask questions. But that’s all right. We can have a conversation without questions.”

      Teff glanced between her and Kamrik. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Of course. Forgive me.” She chuckled. “It’s just been so long since I’ve had a decent chat. Riding for six days with your rather stern colleagues has been a test of patience, I can tell you. A silly old woman likes to be allowed to prattle on about whatever’s in her head. But if it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll say no more.”

      Kamrik stood, looking hard at her. “You said . . . money makes an officer?”

      “Kamrik,” Teff warned with a glare.

      “I want to hear what she has to say. It’s not against orders to talk. Just to ask questions.” He turned to Mavie again. “We won’t say anything we’re not supposed to.”

      “Not in the slightest,” she replied. “Though I should preface my point by saying that money is usually what comes into play. Not always. But usually. In some worlds, those wanting a higher rank have to pay a certain amount to get it. No training required. No proving themselves beforehand. And in other worlds, one must have a certain level of education, but that’s just the same as saying money because it usually requires a grand sum to go about it. With no grants, loans, influential friends or family, one aspiring to the service is usually left with no choice but to take orders rather than give them.”

      “What do you mean by ‘other worlds’?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. After you’ve read as many books as I have, you start to talk like that. And of course, since there hasn’t ever been a war in Eriaris, our only frame of reference are the worlds we find in fiction.”

      “Never been a war? But there were soldiers in the ancient days, weren’t there?”

      “Kamrik,” Teff said. “That was two questions.”

      Mavie raised her hands again. “It’s all right. I’ll consider them . . . rhetorical.”

      Teff looked uncertain but said nothing more.

      “There have been conflicts,” she continued. “The clan feuds being the most obvious example. But war is considered a large-scale operation, and nothing’s gotten quite so out of hand as that. Not yet, at least. As for soldiers, the last time their kind—your kind—was seen in Eriaris was over two thousand years ago. Round about the time the last king and queen were still in power. Their increasingly harsh policies and edicts were very unpopular. And as the general discontent escalated from mere whispers to public discourse, their majesties began to fear an uprising. Their palace guard was nowhere near large enough to contend with such a thing, so they tasked their most trusted nobles and advisors to recruit soldiers of those who professed loyalty to the crown. Do I have it right so far, Mr. Spindler?”

      “You do, indeed.”

      “But there was an uprising,” Kamrik said. “So what happened . . . I mean, uh . . . it seems rather strange not to have had a war.”

      “True,” she replied. “But things were not what they appeared to be. All those trusted nobles and advisors had decided they could no longer stomach the behavior of their monarchs. And with the charge to raise an army, they had all they needed to bring their rule to an end. After that, they decided they’d had enough of putting too much power in the hands of a few. That was how the High Council came about. Over two thousand years ago.”

      “And which was brought to a bloody end only three weeks past,” Spindler finished.

      “Filthy Colonists.”

      The muttered comment came from Teff, who’d been pretending to concentrate on preparing supper.

      Mavie tilted her head. “Colonists? Yes, I suppose that’s one theory.”

      “Theory?” Teff said, tearing his eyes away from the cook pot. “You can’t call it a theory when it’s the only explanation!”

      “No. You’re right, of course. It would be sound logic. Inarguable. If it was the only explanation.”

      He turned fully towards her, narrowing his eyes. “I expect . . . if I was to ask what you meant by that . . . you wouldn’t answer.”

      She smiled. “On the contrary. The problem is that I’m not certain of my own conjectures on the matter, there being no hard evidence. So if you were to ask me, I could only say that the idea of the Colonists causing the Council’s demise seems to become an imperfect one in light of a single point.” She locked eyes with him, in earnest rather than intimidation. “Why was another Council not raised? When the Elders were killed on Damiras, there was no hesitation about whether or not to elect replacements to succeed them. But now, there is a single figure in their place. A consul. Perhaps there’s a good reason for it. The last paper I saw did claim that her leadership is ‘widely approved’. But the timing? It just seems a tad bit too convenient.”

      “You’re saying our leader is there under false pretenses?” Teff said, either forgetting or willfully neglecting to form his words into a statement.

      “Oh, I’m not saying anything, really. Only that I have an infernally curious mind that tends to question everything.” She let out a wheezing, raspy laugh. “Lord, it’s one of my worst faults. I infuriate myself with it. But that’s to be expected, I suppose. Folk my age tend to go a bit batty around their eighth decade. You must pay me no mind.”

      “You certainly seem to know a great deal,” Kamrik said.

      “Only because I read books all day, every day. And all it’s done is make me insufferable, I’m afraid. Do forgive me. I shall strive to hold my tongue from now on.”

      Her eyes twinkled with another smile. Spindler watched her carefully. She wasn’t being dishonest. Disarming, most certainly. But she liked the young soldiers, much in the same way she had grown fond of Reggie back at Mastmarner.

      Teff turned back to the stove. Kamrik looked like he was getting a headache from all the questions building in his head. He might have even let another slip had the front door not opened just then. As Lieutenant Orlyn entered the room, both men stood stiffly with their hands at their sides. Spindler figured the gesture was meant as one of respect. Kamrik was noticeably late to do so but still managed to remember it.

      “As you were.”

      They relaxed as Orlyn returned to her seat at the small desk in the corner.

      “That was a short meeting,” Kamrik said.

      Spindler wasn’t sure whether the expression on the woman’s face was one of annoyance at his comment, or lingering disconcertion over her conference with the town council.

      “There were very few questions I could answer,” she replied. “I tried to encourage them to hire new constables from among themselves, but it seems the vast majority of their able-bodied citizens also received summons to report to Ciras for service. This morning, in fact. Those that remain are burdened enough with keeping things running.”

      She returned her attention to the map she’d studied earlier. Teff instructed Kamrik to go and fetch some water for the stew pot. Kamrik did so grudgingly, but not before shooting another curious glance at Mavie, who had retreated to her cot.
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      Half an hour later, dinner was ready and Priestess Yuna had still not returned. Once the lieutenant remarked that Yuna had likely made her own arrangements, the plates were passed and the cups filled.

      Spindler ate slowly, more grinding his teeth in frustration than chewing. If he and Mavie had even one more minute of privacy to talk together, it would be enough. She had friends nearby. Surely they were following still, and surely they could help. But if so, why hadn’t they done it? What was all this waiting around for? Mavie was certainly clever enough to get herself out of their current situation—especially as their overseers had not yet discovered her true identity. She would have been dealt with much more severely otherwise.

      He was also desperate to know more about the soldiers’ mission. They were heading to Jaston in the South Country; Cassrian territory and the next stop of the Plumsleys’ grand tour. That was no coincidence. According to Ink, the Entrians knew the sisters were Colonists and for a time had allowed them to be used as financial and political pawns. But now that events were boiling to a frenzy, Consul Madara would be wanting them back again.

      Hence the secret military operation.

      But why were the soldiers traveling by land and not air? Why were they traveling with a priestess? What had their coach been doing so far north of Ramminburn if they had come from Ciras? That was well out of the way of the main road to Jaston. And of course—most importantly—how long before Yuna lost patience and decided to conduct Spindler’s interrogation herself?

      “Ma’am?”

      Spindler glanced up. It was Kamrik who’d spoken. He had also been chewing slowly.

      “What does ‘consul’ mean? Is it something to do with council? Or councilor?”

      Orlyn scraped her fork across her plate before answering. “It is an old term, and has meant different things at different times. Councilor is one meaning. Ambassador another. But it’s most recent meaning is the one I believe it is meant to reflect: one who bears the duties of a magistrate.”

      This did not seem to satisfy the young First Soldier, whose face remained screwed up in puzzlement. “But we have magistrates, don’t we? So why didn’t they form another High Council?”

      Orlyn glanced around the room. Her gaze settled on Mavie, who hadn’t lifted her own eyes from her beans and potatoes since the meal had been served.

      “That is not for us to question,” the officer answered. “But if you want my personal opinion, I would say that recent events have thrown our nation into a full-blown crisis. New tactics must be called for. New measures to prevent the situation from growing even worse.”

      “Worse than war?”

      Her eyes flew back to Mavie. Still, the old woman remained sitting with her head bent over her plate. Kamrik glanced between them.

      “No one has mentioned war,” the lieutenant said. “We are meant to be a force of defense. In any case, we must trust in our commanders in all matters. They possess the greater knowledge and wisdom.”

      “So you’re not worried?”

      This question came from Teff, who looked almost guilty at having asked it. He bowed his head, as if in submission, but ventured to continue.

      “About so many being called up for service? All at once?”

      “Are we expecting the Cassrians to attack?” Kamrik asked. “Everyone’s whispering about it, but there’s been no official word.”

      Orlyn lifted her chin. “We must be prepared for all possibilities. But there is no cause to panic or worry. Our consul knows best. And rest assured that if it does come to war, our victory will be sure and swift.”

      Spindler knew this final statement was said for the benefit of the two Cassrians in the room. It was the closest thing to a threat he had ever heard out of the young woman, but still a long way from feeling like one. For her, it was a simple matter of fact.

      Kamrik stood and went to the stove to pour himself another cup of coffee. He muttered at Teff, who sat nearby.

      “Still . . . I wish all the airships hadn’t been called away. We would’ve been done with this and back in Ciras by now.”

      “Hold your tongue, Kamrik.”

      Spindler shoveled in another mouthful of potatoes, pretending he hadn’t heard. That was one question answered.

      Mavie stood from her cot. “Well, that was an excellent dinner. My thanks to you all. You are most kind to feed us so well, and out of your own rations.”

      With some effort she crouched to place her fork and empty plate on the floor, then slid it through the narrow slot at the bottom. She gripped the bars to pull herself upright again, then retrieved her cup and held it aloft.

      “I wonder if I might trouble you for more water? It’s time to take my sleeping tonic.”

      Teff was closest to her. He looked to his commanding officer for approval, which she gave with a nod. Mavie handed him the cup. As he approached the bucket of water Kamrik had retrieved from a nearby well, an eerie sound pierced the air.

      A wolf was howling. Another joined in soon after. Then a third.

      “Saints above,” Spindler said, hunching his shoulders.

      The soldiers were equally unsettled. Kamrik cursed under his breath and swiveled towards the front window.

      “Hang it all, that’s six nights in a row now!”

      “I’d swear it’s the same bunch!” Teff said. “It’s like they’re following us!”

      “Calm down,” Orlyn replied. “We are nearing the Lockhorns. Wolves are all too common in these parts.”

      The door swung inward. Kamrik started back, as if he thought one of the beasts might have somehow turned the knob. Lady Yuna swept into the room and shut the door behind her. They all stared at her, expecting her to speak. But she only went to the bucket, poured the water into a small basin, and began washing her hands. The lieutenant ordered Teff to prepare another plate of food. As he did so, the haunting cries of the wolves dwindled into silence.

      Once Teff handed Yuna the plate, he returned to Mavie’s cell to deliver her cup of water. She thanked him and withdrew a small vial from inside her leather overcoat.

      “Stop.”

      The command came from Yuna, who set down her plate and approached the bars.

      “Let me see that.”

      As soon as she came near, Mavie reached out and handed her the vial. The contents were a dark amber color. Yuna removed the stopper and lifted it to her nose.

      “Opium?”

      “Mostly. Some herbs as well.”

      “And you say it’s for sleep?”

      “That’s right. Absolute pigswill for taste but it does the job. Stops the nightmares.”

      The priestess narrowed her eyes, studying the wrinkled face in front of her own. “They must be quite disturbing to force you to such measures as this.”

      “Oh, they are. A result of my former occupation. Very disturbing work. Shall I tell you about it?”

      That drew the attention of everyone in the room, even the studious Lieutenant Orlyn.

      “I have no qualms about telling you,” Mavie continued. “In fact, you may ask me anything you like. Who I am. Where I come from. Why I have this great ruddy scar on my face. Your curiosity must be agonizing, after all.”

      Yuna replaced the stopper in the glass vial. She searched the old woman’s face again, her eyes as unreadable as ever, then twisted two fingers together with a hooking motion. A curtain of violet light dropped behind her, enclosing both cells in a silencing enchantment and blocking the disappointed soldiers out.

      “I do not care who you are,” the priestess said. “Your association with John Spindler tells me all I need to know.”

      Spindler stood from his cot. “You can’t assume that! I’ve told her nothing of consequence! There’s no reason to keep her in custody! Especially not at her age!”

      Yuna sauntered to his cell, clasping her hands together. “Even apart from this very clumsy and obvious lie, it was enough for me to watch her reaction at your mention of Bill Stone and the Blue Flames. She didn’t bat an eyelash. And she stays silent now because she knows better than to deny it.”

      She stopped in front of him. Her eyes were every bit as dark as Mavie’s. But there was no spark in them. Almost no life at all. It made him shiver.

      “My colleague at the temple here refused to take you off my hands,” she continued. “She would not risk the Colonists descending on her to come to your aid.”

      Spindler laughed. The sound was full of panic. “You think I’m in league with the Colonists? That’s absurd! When we met at Orthys, I told you I only discovered a link between them and the Spektors! That’s why I went looking for Lord Malkimar. In the hope that he would tell me something that might help us in the chase!”

      She stepped closer, locking eyes with him.

      “Then why did you run from Mr. Stone?”

      It took every ounce of his self-possession not to look away. She had him. And there was no chance of convincing her that Bill had let him go. His mouth trembled in fear. He clenched his fists to conquer it.

      “If you already know . . . why do you keep us here?”

      “You are detained by the order of Consul Madara. It is she who must determine your fate.”

      “Does she know you’re a member of the Blue Flames?”

      Her lips twitched. On anyone else, Spindler might have thought it the smallest flicker of a smile, but he could attribute no such thing to the stony face before him.

      “Well, that answers it.”

      The priestess turned to the cell behind her. Mavie had her nose in the air, as if trying to prevent a sneeze. She rubbed a hand beneath it, shuddered, then shook her head.

      “Ugh. There’s no mistaking it. Though I wish I could.”

      “Mistaking what?”

      “Ah!” the old woman cried, raising her arms as if in victory. “At last! She finally plucked up the courage to ask me a question. I’ve been starved for them! Thank you for obliging me. Well, I’ll tell you. There’s a thought that’s been gnawing at me for some time now. You’re headed across the Lockhorns, probably to Jaston, and probably to bring the Plumsleys back to Stalikos. I’ve been wondering why there are so few of you to do the job. The sisters are Colonists, after all⁠—”

      “Mavie!” Spindler hissed.

      “Oh, it’s all right. She already knows who they are, and she knows that I know. But going back to my point, the Plumsleys are dangerous fugitives. Plus, there are all kinds of untold hazards in the mountains, the weather not least of all. I should think your Consul Madara would want to send her entire army to do the job, particularly after that embarrassing business about losing Riva. But then I began to suspect . . . the reason for the small contingent must be you. You must have some special power. Some secret weapon to ensure that no one can oppose or escape you. A mighty enchantment, perhaps, or some combination of them. I was close in making such a guess. And do correct me if I’m wrong . . .”

      She leaned close to the bars and put her nose in the air again.

      “But is that barrow weed I smell on you?”

      Spindler couldn’t see Yuna’s face. He only saw her stiffen. Without another word, the priestess put the vial of sleeping tonic into the pocket of her robe, turned, and stalked out of the silencing enchantment. All three soldiers quickly returned their attentions to their dinner plates.

      Mavie blew out a breath of relief. “Lord, I thought she’d never leave.”

      “What happened?” Spindler asked. “Why did she storm out like that? What’s barrow weed?”

      “You don’t want to know. Anyway, it’s not important right now. The thing is to stay on the right side of those soldiers.”

      “But why stay at all? Back at the bridge you said there was a friend nearby. You hoped others would catch up to us as well. Where are they? Can’t they get us out of this?”

      “They probably could. But I’m more concerned about my friends in Jaston right now. And we’re getting there far more quickly than we would have by boat, thanks to the Entrian Army.”

      “But Yuna could change her mind about us any moment between here and there! Slit our throats and dump us on the side of the road! If not worse!”

      “She’ll do no such thing. She has too much respect for Madara’s wishes. Or too much fear. I’m not sure which.”

      Spindler collapsed onto his cot, raking a hand through his untidy hair. “All right, but . . . but we will shake loose of them in Jaston? You do have a plan for that?”

      “We’ll come up with something.”

      She returned to her own cot and lay down, then folded her hands and twiddled her thumbs as she stared at the ceiling. Spindler reached for his dinner plate again, though he didn’t feel much like eating.

      “Six days without a word between us,” he said. “I could hardly bear the silence. Theirs or yours. I’m surprised you didn’t speak to the soldiers until today.”

      “I was waiting for the right moment. And before then . . . well, I’ve spent the better part of the last twelve years buried in books. I’ve been re-reading them in my head. Endless entertainment value.”

      Spindler looked at his plate, sighed, and set it down again. “Do you think Yuna knows about the Mistress? Surely she must. She’s Malkimar’s apprentice, after all.”

      There was a long silence before she answered him.

      “Oh, she definitely does.”

      He leaned his forearms on his knees. “And I don’t suppose there’s any way of getting her to tell us where she is? Or anything regarding those gifts Jeremy told me about?”

      “She’ll probably not speak to us ever again. If she can possibly help it.”

      He twisted his head, wringing out the ache in his neck, then looked at her again with concern. “Will you be all right without the tonic?”

      She turned onto her side and folded an arm beneath her pillow. Somehow, her slight frame looked even smaller.

      “No,” she replied in a thin voice. “But I’m a light sleeper. Just call my name if I start to scream.”
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      “Horses on deck!” Radburn called from the helm.

      Ink looked up from sweeping the quarterdeck just as Annabelle’s chestnut head appeared above the cargo hold. Harriet led her up the ramp with only a hand on her silky shoulder and a soft word of direction. Bessie followed with Delia at her side, the beast neither bridled nor saddled. They had now been a month at sea and the horses had become surefooted enough to stretch their legs in the open air at regular intervals. Granted, it wasn’t a proper amount of space—only a small circuit around the main deck—but it was better than nothing. Ink stood by and watched, fascinated with the way Harriet was able to guide them using only her voice.

      The day was so pleasant that even Oswald decided to grace them with his presence. He followed at Delia’s heels at first, then leapt atop a cannon and began cleaning his paws. At the sight of the old cat, and almost without thinking, Ink touched the spyglass hanging beneath his shirt. He hadn’t been keeping his promise to look after the sly fiend, as Josephina had asked. Not that he hadn’t tried, of course, but the beastly thing kept hissing and spitting at him whenever he came too near, and would often run off at top speed as though he feared for his life.

      Ink’s thoughts returned to Josephina. Then to Wendolen, Riva, and Mavie. He drew the spyglass from beneath his shirt and held it to his eye. Pink clouds drifted above the western horizon. A ray of light glinted in his vision for a moment as the sun caught the glass. But there was still no signal.

      Shreeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!

      A loud, shrill whistle pierced through the air. Ink jumped, dropped the spyglass, and clapped his hands over his ears with a curse on his lips. The horses paused, startled along with Delia and Harriet. Oswald’s tail bushed out to twice its size.

      The noise had come from Jasper, who stood near the helm with a pleased expression on his round face. Radburn turned to him with a hand on his heart.

      “Glory be! What the blazes did you do that for?”

      Jasper held up the shiny silver whistle in his hand. “I found this in one of the storerooms. Thought we could use it to mark the watch changes. The bell’s hard to hear sometimes when you’re below decks.”

      Ink strode up to the young man. “Well done, Jasper. That was very good thinking.” He reached up, snatched the whistle out of his hand, and tossed it over the side of the ship.

      Jasper’s mouth dropped open. “Hey!”

      Radburn chuckled. “You beat me to it.”

      Ink set the broom aside and descended to the main deck. “Sorry about that, ladies. Some blokes don’t got no manners at all.”

      Harriet smiled as she urged the horses on again. “I can’t fault anyone for their enthusiasm, even if we are all on edge. Did you see anything through the spyglass?”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and followed alongside her as the horses rounded another turn. “No. And I still can’t decide if that’s a good sign or a bad one.”

      “I call it good,” Delia replied. “At the very least we know they haven’t been captured. According to the papers, anyway.”

      Harriet nodded. “And if the rest of us made it back, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before they join us again. They’ve already proved to be particularly fortunate, especially Riva, considering what her fate was meant to be.”

      Ink slumped his shoulders. “I shouldn’t have left her in that awful place. I should’ve gone back. But all I could think about was myself, and getting as far away as I could.”

      “You did the right thing,” Harriet said. “You would’ve most certainly been caught had you returned, and you wouldn’t be here with us now.”

      Ink blew out a great breath, puffing his cheeks, then tipped his hat back on his head. “I can’t stand this. This horrible waiting. He was only gone twelve minutes the first time, now it’s twelve days? What if he’s hurt somewhere? What if he’s kept so long in an Otherworld he loses his memory? But we’re supposed to keep sailing on to King’s Island all the same?” He pulled the hat off his head and struck it against his thigh in frustration. “I know there ain’t nothing to be done. I’m just . . .”

      Harriet put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I know,” she said softly.

      They walked in silence a little while longer. Suddenly, a noise of shouting rose on the wind, carried over from the Grackle. They paused and glanced over the gunwale. Ink reached for the binoculars hanging from his neck.

      There was Blackwood, standing on the main deck near the bow and shaking his fist at something near his feet. Ink could just make out the shrinking black shadow before him.

      “The dog again?” Delia asked.

      “Afraid so,” Ink answered.

      Delia let out a noise of disgust. “The poor thing. A man who can’t treat an animal with any kindness hardly deserves to be called a man at all. And dogs can tell about people. Sense their true character. If I knew nothing else about Alistair Blackwood, that would be enough for me to form a complete opinion.”

      Ink scanned the rest of the ship. Seherene and Chester were often seen above decks, standing vigilant watch for Caradoc’s return. Sometimes they were even close enough to wave back at the Chain Breaker, signaling they were still all right. If Blackwood happened to be on deck at the same time, Chester would usually take the opportunity to make a different gesture towards him—but only when his back was turned. Neither of them were on deck now. Had Ink not been standing between Harriet and Delia, he would’ve carried out Chester’s custom with a gesture of his own.

      “He’s at it again, is he?”

      Ink lowered his binoculars and looked up to see Martin approaching them. He squinted across the water towards the belligerent figure on the far deck.

      “He is,” Delia replied. “He’s got nothing better to do, apparently.”

      Martin nodded. “I have to admit, if we ever meet again, it’ll be hard not to greet him with a swift uppercut. Hello, Annabelle . . .” He reached up and stroked the mare’s nose. “Perhaps you could be so good as to give him a well-aimed kick as well.”

      “Don’t put the idea into her head,” Harriet said.

      “Ah, yes. I keep forgetting they’re learning to understand speech. It’s really quite remarkable, you know. You must be the first Cassrian to ever achieve so much.”

      She shook her head and glanced back at Annabelle. “I doubt that’s true.”

      “No, I’m . . . I’m sure it is.”

      The earnestness in his voice drew her gaze again.

      Delia made a small noise of clearing her throat and stepped forward. “You know, Martin, Ink and I have been meaning to have a word with Simon. Why don’t you take Bessie?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure. You two enjoy the walk.”

      Ink frowned. “Whatcha mean? What word with Simon?”

      “I’ll remind you on the way,” Delia said, almost glaring at him. “Now come along!”

      She took him by the hand and all but dragged him towards the companionway. He hadn’t the faintest idea what had spurred her to do such a thing, but as no one had yet won an argument with the formidable quartermaster, he let himself be dragged.

      As they passed by the cannon where Oswald sat, the old cat hunched his back and hissed at Ink.

      “Oh, give it a rest!” he shot back.
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      As the Chain Breaker was such a large ship, it could sometimes take a while to find someone, and even longer if you needed a specific someone. Delia thought to head to the surgery first, and would tell Ink nothing more about the business other than “just wait, you’ll see”.

      They did find Simon in the surgery. When he had looked up from the hefty medical tome he’d been reading and greeted them, Delia nodded towards Ink.

      “I think it’s time.”

      Simon raised his eyebrows. “Time? For the thing we’ve been talking about?”

      “The very thing.”

      “Right,” he said, closing his book.

      “What thing?” Ink said. “Am I in trouble? What’s this all about?”

      “Relax,” Delia replied. “We’re only going to the armory.”

      “The armory? Oh, sure! Now I can relax!”
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      Simon led the way. Once they arrived, he went to a locked cupboard in the corner. Delia produced a key and handed it to him. Not long ago, Ink would have expected the worst and begun looking for an escape route. Now he was only curious and strained to see over Simon’s shoulder as he rummaged through the shelves. When he turned back to them, he was holding a small weapon.

      It was Ink’s pistol—the one he’d kept hidden in his boot during his travels across Eriaris, and which had been confiscated his first day on Riverfall. Simon held it out to him.

      “This is what Delia and I have been discussing. I took it from you when you first came to us because I thought you couldn’t be trusted with it. That you were far too angry and frightened to be armed. But since then you’ve proved yourself to be a loyal friend, fully trustworthy, and one of the bravest souls among us.”

      “Brave? Me?”

      “Yes, Mr. Featherfield, brave. To our knowledge, you’ve faced down Spektors on no less than three occasions now.”

      “Faced them down and had the gall to tell them off,” Delia added with a smirk.

      “Aw, that wasn’t brave,” Ink said. “Foolish more like.”

      Simon tilted his head. “Well, those two traits aren’t always mutually exclusive. Just ask our dear Keyholder the next time you see him.”

      Ink felt the blood drain from his face. He put a hand to his stomach and tried to swallow the lump in his throat, then took a step back and shook his head.

      “I can’t take it. The pistol, I mean. I can’t take it back.”

      “Can’t take it?” Delia echoed. “Are you feeling all right?”

      Simon frowned. “It doesn’t look like it. Maybe we should head back to the surgery.”

      “No. No, I’m all right.”

      “Inkwell,” Delia said with a tone of deadly seriousness. “We offer your own property back to you and you react like we’re asking you to eat a poisonous snake. Now what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      Simon studied him closely. “Nothing you can say, you mean? Like Skiff?”

      Ink dropped his gaze, cursing himself. He used to be a lot better at hiding his foolish feelings. Better at hiding everything, in fact. He retreated farther, sank onto a stool near a rack of blades, then squeezed his hands into fists and bowed his head. When he forced himself to speak again, he had to fight every word before it crossed his lips.

      “If I . . . if I told you . . . you’d hate me forever. All of you.”

      Delia folded her arms. “Better you let us decide how to feel. It’ll be far more accurate.”

      “You will. I know you will.”

      “Come on, Ink,” Simon said. “We’ve been through our share of trouble and misfortune, and still we’ve not stooped so low as to actually hate anyone.”

      Ink clenched his fists tighter, pressing his fingernails into his palms. He couldn’t tell them. Not after what they’d done for him, and he for them. He hadn’t come this far and worked so hard only to lose it all—to lose them—with a few words.

      “I can’t,” he replied. “I’m sorry.”

      He stood and turned to hurry out of the armory.

      “Wait!” Delia said. “What if . . . we play a game?”

      That stopped him. Ink glanced back at her. “A game?”

      “Yes. I used to play it with my children when they were young, whenever they were reluctant to tell me something. We called it ‘the Secret Game.’”

      Ink stepped back again. “Go on.”

      She glanced at Simon before continuing. “Each player tells a secret about themselves. Something none of the other players know, which none of them may repeat to anyone else without permission. It requires absolute trust and honesty. But this way, we all have something to reveal. Not only you. If you agree to the terms, I am willing to do so.”

      Simon looked unsure, but after a moment of thought he finally nodded. “And me.”

      This was clever. Very clever. Ink had a strict policy of keeping private information close to the chest, but he also had a strong streak of curiosity. Delia had secrets? And Simon as well? The perfect priest? He could scarcely believe it, and he certainly couldn’t turn down a willing offer to reveal them. For the rest of his life, he would wonder what he’d missed.

      Maybe the game was worth the risk. And he wouldn’t have to tell them the worst of his secrets. He could simply choose one that wasn’t quite so damning. Or at least one that wasn’t the least bit his fault.

      “Fine,” he said, returning to the stool. “I’ll play your game. But you two go first, and they better be good secrets! Not like you accidentally hit a cat with a wagon or anything like that.”

      Delia sighed and suddenly looked quite weary. “Well . . . no worries there. Not for me, anyway. What about you, Simon?”

      He was staring off into space, his brow furrowed and his eyes full of troubled memories. When he realized they were waiting on him, he seated himself on a nearby barrel and rubbed his stubbled jaw. He leaned to one side and glanced this way and that, making sure no one else would hear, then sighed heavily.

      “I promised myself I would never tell anyone. It pains me to do so now. But if it helps you, Ink, I will bear it.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “I told you what happened to me when we were all separated after Harroway. How I found myself in a dreadful little clinic with a disgraced physician styling himself as ‘Professor Percival’. I told you about the . . . program he put me through, to rehabilitate me. The music and the philosophy books and the psychological poking and prodding.”

      Ink nodded. “And then you escaped.”

      “Eventually. But not before . . . not before he’d spent five days sending bolts of electricity through me.”

      Delia’s mouth fell open, her expression both horrified and crestfallen. “He tortured you?”

      “Please. Please don’t repeat it to anyone else.”

      “But why would you keep that a secret? You ought to have told someone! Not carried it inside you all this time, unacknowledged!”

      “I knew it would pain whoever I told it to. I didn’t want that pain to spread any farther than me. I didn’t want his influence to reach anyone else—as it has now done. And besides that . . . I was ashamed.”

      “What for?” Ink asked. “It was hardly your fault.”

      Simon gripped a hand around each of his arms. His grim face darkened. “I have been a Defender. I’m supposed to stand firm against evil and darkness. I’m supposed to know the dangers of hate and despair, better than most. But as the days passed, I began to give no regard to such things. I began to hate. For the first time in my life. Even now I must avoid all remembrance of that time for fear of it rising in me again. I don’t mean to hate anyone. But I couldn’t stop it, and I couldn’t control it once it appeared. Couldn’t wish it away or talk it down. It was too insidious for that, as if it had a will of its own. That was a terror in and of itself.”

      “Simon,” Delia said, “I don’t believe anyone in that situation would have reacted any differently. Not all the Defenders and Keyholders who ever lived, put together. You are being far too hard on yourself. If it were someone else who had suffered what you did, would you be telling them all these things you tell yourself? Shaming and rebuking them?”

      He pursed a corner of his mouth. “Of course not.”

      “All right. Then let’s have no more of it.” She went to him and embraced him. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve what happened to you. I am so sorry.”

      At once, Ink began to regret compelling Simon to reveal what he’d told them. And yet, it had done him good in the end. As Delia pulled back, she remained standing near with a hand on Simon’s shoulder. Ink could see she was preparing herself. She took a deep breath, then glanced up as though to gaze at the sky through the timbers. Simon covered her hand with his. Ink clutched at the edge of his chair.

      “Well,” she said, “you know I don’t like to make a fuss, so I’ll just give you the facts, straight and simple. It happened on Damiras. I was . . . standing guard outside the Elders’ tent with Henry and Nigel. I was near the back, they were in front. The sky went dark. I heard the gunshots and the screaming, and I . . . I panicked. I froze. Rooted to the spot. Someone ran past me. Then another. It wasn’t until I heard noise inside the tent that I realized it was being stormed from all directions. By the time I recovered my wits, I hurried through the back entrance and grabbed the first Elder I could reach.” She paused for a moment as her mouth quivered. “It was Atturias. Sarah’s father. Someone shot him the same moment I took hold of his arm. I pulled him out anyway, hoping it wasn’t too serious a wound. But he was already dead.”

      Simon looked at her with sympathy. Ink dropped his gaze.

      “And I know, I know,” Delia said, rushing her words, “we all have horrible stories about things that happened that day. And I know it was a normal reaction to have lost my head for a moment—though not normal for me, it must be said. But the worst of it is what came after. Just this past month, as a matter of fact.”

      “What do you mean?” Simon asked.

      She let her hand fall from his shoulder and paced a few steps away, standing with her back to them.

      “I mean the way I’ve been treating her.”

      For a moment, the hull shifted to the starboard side under the swell of a wave, making the timbers creak and the lanterns hang at an angle. Delia put one hand on a nearby support beam and another on her stomach. Ink knew the feeling.

      “I’ve been trying especially hard to believe she was still our enemy. Even after all the good she’s done. I didn’t want to believe it possible. I thought it only right and reasonable that I continue to harbor a healthy doubt and mistrust towards her. But I’ve since come to realize what lay at the heart of that skepticism. I’d begun to think that if she really was so wicked . . . it would mean I wouldn’t have to feel so badly about being too late to save her father.” She bowed her head and made a small scoffing noise. “So you see, I am worse, Simon. Because I’ve actually gone and hurt someone with my secret, my pain. Which might just make me a monster.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” he said. “A monster wouldn’t recognize an offense like that, or feel so badly about it afterwards.”

      “A coward, then. I’ve had every chance in the world to go and apologize to her, but I keep finding excuses to avoid it. Her being stuck on Blackwood’s ship I’ve found especially convenient.”

      “You can still apologize without saying a word about her father.”

      “And even if you did say something,” Ink replied, “she’d know it wasn’t your fault.”

      She pushed a stray hair from her face. “You’re probably right. You’re both right. And I will apologize. Eventually. I just need a bit more time to come up with the right words.” She took a deep breath, then turned back to them and smoothed down her skirt, as if trying to brush away the vulnerability she’d let appear. “So . . . what now, Master Featherfield? Feeling better about sharing?”

      Better was not the word. Slightly less sick to his stomach, maybe. But still sick. The original cause had been Simon’s mention of Caradoc, which had turned his thoughts to the watch. If he told them about that, he would have to explain that he’d named Caradoc as his enemy, and that the Mistress of the Spektors had burned a soul marking into the back of his eyelids which throbbed with every Sundering Hour. The connection could not have been a coincidence, which meant—in effect—he had helped her cast another curse on the Keyholder.

      The Colonists would turn their backs on him for sure. Maybe even throw him overboard. But even that would be better than the way he knew Seherene would look at him. On the other hand, he couldn’t back out of the game now, not after Simon and Delia had played it in good faith for his sake. He had to tell them something.

      What of his parents? It would be cheating, of course, since Seherene’s knowledge of them meant they weren’t a complete secret. Even Mavie had half-guessed the truth when she’d caught him looking through the Compendium of Missing Persons. Besides that, there would be no good in telling them. They were racing for King’s Island, desperate to reach it before Caradoc lost his senses forever. There wasn’t time to stop and check all the clinics and infirmaries along the way.

      That left his other terrible secret; his granddad. Their relationship was an awful thing to admit, but at least he hadn’t been the cause of Eamon’s chosen fate. And at least he had taken every opportunity to defy him and disregard his instructions. It might be helpful, really. If he did show up again, Ink wouldn’t have to endure his lies alone.

      He licked his lips with a rush of anxiety, then finally stood and tucked his thumbs into his belt. “That Spektor . . . the one who showed up the last time? Who gave Skiff’s game away? And did all that terrorizin’ in Harroway? Well . . . he’s sort of . . .” He drew in a big breath before continuing. “He’s sort of my granddad.”

      Delia and Simon both looked at him with slack jaws and wide eyes. Ink pulled his hat from his head and gripped the brim tight between his hands.

      “I’ve seen him quite a few times, now. First was behind Margaret’s house, while you and Caradoc were inside. I was taken to an Otherworld to meet him.”

      “What?” Simon said in disbelief.

      “Then again in Harroway . . . the night before his big performance in the town square.”

      “God above,” Delia said, half-whispering the words.

      “He raised me. Brought me up since I was a kid. Wanted me to be just like him. But he was always a right sour codger.”

      Delia, still staring wide-eyed, urged Simon to the far side of the barrel so she could share the seat. “Ink . . . are you serious? This isn’t some kind of joke?”

      “It’s no joke. But I wish it were. Believe me.”

      “Good Lord,” Simon said, “has he . . . has he tried to kill you?”

      “No. Just scare me a little. Or a lot, actually. That first time we met, he told me to . . . do away with Caradoc. Figured I was just a dumb kid who’d do what he said. Fed me some lies about a Keyholder not being trustworthy and being too dangerous and all that. And then, the second time, I tried to get him to tell me where to find the Mistress’s gift we were looking for. He laughed at me, of course. Tried to frighten me off. But then I remembered him saying something about vanity, and that got me to thinking about Kingsley’s wife who looked way too young for her age. So it was sort of because of him that we ended up finding it.” He twisted his mouth and shrugged. “I’ve only caught glimpses of him since then. Well . . . apart from trying to tell him off when they came for Skiff.”

      Delia’s frown deepened. “And does he . . . does he still want you to hurt Caradoc?”

      Ink shook his head. He couldn’t tell her it was because he’d already done the deed with the watch. As he felt his eyes begin to sting, he wiped at them quickly. Simon and Delia stood and started towards him. He raised his hands to ward off their embraces.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      Delia put an arm around his shoulder anyway. Simon knelt so as not to tower over him.

      “Oh, Ink,” he said. “Mercy above . . . you have to know you’re not to blame. And I take back what I said about you being one of the bravest. You’ve just shot past us all by leaps and bounds. Goodness, you poor⁠—”

      “I don’t want any of that,” Ink interrupted. “All that pity and moon eyes and feeling sorry for me. I only told you because . . . because it’s the reason I can’t take that pistol.” The lump returned to his throat. “Because that same wickedness is in me. It’s in my family. My blood.”

      “Don’t you believe that for a moment,” Delia said. “I know it seems like we’re bound to our families in all ways for all time, and of course you carry the things they’ve taught you. But the moment you realize those things aren’t right—the moment you decide you don’t want to live that way—you put them down. You’ve done this already in deciding not to listen to him. And if it’s something in your disposition, like a hot temper or a critical nature, you learn to recognize it and control it before it can control you. There’s no wickedness in you, Ink. Maybe a bit of healthy mischief and curiosity. But you are nowhere near to resembling him. Far from it.”

      “And we certainly don’t blame you for keeping him a secret,” Simon said. “We’re just so sorry you’ve had to deal with such a terrible shadow lurking over you all this time. It should never have . . .” His face suddenly changed. It was a look of astonishment, his eyes lighting up with a thought. “Oh. Wait a minute.”

      “What’s wrong?” Delia asked.

      He stood and stepped back. “I’m having an idea. A crazy, ludicrous, insane idea.”

      “Crazy?” Ink said. “That don’t sound like you.”

      “I know. But what if . . .” He pointed a finger in the air. “What if we use this to our advantage?”

      Delia narrowed her eyes. “How do you mean?”

      Simon glanced at Ink again, his face brightening. “Would it be possible for you to . . . get your grandfather here somehow? To summon him?”

      “I don’t think so. Even before, he wasn’t the type to come when he was called. I did find him at Harroway when I went looking for him, but I think that was only because he wanted me to find him.”

      “Could you trick him, then? Make him believe you had something he wanted? Or that you were going to do something he’d asked you to do?”

      “Wouldn’t he know Ink was lying?” Delia asked.

      “Spektors aren’t omniscient. Of course he might assume it’s a trap, but perhaps we can figure out a way to convince him we’re serious. And it doesn’t even have to be your grandfather, really. The point is . . . I think we should try to catch a Spektor.”

      Ink and Delia exchanged a glance.

      “You’re right,” the boy said. “That’s absolutely barking crazy.”

      “But think about it,” Simon continued, growing even more excited. “If we manage it, we’ll have a powerful source of information! We could force them to tell us how to stop the Sundering! Even get them to tell us about the . . . thing we found! And if Blackwood continues to keep Chester and Sarah as prisoners, we might even use the Spektor as a bargaining chip. After all, a man who’s obsessed with supernatural things would never turn down the chance to have his very own supernatural being!”

      “It is insane, no arguing that,” Delia said. “But . . . therein lies a kind of logic.”

      “What?” Ink cried, shocked to hear her agree.

      Simon held his hands out. “Bash had the same idea, remember? And had some success with it!”

      “Yeah and ended up dead!”

      “This will be different. We don’t mean to make friends. We mean to make it a prisoner. And Bash attempted it alone, but with all of us here, and several of us already having experience with Spektors, I think we can make it work.”

      Delia tapped her chin in thought. “The key thing is the process. The summoning might be simple enough, but these are spirits who are capable of making themselves immaterial at will. They could easily pass through any cage or trap we devise. We’ll have to find a way to . . . bind them somehow. Keep them in solid form. That will be the tricky part.”

      Ink raised both eyebrows at her. “You’re actually agreeing to this?”

      “Simon’s right. This could be our best chance at finding out how to stop the Sundering. That’s more important than anything else. Above all other concerns.”

      “And what’s more,” Simon said, “I’ll bet that even if Skiff could tell us her secret, she still couldn’t guarantee that King’s Island will solve all our problems. This would be a viable alternative!”

      Ink shook his head. “Granddad’ll see right through it! For all we know, he’s standing here right now listening to us!”

      Simon reached up and grabbed a nearby lantern off its hook. He raised the flame to his eye and looked through as he made a turn to inspect the room.

      “No one else here. All clear.”

      “All right, then what about Caradoc? You know he won’t like this.”

      “He probably won’t. And I realize it’s a dangerous thing to do, but if it’s the only way—if there’s really no other choice—then it doesn’t matter whether he likes it or not. Besides, we’ll be careful. We won’t rush things. We’ll have to combine all our resources and knowledge. Get ideas from all the others—especially Sarah.”

      “Or maybe,” Delia said with a raised eyebrow, “we only need a glance through the Keyholder Book.”
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      They broke the news of their grand scheme at dinner. Of course, the general reaction was shock and dismay, but once Simon and Delia had thoroughly explained their side of things, popular opinion was swayed in their favor. The only one who refused outright was Martin. He was so upset, in fact, that he left the galley without finishing his meal. Harriet went to speak with him but came back shortly after and told them he wasn’t in the mood for talking.

      The next thing was to find the Keyholder Book. At first, Simon was certain he needed only a few minutes to rummage around in the small trunk Caradoc kept beneath his hammock. When he didn’t find it there—nor anywhere else in the vicinity—he enlisted the others to help, dividing them up into three search parties. They looked for well over an hour, checking the cargo holds, storerooms, and even the animal stalls. It was nowhere to be found.

      To add to this frustration, a fine spring squall broke upon them halfway through the hunt. Water dripped through the timbers overhead. Anything that wasn’t tied down began to shift and slide. They had to be especially careful whenever climbing any steps or ladders as the movement of the ship oftentimes meant ascending at an angle. With thunder booming overhead and the waves crashing high against the creaking hull, Ink and the other members of his search party agreed to return to the galley. They had to watch every step carefully as they went, ducking under swinging lanterns and sidestepping puddles of water as the ship rocked to and fro. On the way, Ink spotted Delia heading for the animal stalls, no doubt anxious to make sure the storm hadn’t unsettled them too badly.

      Having reached the galley, the party made for a corner table, desperate to attach themselves to the anchored chairs which would provide some relief from the constant motion. After mopping his brow with his apron, Jasper rose again to retrieve a round of hot tea. The loud clinkings and clankings they soon heard from the kitchen made them worry the teacups wouldn’t survive the effort. Skiff jumped up to help him.

      “You know,” Amos said, slapping his damp woolen hat onto the table. “If we hadn’t lost that mainmast, and weren’t forced to detour to Calamor, these squalls would be a godsend. We’d probably make King’s Island by next week.” He glanced at Margaret. “D’you reckon Mr. Caradoc will be gone much longer?”

      She folded her arms and leaned forward on the table. “I don’t think we can reckon anything in this situation. There’s also a part of me that’s convinced they’ll not be so kind as to bring him back to the ship again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s Otherworld travel,” Ink replied. “There’s an invisible Veil that links everything together, but however far you cross when you’re somewhere else, that’s how far you’ll have gone in this world, too.”

      Amos looked between them. “But . . . doesn’t that mean he could be dropped anywhere? Even the far side of the world?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Margaret answered. “It’s all the more reason to find a way to put a stop to this Sundering business.”

      “What about Martin?” Ink asked. “You think he’ll come around to Simon’s idea?”

      She nodded. “After he’s had some time to think. To be perfectly honest, I don’t like it any more than he does. I’d always hoped my first encounter with Spektors would also be my last.”

      “That’s right,” Amos said, sitting forward. “Ink told us a bit about what happened. You had a proper showdown with ‘em, didn’t you?”

      “I did, sorry to say.”

      Ink tilted his head with a curious frown. “What was it like? And how’d you ever manage to keep your wits about you? You had hardly any warning at all!”

      Her gaze fell to the table. The lantern overhead swung towards the starboard side, throwing their shadows across the wall.

      “It was a world of black sand and dark skies,” she began. “As soon as we arrived, I saw this large metal brazier nearby, filled with oil and fire, and pouring out so much smoke I couldn’t tell where the vapor ended and the clouds began. They’d been using it to enter through the hearth fires in my house. I don’t remember much of what happened next. There was a great deal of shouting and hissing, rattling chains and strange voices. Caradoc had told me to hold tight to him, but I was so much out of my depth—and so terrified by the sight of all those Spektors—I could hardly remember the instruction. The only thought that did hold firm in my mind was that I would surely die there.” She rubbed both hands over her arms. “Caradoc stepped between us. Told me to focus on him. I was shaking so badly I could hardly stand, but I forced myself to do it. And then . . .” She smiled. “Then he said something so terribly clever.”

      “What was that?” Amos asked, his chin propped up by a hand.

      “He said, ‘You’re not going to die here. But unless you’re willing to stand up to them with all the fire and light I know is inside you . . . I’ll die.’” She glanced away and furrowed her brow. “That’s when I became a Defender, long before I’d ever heard the term. For then the battleground was changed. I wouldn’t only be fighting for my life, my property. But for him. A man I barely knew, yet trusted implicitly, against all logic and reason. I think that’s why we’ve all agreed to this plan, dangerous as it is, and why Martin will, too. Because we’re all willing to do the same.”

      Amos narrowed his eyes in thought. “So . . . this business of being a Defender. What’s it mean, exactly? Do you get any kind of special weapons and such?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that,” Margaret replied. “It’s rather like . . . well, it’s like what we’ve discovered about Cassrians playing a part in enchantments. Only the Key itself has any real physical power over the Spektors, but a willingness to support the one who bears it can make all the difference. And what you give is nothing physical. It comes from opening your heart. Letting your true spirit rise to the surface. But there can’t be anger in the act—nor bitterness or fear—because you must focus on who you’re fighting for, not against. And what’s more, it must be done with . . .”

      When she stalled, Amos nodded in encouragement.

      “Fire and light, you said.”

      “Yes, but that’s only a part of it. It’s a feeling that ties it all together. No, it’s more than a feeling, it’s . . . oh, it’s almost impossible to explain in words . . .”

      “Conviction.”

      Amos looked at Ink in surprise. Margaret looked impressed.

      “That’s it exactly,” she said.

      Amos smirked at the boy. “Where’d you learn a word like that?”

      “Whatcha mean? I’m a proper scholar, I am. Everyone knows that.”

      It was, in fact, a matter of education—earned in the midst of the Spektor attack on Harroway. Without conviction, his rebellious act of breaking into song would not have had the effect it did.

      Amos returned his gaze to Margaret. “In light of your description, it sounds like being a Defender makes you just as vulnerable as whoever’s holding the Key.”

      She nodded. “It did feel that way. And it’s especially difficult if you’ve grown accustomed to mistrusting everyone. Or being suffocated by shame and doubt. But in such a moment, you can’t give any thought to those things. Someone is relying on you not to give in. Not a day goes by I don’t wonder at the risk Caradoc took confronting those Spektors for my sake. The light in me was buried so deep I almost couldn’t find it. But somehow . . . he always believed I would.”

      “And what happens to that light?” Ink asked. “Once you find it . . . does it stay close?”

      A curious expression crossed her face. Something between a smile and a frown, or perhaps both at the same time. Her eyes fell to the table again as she traced her finger across the grain.

      “For some, perhaps it does. For me . . . let’s just say my struggles are far from over.”

      Both Ink and Amos knew better than to prolong the subject. Fortunately, the heavy mood was soon broken as Skiff and Jasper returned with the tea. Once it was passed around, they drank it quickly before the shifting vessel could send it sloshing over the rims. Amos downed his cupful in a single draught, then reached for the stack of newspapers in the middle of the table.

      Jasper glanced towards the galley door as he poured himself a second cup. “I wonder where the others are. They can’t still be searching for that book in this weather.”

      “They probably are,” Skiff said.

      “Then maybe we shouldn’t have given up so soon.”

      “We ain’t gonna find it. No one will,” Ink said. “He’s hidden it away to keep anyone from reading it, like he always did on Riverfall.”

      Margaret nodded. “Which means there’s still nothing to be done but wait.”

      “Oi. Jasper.” Grinning, Amos turned his paper around and held it up. “Look here.”

      It was an advertisement for the Plumsleys grand tour. The page boasted an exclusive feature about the show, complete with artistic sketches of Wendolen and Josephina in dramatic poses and wearing glamorous attire. Ink couldn’t help but smile at the sight.

      “Harriet and I saw that article a few days ago,” Margaret said. “They’re meant to be arriving in Jaston for the next leg of their tour. That puts them clear of the West Country.”

      “But still jolly close to it,” Skiff replied. “Doesn’t Jaston sit right at the foot of the Lockhorns?”

      “Aye,” Amos said. “But this was written only a few days ago and doesn’t mention any trouble, so by all accounts they are still safe.”

      Ink shifted in his seat. “And if they keep heading east like they are, it should be no problem for us to sneak backstage and get ‘em out of there.”

      Amos handed the paper to Jasper, who took it with an eager grin. Margaret smiled at the young man.

      “Are you a fan of the Plumsleys, Jasper?”

      “Are you kidding?” Amos replied. “If he’d known they were Colonists he would have tracked you down and joined for that reason alone! We’ve got a record player in one of our safehouses and that’s all you’ll hear him play on it! Day and night!”

      “I learned to sing from them,” Jasper said. “Even had the sheet music from one of their operas, though I couldn’t read it.”

      Margaret chuckled. “Knowing the Plumsleys, they’ll be pleased as punch to hear it. And you can bet they’ll arrange a recital on the spot. Best start preparing now.”

      Jasper blushed. “I don’t even know what I’ll say when I meet them. Probably won’t be able to speak at all, I’ll be so tongue-tied. And I’m sure they won’t want to hear my croaking. I’m only an amateur, after all.”

      “It’s your gift, Jasper,” Skiff said.

      The comment caught him so off-guard, as well as the earnest tone of her voice, that he looked at her in surprise. She nodded.

      “Singing’s your gift. The thing you’ve been given to help make the world a better place. It’s like your own personal enchantment. It even comes from the same place—in your heart and soul. Some people take years to figure out what theirs is. Some never find it at all. You’re lucky, you know. So don’t run yourself down for it. You’re no croaker.”

      The young man’s face melted back into a sheepish grin. “Thanks, Skiff. We may not know much about your past, but wherever it is you’ve come from, they must have a lot of wisdom to go around.”

      Amos nodded towards her with a smirk. “It’s feedin’ into her brain from that mark on her head.”

      She struck him playfully on the arm.

      “Hey!”

      Everyone glanced up at the galley door. Evering leaned into the room, rain-damp and slightly out of breath as though he’d been running.

      Ink jumped out of his seat. “Did you find it?”

      “Find what? Oh, the book—no, not yet. But there’s a sight to see up on deck!”

      “Not more Spektors,” Margaret said.

      “Or sea serpents,” Skiff added with a grimace.

      “No! It’s some ancient city or something! Out towards the west! You’ll miss it if you don’t hurry! Come on!”
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      The rain had just stopped falling by the time they reached the main deck, but it was still plenty wet as the roiling waves continued to toss great sprays of saltwater against the port side hull. Ink turned up his coat collar and braced his legs against the gusting wind as he staggered out of the companionway. Almost everyone had gathered near the starboard gunwale—even Martin. Radburn looked on from the helm.

      As Ink joined the others, he heard Jeremy explaining that they were now passing the easternmost edge of the mainland. Ink peered out towards the west at a high green hill looming out of the distant sheets of rain. Upon it stood an impressive collection of stone bastions, towers, and arches. It was, as Evering had said, obviously ancient, overgrown with vines and moss, and bearing gaps in the walls where the stone had crumbled away.

      “It’s Cassria!” Skiff cried. “Oh, I’ve always wanted to see it for myself!”

      Ink frowned. “What? There’s actually a place called that?”

      “There is, indeed,” Simon replied. “History books say that’s the very spot where the first non-Entrian folk showed up in Eriaris, after crossing the Eastern Sea almost two and a half thousand years ago.”

      “I thought that was only a theory,” Jasper said. “Since they found no ships with them.”

      “It’s true there’s no hard evidence to say how they got here, but most historians assume the ships were sunk in a storm.”

      Ink glanced over his shoulder. The crew of the Grackle were also taking in the sight. It was hard to tell if Chester and Seherene were among them, but he could see several crewmembers clustered along the starboard side like they were.

      Harriet shook her head at the view. “I’ve always wondered why we never had any other visitors from foreign lands. If our ancestors were able to make it this far, why has no one else?”

      “That is quite the mystery,” Delia replied. “Particularly as none of our present-day expeditions have ever found anything beyond the horizons. Even airships can’t make it far enough before they have to turn around again for lack of fuel.”

      “Look!” Ink cried. He was now leaning on the gunwale with his elbows and staring through his binoculars. “There are people out there! People walking in the ruins!”

      “Probably fellow sightseers,” Daniel said. “I’ve heard of tourists paying good money to visit Cassria, mostly on account of having to hire an armed guard to go that far into the East Country—without being robbed or kidnapped.”

      Ink could just make out the small silhouettes gliding along the tops of the walls. Movement in one of the towers caught his eye and he angled the binoculars upward. A figure stood near the innermost battlement, appearing to survey the ruined city below.

      “There’s someone standing in one of the towers,” he said. “They’ve got their hand raised. Looks like . . . looks like they’re casting some kind of enchantment.”

      “Over an abandoned ruin?” Jeremy said.

      “Can you see what kind of enchantment?” Delia asked.

      “No. Just some kind of glowing light from her hand. But not like an orb.”

      “Best get up to the crow’s nest for a better view!” Radburn called down from the helm.

      Amos nodded. “I’ll go.”

      Ink glanced over his shoulder. Evering had been officially relieved of his duty as barrelman several days ago, and though he’d received the news gratefully, he still bore it with the shame of failure. A blush of embarrassment reddened his face even now. Amos, meanwhile, scurried halfway up the foremast in only a minute’s time. He looked westward again, squinting and tugging down his wool cap against the wind.

      “I can see it now!” he called down. “Blimey, they’ve set the place on fire!”

      The Colonists turned back to the city in alarm, pressing even closer against the gunwale. At first, there was no sign of anything amiss. Then wisps of smoke began to rise from behind the walls. A minute later the flames came into sight, building at a furious rate and glowing bright against the dark sky. The figures on the walls soon retreated, presumably to depart the scene. The silhouette in the tower lingered a while longer, as if to ensure the flames would take hold. The rain had since passed over the hill.

      “But why would they do such a thing?” Skiff said, a look of horror mixed with her alarm. “That’s an important place! Part of our history!”

      “It’s a message,” Martin answered grimly. “Consul Madara is showing us what’s to come. And what fate awaits any Cassrian who won’t bend the knee when her army comes sweeping in.”

      The blaze rose even higher, the smoke swelling into clouds which billowed into the gray sky. The fire had taken hold. The figure in the tower turned away and disappeared from view.

      Harriet put a hand to her heart as if to steady herself. “Ink . . . you’ve met this Madara woman. Do you think she’ll really start a war?”

      Ink lowered the binoculars and sighed. “I think she’ll give it a good try. Anything that’s ever gone wrong in her life, she blames the Cassrians for.”

      Margaret shook her head as she gazed at the inferno. “Can you imagine taking revenge on an entire people . . . turning the whole country upside-down . . . putting countless lives at risk . . . because you will not choose to forgive?”

      Daniel folded his arms. “People who feel they’ve been wronged don’t consider it revenge but righteous justice. And with a cause like that they can convince themselves of anything. That any action they take is right and acceptable, no matter how destructive.”

      “Then maybe we ought to keep Blackwood on our good side,” Evering said.

      All eyes turned to him, many of them surprised—including Amos, who had descended from the mast again.

      “If a war with the Entrians really is coming,” he continued, “we’re going to need men like him. Men who have personal armies and solid defenses and money to spare.”

      “But he’s a beastly cockroach!” Ink cried.

      “Well, sure, he’s not the nicest person in the world, but neither is any Spektor we might try to make use of. If it’s our best course of action, then that’s what we’ve got to do. Use our enemies to our advantage. The same as we’re doing with Sarah.”

      This prompted a mass exchange of uneasy glances.

      “You still consider her an enemy?” Martin asked.

      Evering frowned at him. “You don’t?”

      “Don’t be daft! Of course she ain’t!” Ink said, his face hot with anger. “And anyway, what would you have us do? Let Blackwood keep ‘em as prisoners for as long as he likes?”

      “If that brings the best outcome, then yes! Maybe we should even explain to Blackwood what really happened on Damiras! And then get him to tell the Assembly! Be our voice!”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard!” Ink shouted.

      “Calm down, both of you,” Delia commanded with a stern glare at each. “Or do you actually want the other ship hearing every word?”

      Ink shot Evering a nasty look, but bit his tongue.

      “It was a . . . brave thought, Evering,” Simon said. “But I’m afraid Blackwood doesn’t care what happened on Damiras. He’s not a Colonist-sympathizer. He’s wholly indifferent to us and our plight. He’s only interested in making an ally of Sarah if he can.” He glanced around at the others. “Or do I have that wrong?”

      “No,” Margaret replied. “I don’t think he’s even interested in making a friend of Sidas Ramm. Not really. He only means to show him who holds the real power in the East.”

      Skiff swept her gaze across the water before speaking in a low voice. “And as for making use of the Spektors . . . in my opinion, it would be best to wait ‘til we reach the island. It’ll be much safer there. Unless . . .” Her face suddenly darkened.

      “What Skiff?” Harriet asked. “Unless what?”

      “Unless Blackwood manages to follow us that far. If he does . . . things could go very, very wrong.” She nodded towards Cassria. “Even worse than that.”

      The glow of the fire burned brighter, throwing a blood-red sheen across the water. A tower in the far corner shuddered for a moment, spilling stones from its side before it finally crumbled into the inferno.

      “We’ve got to shake him loose,” Martin said. “Wait ‘til we get to Calamor, get Sarah and Chester back, then send a cannonball through his rudder in the early morning hours. Then he can’t chase us and there won’t be any casualties.”

      “Maybe he couldn’t chase us,” Amos said. “But he owns most of the ships in these parts. He could have ‘em all follow us ‘round the world if he wanted, three times over.”

      “It’s hard to make plans without knowing the full scope of the situation,” Daniel said. “Once we actually make port then we’ll know what we’re dealing with. In the meantime, we’ll keep on the search for Caradoc’s book.”

      Delia nodded. “Agreed. And as for putting our little plan into action . . . if Skiff says we wait, then we’ll wait.”

      She glanced at Martin. He tapped his hand impatiently on his thigh, set his jaw, then answered her silent question with a nod.
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      On the first day of April, a little past two in the afternoon, the island of Calamor finally came into sight. Seherene stood near the bow of the Grackle, watching the harbor drift closer. It was much more built-up than Northcliff and infinitely busier. There were at least a dozen vessels  already anchored in port, each crewed with industrious men and women hard at work handling cargo, tending to their sails, and bringing in catches of fish and shrimp. Beyond the dock, the crowded streets moved with constant motion.

      She fought off a shiver and pulled her cloak tighter around herself. It wasn’t cold. The weather was now consistently mild, and the island was lush and green. The shiver had been for dread. For sheer nerves. Their arrival meant there was little time left to plan their escape from Blackwood. It would soon come to action.

      A low whistle sounded behind her.

      “That’s an awful lot of people.”

      She glanced over her shoulder as Chester approached and stood beside her.

      “I know,” she replied. “I can’t decide if it’s an advantage or a hindrance.”

      She was sure to be recognized here. Sure to draw attention. On the one hand, it might provide a means of escape. On the other, it could lead to prolonged imprisonment. Besides that, any conflict or fight would surely escalate beyond control. Almost everyone she laid eyes on was armed. Calamor was a prime source of business for a host of trades, producing a good deal of the tea leaves, spices, tobacco, and wine enjoyed by the rest of Eriaris. This also made it a hot spot for piracy and black market dealings. Every merchant ship would have at least one smaller armed vessel to protect it, if not more, and the pirates and smugglers who roamed the waters were no less prepared. Seherene had never seen the place for herself before now, but she’d heard how difficult it could be to tell who were the merchants and who were the brigands. Oftentimes, there was no difference.

      “I always wanted to see this place,” Chester said. “Sounded like paradise to me. Good food. Good wine. Perfect weather. And plenty of entertainment to be had—especially with all the pirates cavorting around.”

      “I had the keen privilege of tasting your own wine,” Seherene replied. “Ink brought me a glass my first night on Riverfall. It was extraordinary.”

      She didn’t mention that George Marlas had also managed to get his hands on a bottle and had shared it with her at the Great Hall. The very idea would likely infuriate him.

      “Ah, yes,” Chester said with a heavy sigh. “We were jolly proud of the stuff. Nectar of the gods, it was. And quite the loss.”

      “Perhaps you’ll have another chance at it someday.”

      “Perhaps. But there’s really no point without the special ingredient. We’ll have to wait ‘til they’re with us again.”

      “They?”

      He grinned. “Wendolen and Josephina. They used to sing while they were working in the vineyards. All morning long, for hours upon end. I swear those magical voices of theirs did something to those plants. To that ground.”

      Seherene dropped her gaze, feeling another wave of shame and regret, as she so often did. “I’m sorry I put a stop to it.”

      “I’m not. Poor Jo was so sick when she left us, with hardly any hope of getting the help she needed. You saved her life by finding them when you did and seeing she got proper care. We all ought to be thanking you for that.”

      “I’m afraid I am quite unworthy of any such thanks. If I’d had my way, they would have been sent to the Diamond Court by now, and then to their undeserved fate. It’s the actions of Commissioner Marlas which have kept them in relative safety thus far.”

      “Oh, don’t be giving him any credit! That man’s heart is nothing but a putrid, filth-riddled, rotting husk filled with greed and vanity and cowardice! He never did anything out of honest intentions and he never will! So help me God, I’ll swear off drink before I show that slimy git even one ounce of gratitude! And there’s an end of it!”

      Seherene smirked. “That was almost poetic.”

      “Well, I’ve thought a lot about it. I would’ve recited the original version but it has a fair bit of bad language in it. Do you know, it turns out that even the Mistress can’t stand him? Hates him, in fact?”

      “Yes. Isaac told me she’d referred to him as ‘the Shrike’. Very curious.”

      The Grackle’s quartermaster shouted behind them, relaying commands as the ship floated towards the largest pier in the harbor. Bells and whistles sounded. A man in a bright red coat appeared on the dock, hurrying towards them with what appeared to be a small entourage of clerks. Seherene guessed it was the harbormaster.

      He was not the only one rushing to greet Blackwood’s ship. A crowd was forming on the pier, full of eager and expectant faces, and with a certain amount of shoving and jostling for the best possible view.

      “Now what’s all this about?” Chester asked.

      Seherene raised an eyebrow. “Well-wishers, I expect. Lining up to pay their respects and praise his generosity. As well as to ask for more of it.”

      Almost before she’d finished speaking, Blackwood himself appeared on deck. He nodded cordially at Seherene and Chester, then surveyed the crowd on the pier with his same pinched and dispassionate expression. When the ship finally slowed to a halt, the gangplank was laid and Blackwood descended to the pier with Mr. Hawkesworth following close behind.

      The people reached out their hands to him as though he were a holy man, their faces shining with hope and gratitude. Seherene never thought Blackwood to be one for mingling with crowds. He was a cold man, austere and aloof. But here, he did not hesitate to play the magnanimous savior, shaking hands and making promises, neglecting not a single soul. She had to give him credit. He had learned very well how to play his part—while she never truly had.

      “He’s quite a character, isn’t he?” she said.

      Chester replied with a grunt. “That’s one way to say it. I’ve been working on a number of colorful adjectives for him as well.”

      “Our first night here, he asked me if I had a gift for infusion.”

      Chester snorted. “Trying to work out all the uses he might make of you.”

      “It seems that way.”

      He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “How I wish I’d been there to see Caradoc make an ass of him. That’s something I always appreciated. Caradoc knows how to be a gentleman. He’s got class. But when he meets a poncy lowlife he doesn’t hesitate to tell ‘em exactly what they are. That takes guts.”

      Seherene pinched the bridge of her nose and nodded, trying to play off the fact that tears had suddenly filled her eyes.

      “Oh . . . oh, hell. I’m sorry,” Chester said. “There I go, talking without thinking again.”

      “No. It’s not your fault. I’m sorry. I’m not usually this sensitive, it’s just . . . it’s been nineteen days.”

      “Hey, you be as sensitive as you like. There’s nothing wrong with that, especially with all this madness going on. And if anyone says differently, you just give them a good punch in the teeth. But as for your Isaac, don’t you worry. He’ll be back. One hundred percent for certain. No question and no two ways about it. And do you know why?”

      She passed a quick hand across her eyes and forced herself to look at him again.

      “Because he knows you’re here waiting for him,” he said. “That fact alone would be enough to inspire any man, even if he had to fight through Hell itself. All right, so he’s been delayed a little. Maybe circumstances got beyond his control. But not for long. Not forever. All right?”

      She did her best to smile, though she knew it probably looked pained. “Thank you, Mr. Fortescue. I appreciate that. You’re a good man.”

      “Psshh. Don’t you go telling lies like that. Not for my sake.” He leaned on the gunwale and gazed out over the harbor. “A good man wouldn’t have drunk himself under the table when his friends needed him most. That’s a weak man. A fool.”

      “No,” she said. “Only one who had a moment of weakness, not to be ascribed to his entire character. A weak man wouldn’t stand beside his friends for nine years, risking his liberty and life, facing waves of Spektors and Colonist-hunters and . . . foolish Entrian bureaucrats. Not to mention that you had every opportunity to walk away since your face wasn’t plastered in every newspaper. But you didn’t. You stayed.”

      He rapped his knuckles against the gunwale. “You make it sound so noble.”

      “That’s because it is. And if you never thought of yourself as such, it’s time to start.”

      He glanced back at her with a quizzical frown. “You really think so?”

      “I do. And anyone who says differently deserves a good punch in the teeth.”

      He smirked. “Well, thank you . . . S-Sarah. Blimey, it still feels strange calling you that. You sure you really don’t mind?”

      She chuckled. “Not in the least. Honestly.”

      He nodded, then in the next moment, shook his head in irritation. “Hang it all, why isn’t my face in all the newspapers? I started a fight defending the Colonists’ honor in a pub in the West Country! Entrian Country! I should be on the warrant lists at the very least! You and Ink and Mavie get your names on there, but not me? What else do I have to do? Spit on Bill Stone’s grave?”

      “You think he’s dead?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I hope so. But if he’s not, he should really come out here. He’d make a wonderful pirate. A blackguard of the lowest degree.” He glanced at the crowd again. “Say, why don’t we make use of this situation? It’s high time we got off this ship. I could make a big scene about returning to the Chain Breaker, right there on the pier in front of everyone. Blackwood couldn’t turn us down, then.”

      “Probably not. But it wouldn’t stop him from following us once we left the harbor, and then he might have it in mind to take revenge on us for humiliating him.”

      Chester deflated. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. Damn him. I don’t know how much more I can stomach.”

      “I know,” she said. “If for no other reason than the way he treats that poor dog of his. But look sharp. He’s coming this way.”

      Without missing a beat, Chester put his hands on his hips and turned to their host with Sidas Ramm’s usual air of swagger. “Well, I’ll be damned, Blackwood! I knew you had a talent for advertising but I never thought to see you this popular! We ought to stroll into town together! See what they make of us! They’ll talk about it for years to come!”

      Blackwood’s thin mouth quivered, his brow wrinkling as he stopped beside them. Seherene thought it must be the closest he could come to managing a smile.

      “It seems we are of the same mind in this, Captain. I have already arranged for a new mast to be fitted to your ship—I was assured it would be finished by tomorrow—but in the meantime, perhaps you would allow me to take you both to see a new attraction recently built here.”

      “That is very kind of you, sir,” Seherene said, trying to sound as gracious as possible. “But we are most anxious to return to our friends. Perhaps another time?”

      “I’m afraid that would be quite impossible, owing to the many engagements I must attend in the coming days.”

      Chester narrowed his eyes. “What kind of attraction are we talking? Nothing horrible like an amateur drama or a children’s choir? I should warn you, I tend to reach for my pistol when boredom strikes.”

      “It is an underwater observatory, not far from here. There we may view a number of aquatic creatures, some quite rare, as well as many other interesting things near the sea bed. Of course I do understand your desire to return to your own ship, but I was promised a private chamber just now by the owner of the establishment. Once we have completed the tour, you are more than welcome to return to your friends—and with my deepest gratitude for gracing me with your company these past few weeks.”

      Seherene and Chester exchanged a glance. Once again, Blackwood would not accept a refusal, but at least there was now a glimmer of hope in escaping his presence afterward and finally returning to the Chain Breaker, which meant he didn’t intend to keep them prisoner indefinitely. Beyond that, Seherene couldn’t deny she was greatly intrigued by such a tour. She nodded at Chester, signaling her approval. He clapped his hands together.

      “A quick tour, then! Have to confess it does sound fascinating.”

      “Excellent,” Blackwood said, crumpling the scarlet handkerchief in his hand. “We can depart shortly. Only let me summon Mr. Hawkesworth to issue an invitation to Mr. Whistler. I should like him to have the opportunity as well.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, Martin joined the small party on the dock, looking as worried and suspicious of the summons as Seherene herself felt. The only disguise he had managed in such a short time was a soft cloth cap which he pulled low over his face. After everyone had exchanged a brief round of greetings, Seherene thought to let Blackwood and Chester take the lead so that she might have a word with Martin. Blackwood, however, immediately thwarted this plan by offering her his arm—yet another invitation she couldn’t decline.

      It was nothing less than a display of power. He knew she would be recognized, and that her arm through his would give the impression of a mutual alliance, benefitting Blackwood in both reputation and influence. He kept Sidas Ramm close to his other arm by pointing out interesting sights along the way and asking about his prior experiences in Calamor, which Chester had to invent on the spot.

      They paraded straight down the middle of the main street, and the effect was immediate. People stopped in their tracks to stare. Those near shops and houses called inside for others to witness the spectacle. At first, Seherene heard her name spoken only in astonished whispers, but they soon grew to loud, excited greetings, some of which even became offers of gifts and places of honor in various establishments. She knew better than to open her mouth, instead keeping a small smile pasted across her face which she hoped appeared gracious and not uncomfortable. It was an expression she had worn many times before.

      Thankfully, no one seemed upset with her. No one called her a traitor or spat at her or demanded her arrest. Some looked at her with calculating eyes, as though considering the exorbitant sum that could be gained by turning her in to the Entrians. She pressed her free hand against her stomach for a moment, feeling the knife belt beneath her cloak to reassure herself. She almost wished that some of Blackwood’s guards had come along, but strangely, he had commanded them all to remain on the Grackle.

      Blackwood, likewise, nodded and tipped his hat to those who called out his name. Some people even clapped and cheered for him, waving handkerchiefs and blowing kisses.

      “Mother’s love!” Chester said. “You ain’t just popular with these folk, you’re a hero! That’s no easy feat with all the scoundrels in this place.”

      “Not scoundrels, Captain. Only people in need.”

      “Is there anyone here who doesn’t owe you some sort of debt?” Seherene asked.

      “Very few. Four years ago, a terrible flood swept across the island, nearly destroying the town. I was able to personally finance its new start. Saw to it that everything was rebuilt, all the businesses had the funding to begin again, and that no one went hungry in the interim. See, all of these houses and shops are practically new.”

      “Yet the crime persists,” Martin said from the rear of the group. “The piracy and kidnapping and smuggling. Some might even say it’s flourished, and will only continue to do so since Calamor’s police force was famously driven off several years ago.”

      “You speak the truth, Mr. Whistler,” Blackwood replied. “Since illegal activities are a major source of income for many of these people, government officials of any sort are veritably shunned here. But of course, this is pure advantage to enterprising men such as you and I, Captain Ramm.”

      “That’s what it’s all about,” Chester answered, making little effort to keep the disdain out of his voice.

      Blackwood raised an eyebrow. “Incidentally, I notice that no one here seems to recognize you. With a name as illustrious as yours, I thought you might draw an even bigger crowd than myself.”

      “Ah, yes, well . . . that explanation is simple enough. While I do let my name get around, I don’t show my face to just anyone. I prefer keeping to private rooms and using rear entrances. That sort of thing. Not to mention I’ve always been too hungover to walk these streets in broad daylight.”

      He caught Seherene’s eye and winked. She couldn’t help but smile.
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      Their path took them to the edge of a small cliff where a row of beautiful houses stood, facing the sea. The sloping road ended at the top of a long set of broad steps cut into the steep rock face and winding casually down to the water. Here, the scent of wildflowers mingled with the salt air. Tufts of colorful grass reached over the carved railing. The sun shimmered on the turquoise waves. As the group began their descent, Seherene drew in a deep breath. She’d been at sea for over a month now and still hadn’t tired of the view. In fact, she could almost imagine she was on holiday. Some place where no one recognized her. Where there was no threat of any kind of trouble. And where Alistair Blackwood was not the man with whom she was arm-in-arm.

      The stairway curved away to the right, following the shoreline towards the west. Around the next bend, a beautiful structure came into sight. It was a colonnade of carved pillars set around a circular marble floor, in the center of which was another set of stairs fixed with a domed covering to keep out the rain and spray from the sea.

      “I trust no one is claustrophobic?”

      Blackwood barely glanced at them as he raised the question, then made for the stairs and started down without waiting for an answer.

      At the end of this second set of stairs was a heavy iron door bearing the kind of wheel often seen on bank vaults and safes. It stood wide open, and as they approached, Seherene was struck by the same sensation she experienced whenever visiting Stalikos. It was that of being buried deep below the surface, of knowing that even the smallest construction fault might send the entire ocean pouring down on them. She took a deep breath, trying to banish the unsettling thought. She had to keep her wits about her.

      Once past the door, they found themselves in a cozy antechamber filled with sofas and low-burning gas lamps in copper mantles. A woman stood behind a desk in the center of the chamber, and beyond were three more iron doors. A man in a striped uniform stood next to each one. A smaller room near the front was marked “Staff”.

      “Ah, Mr. Blackwood,” the woman at the desk said with a broad smile. “I was told to expect your arrival. This way, sir.”

      She gestured towards the center door. The striped porter turned the wheel and pulled the door ajar with a metallic groan. As they entered, Chester’s mouth fell agape in pure amazement.

      “Damn my eyes! Would you look at this?”

      The chamber within was mostly glass, save for the metal columns and braces supporting the structure. There were gas lamps here as well, in addition to plush carpeting and velvet lounge sofas. The uniformed man strode in quickly behind them and went to a phonograph nearby. After a few cranks on the handle, music began to play, filling the room with the sound of a distant, tinny piano. A second man approached with a tray of champagne. Chester and Martin each took a glass, while Seherene removed her arm from Blackwood’s and strode to the largest window panel at the end of the room.

      The scenery was utterly breathtaking. Dozens of fish swam all around them, the smaller ones in colorful schools which fluttered along with the motions of the current. Bright green stalks of kelp rose on every side, swaying like six-foot ferns in a breeze. The afternoon sun was strong enough that its rays filtered down through the deep and cast shadows and ripples of blue-green light across the floor. The chamber itself rested on a sandy shelf, teeming with life. Everywhere she looked there was a crab or a bed of clams, sponges and coral of every color, starfish and anemones. In the distance, she even spotted an indigo squid wending its way through the kelp. So great was her awe that she found herself speechless, and her heart touched with joy.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” she heard Blackwood say behind her. She couldn’t tear her gaze from the view, but in the glass pane’s reflection she saw the two uniformed attendants leave the chamber and pull the great iron door shut behind them with a mighty clank.

      “Just when you think you’ve seen everything,” Chester said, looking up through the domed ceiling. “Assuming this is real, of course, and not some . . . what do they call it? Illusion enchantment?”

      “It’s no illusion, Captain,” Blackwood replied. “In fact, not a single trace of Entrian power was used in its creation. Only the simple arts of invention and innovation.”

      “How far down are we?” Martin asked.

      “Nearly twenty-five feet. The engineers were wary of going any deeper than fifteen, but I managed to convince them not to let their overcautiousness get the better of them. Not that they had much choice, of course. I was the primary investor.”

      “Of course you bloody were,” Chester muttered into his champagne glass.

      As Blackwood turned and seated himself on one of the smaller sofas, Martin’s eyes followed him with no small amount of suspicion.

      “This place hasn’t stopped groaning and creaking since we entered. You’re sure it’s perfectly sound?”

      “As sound as our own ships, Mr. Whistler, which groan and creak with every wave they crest. It’s the same principle down here. Besides that, there are fail-safes in place. For instance, if any fault is detected in the glass, even as small as a hairline fracture, a metal bulkhead will slide shut across the entire chamber. And the bell pull you see there by the door? That is not only to call for service but to report any emergencies as well.”

      Chester raised his glass. “There, Martin, you see? Perfectly safe. So I’ll thank you not to question its soundness any further—particularly while we’re still inside it. But what does the lady say? She seems quite overcome! Have they no such spectacular places in your western lands?”

      “A few, I believe,” she replied, still staring out the windows. “Though I never had the chance to see them for myself. Mr. Blackwood . . . there is a strange shadow in the distance. Unlike any creature I know of.”

      Her two fellow Colonists hurried beside her and glanced out.

      “Blimey,” Chester said with a frown.

      “What the devil is that?” Martin asked.

      Blackwood lowered the handkerchief from his nose. “Oval in shape? With three glowing eyes?”

      Seherene glanced back at him. “Yes, something like that.”

      He offered another pinched smile. “That is another investment of mine, and the main reason I wished you all to come here. It is a submersible. One of a very small but growing fleet. They can remain under the surface for up to eight hours, though it depends on the strength and stamina of the crew aboard it. Most are human-powered, propelled by hand cranks and foot treadles. A few are being experimented with using steam, but these are still in the very early stages of development.”

      Martin turned back to their host with a troubled frown. “Are they armed?”

      Blackwood’s stolid smile did not fade. He raised a finger. “One projectile each. Not very accurate, unfortunately, and the craft is obliged to return to its base to reload another . . . but if properly applied, it is enough to cause critical damage to even the largest of sailing ships.”

      Chester looked at Seherene. “Do the Entrians have those as well?”

      The note of dread in his voice made her feel even more anxious. She shook her head. “Not to my knowledge.”

      The plinking piano played on, the phonograph blissfully unaware of the terrible realizations dawning on them all. Blackwood took another sip of champagne, entirely indifferent to the mood.

      “The truth of the matter,” he said, “is that most Entrians—you excepted, madam—turn up their noses at our technological advances. To them, all our most brilliant scientists and inventors are nothing more than tinkers and toymakers. What is a gas lamp to a light orb, after all? What is a steam-powered engine to a kinetic enchantment? They wonder why we persist in fooling about with such things, wasting time, money, and resources. But they are all missing an important point. The Entrians have never had to fight for survival. Even at their worst moments in the clan feuds or on Damiras, there was never any doubt they would survive as a people. They were blessed. Favored by whatever power gave them their impressive gifts. Cassrians, on the other hand, have never been assured of anything. In my view, it has only been sheer dumb luck which has staved off our complete annihilation. Our existence in Eriaris has only ever hung by a thread—until the last decade or so, when all our toys and playthings actually began to produce the infinitely valuable advantage of efficiency. Of course, this is not a word that stirs much excitement. There are even some in the older Cassrian generations who dismiss it out of hand. But let us consider what efficiency does.” He shifted on the sofa and gestured towards one of the copper lamps. “These lights you see are being installed in every major city in Cassrian territory. Calamor itself is scheduled to receive them within the month. Now tell me, Lady Seherene, using enchantment, how long does it take to light the city of Ciras before sundown?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve never heard an exact figure. My guess would be a few hours.”

      “With the aid of how many Entrians?”

      “Perhaps a few dozen.”

      “A few dozen, taking a few hours to light a single city. Meanwhile, in the capital of Altan across the Lockhorns, the effort is achieved by a single technician with the flick of a switch. Of course, there are others to see to the maintenance of the system, but as for its actual operation, you see the benefit.” He sat forward and touched his fingertips together. “This is what gives us our fighting chance to survive. The more advances we make, the more efficiency we generate, the fewer bodies are needed to keep society running smoothly⁠—”

      “And the more to be added to a Cassrian Army,” Martin finished grimly.

      A look of glee crept into Blackwood’s eyes. “You see it now. Enchantments are all very well, but even an army of Entrians will grow weak and weary after a while. Or so disturbed by the realities of war that their brittle nerves will make their gifts of no effect. Add to that the sheer advantage of our numbers against theirs . . . and Consul Madara will find she has made a grave error in underestimating her enemies. That is not to say the experience will be a pleasant one for us. Many tens of thousands of Cassrians will still be cut down. Which brings me to my next point.” He raised his hand and beckoned with a finger. “Gentlemen.”

      Chester and Martin frowned at one another, then paced a few steps towards the sofa. Blackwood sighed heavily before speaking again.

      “I always try, at all costs, to avoid asking the same question more than once. I have made an exception for you, Captain, and for your Colonist friends, because I believed the distress of your circumstances may have prevented you from seeing things clearly. Now that some time has passed and our understanding of one another has grown since you consented to be my guests, I should like to broach the subject a final time. You have seen what I can offer. You have seen a glimpse into the future. A future in which you may both play an active role, if you so desire. My offer of shelter at Northcliff is not meant to be one of imprisonment. You would still be free to come and go as you please. And Captain Ramm, you can surely see how an alliance between the two of us would strengthen both our positions. Nothing would be impossible for us, in any situation.”

      He clutched the handkerchief to his chest and slid his cold gaze over to Martin.

      “As for you, Mr. Whistler, I offer you the chance to return to your area of expertise. I need a chief financial officer, and I would prefer to have the best. You would have limitless resources at your disposal, as well as a salary large enough to buy Calamor itself. You would also have access to the best medical care in all of Cassria. You could have a proper diagnosis for those frightful reactions of yours. You could even see about having yourself fitted for an advanced prosthetic. But perhaps, what is most appealing . . . is that you could stop running. You could all stop running.”

      Martin turned away. Chester passed a hand across his face. Seherene remained silent. He was clever. Terribly clever. Knew where to poke and prod them with all the precision of a surgeon. She had never despised him more.

      Chester cleared his throat, donning his persona again. “Well, that’s awful kind of you, Blackwood. But I make my own way in this world. I beg help from no man. I have enjoyed our time together, enjoyed the refreshments particularly, but Sidas Ramm don’t half mind running, you see. He likes the chase. The excitement. I hope you don’t take it personal.”

      Blackwood didn’t answer him, but swiveled his attention again to Martin.

      “And you, Mr. Whistler?”

      Martin was clearly angry. Seherene could see he was trying to hide it, but his body language made it clear, as well as his flushed face. He curled his hand into a fist for a moment, then turned back to Blackwood and answered in a gruff, low voice.

      “No, thank you, sir.”

      Blackwood dropped his gaze, bunching the handkerchief in his fist.

      “Well . . . what a pity.”
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      Things were silent for a long while. Chester went for another glass of champagne. Martin strode clear across the room and leaned against the glass in an effort to put as much distance between him and their host as possible. After another minute, Blackwood rose from the sofa and went to stand beside Seherene. As he gazed out into the blue world, it struck her how well he fit into such an environment. Cold-blooded, relentless, always on the move, on the prowl for the next victim or advantage. Like the great sharks that roamed the Southern Sea. The kind that could detect a single drop of blood in ten billion drops of water.

      “You do know,” he said to her in a low voice, “the captain is only using you to increase his own power and position. The same reason for which he has extended his hand to the Colonists. They are a card to play, should he ever need it, and until then they are soldiers for his army. Servants to put his schemes into action. I should hate to see you resign yourself to the same fate.”

      Seherene remained silent. She had no wish to anger a shark who was circling her.

      “I understand you feel a certain amount of obligation towards them,” he continued. “Chasing them for so many years before having a change of heart. Perhaps you think you do penance in standing by them. Of course, your reasons are your own. But I urge you to consider . . . they would do far better without you.”

      She looked at him, taken aback. “Without me?”

      “You attract a great deal of attention, even when you don’t intend to. I would also venture to guess that your mother has turned her hottest wrath upon you, and would sooner have you in irons than the Colonists who remain. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but with all things considered you have made yourself quite the burden to bear. You cannot help but draw trouble and calamity—and straight to these people to whom you now profess loyalty. You are also a constant reminder of their painful misfortunes, not to mention that it was you who caused thirteen of their companions to be executed. I understand you threw yourself on their mercy, and great mercy they have shown. But did you never think to ask if they actually wanted you?”

      She was struck to the heart. She hadn’t asked. She hadn’t even considered it.

      “Mr. Whistler and the captain are set in their ways. Let them be so. But you, my lady? You do not strike me as one so blind or narrow-minded. I offer you a position at my right hand, where you may continue to wield the great power and sway you still command, even with a price on your head. Only this time, you shall wield it from a place of safety.”

      “You would have me make an enemy of Sidas Ramm?”

      “Ramm is nothing.” He was almost whispering now. “After his last excursion to the slave market, I paid those same slavers to try to re-take the merchandise as a test of his true power. To see if he was well-equipped, his crew properly trained, his safehouse fortified against attack. I had begun to suspect his formidable reputation was nothing more than a ruse. Lo and behold, his crew was easily scattered, and the merchandise nowhere to be found. In the span of a single hour, he proved himself a man of innumerable weaknesses. He cannot protect you. And neither is he a threat.”

      She frowned. “If I accept your offer . . . will I not then draw trouble and calamity to you? Beacon of woe that I am?”

      His pinched smile returned. “There is no cause to worry about me. Nothing touches the shores of Northcliff unless I allow it. Not even woe.”

      She put a hand over her brow, if only to create the smallest barrier between her and his unblinking gaze. Echoes of accusations rang in her mind, from her mother, from the Colonists confronting her on Riverfall. She remembered the angry, tear-stained faces. The agonizing hours passed in fear and grief and regret. She moved her hand to her mouth for a moment, her heart sinking with heaviness. She shut her eyes, trying desperately to collect herself, then took a deep breath and forced herself to meet his gaze again.

      “Mr. Blackwood . . . what you say may be true. More than I would care to admit. Perhaps they have no real need of me. Perhaps I am a burden—certainly a painful reminder, as you say. They owe me nothing. I expect nothing in return. Yet I am at their service. I have pledged my life to them. All that I can offer. And yes, it is my penance, but penance I do not begrudge and will not abandon. I hope you can understand that.”

      His thin mouth quivered. He turned his head, then answered with a brief nod.

      “I can.”

      Seherene stopped herself before she could thank him. It would smack of groveling, an obvious effort to calm whatever resentment he felt in the wake of another rejection. He passed his handkerchief from his right hand to his left, then reached down into his pocket.

      “To prove there are no hard feelings . . . allow me to offer you this gift.”

      It was a small jewelry box. He opened it and held it towards her. Inside was a bracelet made of black diamonds which sparkled strangely in the glimmering light. He lifted the bracelet and unclasped it.

      “Wear it,” he said, “that you may remember you are always welcome at Northcliff.”

      Seherene flinched inwardly, remembering the relic room. She could detect no enchantment about the item, but that was likely owing to a concealment. She lifted her eyes to his, staring intently.

      “You’ll forgive my hesitation. But if it has been enchanted, I’d prefer to know it now.”

      “No enchantment,” he replied, steadfastly bearing her gaze. “You have my word. The black diamonds in my collection are prized for their beauty alone. They need nothing more to increase their worth.”

      He was telling the truth. He meant it only as a gesture of goodwill. And better this than a pistol or a knife aimed at her heart. Besides, she could remove it as soon as he was out of sight.

      She held out her arm. “Thank you. It is very generous.”

      “Not at all,” he said, closing the clasp around her wrist.

      “On the subject of treasures, I’ve been meaning to ask about the necklace you wear. I sense it contains some enchantment but I can’t discern the manner of it.”

      He brought his hand to the silver pendant. “Oh, this is something very special. It is my own personal talisman of protection, formed to my aura, unusable by anyone else. It renders me impervious to harm.”

      “So you never remove it?”

      “Oh, no. Not under any circumstances. Nor may it be removed by any hand other than mine. The woman who made it for me suggested it might even prolong my life. Extraordinary, isn’t it?” He raised the pendant higher and gazed at it with an admiring eye. “Can you imagine if an entire army were to be fitted with such precious armor? It would change everything.”

      They were interrupted by the sound of the iron door opening with a loud groan. Mr. Hawkesworth slipped inside the room and bowed his head.

      “Mr. Blackwood, forgive me for interrupting, but your appointment with the town council is in fifteen minutes.”

      “So it is. Thank you for the reminder.” Blackwood stepped to the middle of the room, raising his hands to his guests. “My friends, I regret to part with you but business calls. You are welcome to stay here and enjoy the view for as long as you wish, after which you may return to your ship. And once again, I offer my condolences for the loss of your friend, Mr. Caradoc. I regret we could not recover him after the storm.”

      He paused for a moment, as if to display genuine contrition. Seherene knew he was only mourning the Auric Key.

      “Well,” he continued, “thank you again for your company. It has been my pleasure making your acquaintances, and I sincerely hope we meet again some day.”

      They thanked him in what terms they could stomach. He bowed once more, ever-so-slightly at the waist, then withdrew into the antechamber with Hawkesworth. The door clanked shut behind them.

      Chester threw back his head and blew out a great breath of air. “Oh, glory be! He’s gone! Thank God that’s all over with!”

      “Are you all right, Mr. Whistler?” Seherene asked.

      Martin scoffed. “Much better now he’s gone. I can’t believe he thought he could buy me. That he could draw me back into his filthy web. It was all I could do not to be sick all over the place. And now, as if things weren’t bad enough, the lunatic has an underwater fleet! It’s unbelievable. But enough about that, how are you two? Have you been treated well?”

      Seherene nodded. “Well enough, considering the circumstances.”

      “What was it he said to you? You didn’t look very pleased.”

      She shook her head. “It was just . . . more of the same tripe. He warned me that Captain Ramm was only using my powers for his own profit, then proceeded to express his desire to do the very same if only I would pledge myself his ally.”

      “The slimy git,” Chester said, looking as though he’d swallowed something bitter. “I tell you, I have never in my life been so glad to be rid of someone. In fact, I wonder if we shouldn’t just take off again without waiting for our mast to be repaired.”

      Seherene nodded. “There is a certain logic there. Waiting only gives Blackwood a hundred chances to ensnare us in another invitation.”

      “I agree,” Martin replied. “But having our mainmast intact also gets us to King’s Island much faster, and speed is our primary concern now. Perhaps you and Captain Ramm could use your powers of persuasion to encourage an even quicker repair.”

      Chester smoothed the front of his scarlet coat. “Worth a try, I suppose. At least we managed not to make him angry by refusing him again. Not that he looks a challenge, mind you. Skiff could probably knock him down with a sneeze.”

      “How have the rest of you been?” Seherene asked Martin. “Everyone’s all right? Radburn fully recovered?”

      “Everyone’s fine and Radburn is quite well. Keeps declaring he feels twenty years younger thanks to you. We’ve, uh . . . also come up with another way we might help Caradoc.”

      Chester spun around with raised eyebrows. Seherene’s heart lifted with hope.

      “Oh, yes?” she said.

      Martin nodded. “We can discuss the details once we’re safely back on the ship, but . . . it has to do with catching and interrogating a Spektor.”

      “What?” Seherene said.

      “Are you mad?” Chester cried. “They’re not rabbits to be shoved into a cage!”

      “We know.”

      “Interrogating a Spektor? Why not just invite that crocodile back for a wrestle? Or have us draw straws for a blood sacrifice and conjure a demon for a bit of advice!”

      “Give over, Chester. We know it’s dangerous,” Martin continued. “No one’s happy with the idea—me least of all—but there’s probably also a decent chance of success, especially with so many Defenders around. Skiff says it will be safer to attempt on King’s Island, so we’ve all agreed to delay until then.”

      Seherene’s brow wrinkled with concern. “I can’t say I’m all that eager to pursue such a path. But it’s as good a reason as any to return to the ship this moment.”

      Martin nodded. “I’ve seen all I want.”

      “Agreed. Let’s get out of here,” Chester said, then raised a hand. “Though I am going to take that bottle of champagne first.”

      As he went for the table, Martin hurried towards the iron door. Seherene followed, anxious to feel the sun’s warmth again and fast becoming unnerved by the sound of the strained piano from the phonograph. She had half a mind to go and smash the thing. Martin reached for the wheel and pulled. The door wouldn’t budge.

      “What’s wrong?” Chester asked, catching up to them with the bottle in his hand.

      “Must’ve turned the bolt when they shut it last,” Martin muttered.

      He moved his hand to the top of the wheel and attempted to turn it. Nothing. He tried again, straining a bit harder. Chester set the bottle down and attempted to help. Even with three hands on the mechanism, they had no luck.

      “Damn,” Martin said, “that’s the problem with building these sorts of places in a rush. Nothing ever works perfectly.”

      “I’ll call for help,” Seherene said.

      She went to the bell pull near the door and tugged on it. There was no sound. No indication at all that it had worked. She tried a second time. Then a third. Chester banged on the door with his fist and shouted.

      “Hey! The door’s jammed, darling! Be a good girl and let us out!”

      Martin knocked against the wood paneling next to the hatch, hoping the sound might carry through to the antechamber. “Hello? Hey! Can anyone hear us?”

      “Oh, this is all we need,” Seherene said with an anxious sigh.

      She glanced around the chamber again. A shadow caught her eye, looming in the distance outside the west-facing window. In the murky gloom, three lights appeared. It was another of Blackwood’s submersibles. Impressive to look at but not much help in a real crisis.

      It drifted through the giant stalks of kelp, its metallic body catching brief rays of pale sunlight. The longer she watched, the more it began to dawn on her that it was coming closer, straight towards the chamber. Suddenly, a whirling flurry of bubbles was released from a compartment somewhere near its belly. A glow became faintly visible, as if it were a monster of the deep opening its red-hot mouth, the intensity of which grew stronger every moment. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “Oh, good God.”

      The sudden horror in her voice drew the others’ attention.

      “What?” Chester asked. “It’s not one of those bloody great sea serpents again, is it?”

      “Look.”

      She gestured towards the window. The moment the two men spotted the submersible, they started backwards.

      “No,” Chester said. “No, no, no. This can’t be happening!”

      “Back!” Martin cried. “Get back! As far as we⁠—!”

      There wasn’t even time to finish the sentence. A muffled whoosh reverberated beyond the glass as a projectile appeared, speeding straight towards them. They dove to the ground, covering their heads. There was a great sound of tearing metal followed by a loud hiss of rushing water. When they dared look up again it was to see the floor of the chamber filling with seawater. Seherene watched it rush over her hands, then felt Martin pulling her to her feet.

      “Are you all right? Chester? You still here?”

      “Merciful heavens! Look!” he cried.

      Seherene forced herself to glance around. The projectile had become wedged up underneath the floor, thrust through the fancy carpeting like a shiny metal tooth. Remarkably the glass was untouched, but the tear in the floor was so large that in the thirty seconds it took them to process the sight, the water was already up to their shins.

      “It’s faulty!” Martin cried over the noise. “A dud! It should have exploded on impact!”

      Chester pointed towards the vessel. “They’re turning away again! Probably off for a second round!”

      Seherene shook her head, rousing herself into action. She plunged forward towards the projectile and stood with her hands spread over the fissure. Calm. She had to be calm. Her heart had to slow down. She had to shut her eyes. Shut out the sound of rushing water.

      The shield wouldn’t form. And the water was freezing—painfully so. But she had to ignore it. She took another deep breath and made a second attempt. Still nothing. She tried a restoration enchantment to mend the twisted floor. Nothing happened. She tried again, then a third time before a panicked cry tore from her throat. A kinetic enchantment? Would that work to reform the twisted metal? She had to try! Then another shield! Perhaps several at once!

      She gasped aloud, opening her eyes. There was not the faintest glow at her fingertips.

      “Something’s wrong!” she said. “It should be working!”

      Chester dragged himself to the door and pounded on it with both fists. “Blackwood, you bastard, you’ll pay for this! Even if I have to find you in the next life!”

      Martin leapt forward and took hold of Seherene’s left arm. “Wait a minute. What’s this? I saw this in Blackwood’s collection! At his estate!”

      “He gave it as a gift! He swore it wasn’t enchanted! And he was telling the truth!”

      “Not enchanted,” he said. “But what about cursed?”

      She began to shake with terror, then reached down and pulled at the diamond bracelet. It wouldn’t budge an inch, as though it was adhered to her skin. Martin tried to help, tugging and pushing every which way. The water rose to their knees.

      “It won’t come off!” Martin cried. “We have to try something else! Get out some other way! But the gap in the floor isn’t wide enough! And we dare not touch the projectile!”

      “The glass!” Chester shouted. “We have to break the glass!”
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      Ink knew something was terribly wrong. The first indication was the unexpected summons for Martin to join the observatory tour, which made the Colonists doubly nervous considering what had happened during his first visit with Blackwood. Harriet had made an impassioned case to join him but was firmly overruled by the others.

      Ink had then volunteered to put his old skills to use again. He could follow the group, make himself invisible in all the shadows and hiding places along the way. Then at least they would have some measure of warning if something were to happen. He’d fully expected his offer to be dismissed, and indeed some voiced their opposition. But the decision ultimately rested with Quartermaster Delia, who knew the dangers full-well but also had a gut feeling they ought to risk it, if Ink was willing. Hearing this, he had ditched his recognizable hat and coat right there on the deck and raced with all speed to the gangplank.

      At first, it had been easy losing himself in the crowds. He’d joined a small gaggle of street urchins who followed Blackwood’s steps from a distance, calling for him to throw them a coin or two. Ink had even joined in their cries. The winding stairs down to the sea had been trickier, but once the group had descended into the floor of the colonnade, he was able to quickly make his way to the circle of pillars. There he had stopped, tucking himself behind the nearest column that would give him a vantage point down the stairs. He heard the receptionist welcome them, heard the great iron door open and close within. He could go no further. If he marched up to the desk and tried to talk his way inside as a personal friend of Blackwood’s, chances were he’d be kicked straight back out again. If he was successful, however, he wouldn’t be able to run back to the Chain Breaker for help if things went wrong. Until they returned again, he could only wait for something to happen.

      It was twenty minutes before he heard another noise—the same sound of a heavy door opening and shutting again. Then there were voices below, the words indistinguishable, but soon growing louder as the speakers approached the stairs and ascended. Ink hunched down to make himself smaller, not daring to even glance around the column until the two men had passed and he could observe them from behind. It was Blackwood and Hawkesworth, with the latter gesturing excitedly to his boss as he spoke to him. Both walked quickly to the winding stairs and climbed to the upper street.

      That was the second indication of trouble. Seherene and Chester were trophies, ones the Vampire had not hesitated to parade through town without shame. Why had he left them behind? Ink stood up, intent on making his way down the stairs. But another chorus of voices suddenly sounded from below, forcing him back to his hiding spot.

      “Come along!” a woman’s voice rang out. “Quick as we can!”

      Footsteps sounded on the steps. Daring a glance, Ink watched a well-dressed woman stride quickly across the marble platform and towards the winding stairs, much as Blackwood and Hawkesworth had done. She was followed by half a dozen men in striped uniforms. Then came another sound of screeching and groaning, followed by a metallic thunk. More footsteps, running this time. It was another uniformed man, who—as he hurried to catch up with the others—cast a worried glance behind him. Ink cursed aloud and broke his cover, racing to the top of the observatory entrance.

      The door at the bottom of the stairs was shut. He ran to it and pulled against the wheel, tugging and twisting and turning every which way. He banged his fists and kicked against it.

      “Seherene!” he cried. “Martin! Chester! Are you in there? Can you hear me?”

      He shouted until he was hoarse, until his hands were bruised and his toes were numb. He cursed again and raced to the top of the stairs, intent on dragging one of the uniformed men back by the scruff of their neck. But they were long gone. He couldn’t even see any passersby on the road above to whom he might call for help. He froze in horrified panic. Racing back to the Chain Breaker was the obvious move, but what if there was something here he’d missed? A side door or release lever?

      At that moment, the ground shook beneath him, accompanied by a great boom and an awful noise of grating, screeching metal. He clung to the nearest column to keep his footing.

      And there, a few dozen feet from the edge of the colonnade, a huge bubble broke on the surface of the sea. Ink had no idea what it meant, but before he knew it, his legs were carrying him back to the ship as fast as they could.
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      Ink hadn’t even finished his explanation of events before Harriet rushed to the weapons chest near the companionway and threw it open. Simon raced to the top of the stairs and shouted down to the lower decks.

      “Evering! Jeremy! Get up here!”

      “Everyone to arms!” Delia shouted. “Skiff and Jasper, I want you both to remain behind! Keep an eye on that villain’s ship and shoot any one of them who comes this way!”

      “Load the swivels as well!” Radburn cried.

      “Will do!” Skiff replied.

      “Should we fetch the horses?” Margaret asked. “They’ll get us there faster.”

      Harriet rushed past her with a rifle in both hands. “There’s no time to lose! Come along, Ink! Show us the way!”

      “Ink!” Delia shouted before he could run off. “Take this!”

      She pushed a pistol into his hand. He tucked it into his belt, then turned and sped back towards the dock.
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      In another minute, ten Colonists were flying along the main street of the harbor town, openly armed and with no regard for being recognized.

      “Listen up, all of you!” Daniel cried as they ran. “I know you’ve been used to only wounding your attackers, but that’s not going to help us here! If we meet resistance, they’ll want you down for good and as quickly as possible. Keep your heads down! Stick to cover when you can and shoot to kill! You must shoot to kill!”

      “Ink! If there’s shooting, you stay out of sight!” Simon shouted.

      “There weren’t no one around when I left!” the boy called back. “Come on! This way!”

      The townspeople stared as they rushed past. Evering brought up the rear. When the Colonists began to descend the stairs at the cliffside, he turned and raised his rifle at two rough-looking men who stood nearby.

      “Don’t try to stop us!” he cried. “We’ve got no quarrel with you!”

      One of the men laughed. “Are you serious, boy? D’you even know where you are?”

      “This happens at least twice a week,” the other said. “No one here could care less.”

      Evering frowned, bewildered, then turned and followed Jeremy down the stairs. Ink, who’d heard the exchanged, clenched his fists in anger as both men laughed. He pushed on, forcing himself to run faster.

      At the bend in the pathway, his heart dropped. A dozen armed men stood on the marble platform, blocking their route to the observatory. Ink halted and held out his arms, forcing the others behind him to stop.

      “Who are they?” Amos asked, breathing hard. “They don’t look like his men.”

      “It doesn’t matter who they are,” Harriet said angrily, then strode forward to the edge of the colonnade.

      The gunmen raised their weapons. Delia pushed her way forward, moving ahead of Harriet while the other Colonists spread out beside her. Margaret reached for Ink and pulled him back. Radburn cocked his rifle. Simon stepped up beside Delia.

      “I’m afraid there’s no use now,” one of the gunmen said. “It’ll be too late to save ‘em. Best you turn back rather than get yourselves killed.”

      Ink saw Delia take a deep breath and relax her shoulders.

      “We’re truly sorry for what is to come,” she said. “But we have no time for lies.”

      She raised her rifle and shot him in the chest, dropping him to the ground. Everyone—the gunmen included—dove for cover behind the columns. Ink stuck his fingers into his ears as a loud volley of gunshots exploded into the air.
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      “Again!” Martin cried.

      With a mighty heave, they flung the sofa into the largest pane of glass across from the door. It bounced off with no effect and splashed into the freezing water, which was now up to their waists. The phonograph floated nearby. Seherene removed her cloak and cast it behind her.

      “It’s too strong,” she said. “We have to weaken it some other way first.”

      “Here!” Chester pulled a pistol from inside his breast pocket. “We can use this!”

      Martin put a hand on his arm. “Wait! If the bullets don’t shatter the glass we have to be ready to throw the sofa again! And quick as we can! Remember, that bulkhead is going to slam shut at the smallest breach!”

      “Fine! You take it!” Chester shoved the pistol into his hand. “I’ll help with the sofa.”

      “The water will rush in quickly,” Seherene said, now removing her knife belt. “Probably push us back. We have to be ready to fight against it. And if the lamps go out, remember to head for the sunlight. It should still be strong enough for us to see by.”

      “Right!” Chester said, then picked up one end of the sofa. Seherene took the other.

      Martin positioned himself directly in front of the window. He took a deep breath, cocked the pistol, and raised it.

      “Are we ready?”

      “Wait!” Seherene said. “Can you swim well enough with only one arm?”

      “I can. Might be a little slower than you two, but I’ll be fine.”

      “Best we all stand as close to the window as possible,” Chester said. “And try not to cut ourselves to pieces when we go through.”

      Seherene nodded. “Ready, then?”

      Chester took a deep breath. “We can do this. We can make it. We’re all going to make it.” He ended this inspiring sentiment with a loud and colorful expletive, then looked at Seherene apologetically. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I quite agree.”

      Martin extended his arm, assumed a firm stance, then fired off six rounds in quick succession.

      “Now!”

      The sofa crashed into the glass. This time, a great crack appeared. Water came through the bullet holes, which widened and fractured in every direction.

      “Brace yourselves!” Martin cried.

      The sea surged through the window, crashing down on them. Seherene took in a deep breath of air just as it struck. They were pushed back almost to the iron door as an alarm sounded from inside the antechamber. The metal bulkhead appeared in three separate pieces, all of which slid towards the broken pane on the far side. The next moment, the surge of the water drove Seherene down, twisting her sideways. She kicked off against the wall and struggled forward.

      The lamps had gone out. There was only a dull glow to see by, but she could just make out Chester ahead of her. He paused for a moment and turned back as if to locate the others. She gestured as fiercely as she could, urging him to continue, then glanced to her left. Martin was a few feet away. The force of the water had spun him completely upside down. He jerked this way and that, having lost his sense of direction. She swam to him, grabbed him by the shirt collar, and pulled him along.

      Dark shadows closed in around her, the bulkheads mere seconds away from joining together and sealing them inside. Her heart pounded in her chest. Chester made it to the gaping hole in the glass and paused, reaching out both hands as the metal walls came nearer. Seherene pushed forward with all the strength she could summon. Martin tried to help, swimming as best as he could but still not righted all the way. They were seconds from their escape route.

      The bulkheads reached the crevice and slammed into Chester’s waiting grasp. He winced and began to crumple, little match for the strength of their force, slowing but not stopping them. They were out of time. Feeling the undertow shift back towards the window, and with an effort that forced half the breath from her, Seherene pushed Martin ahead and into Chester. As both men plunged into the open sea, the bulkheads shut tight with a scraping squeal, leaving the Entress in utter darkness.

      She forced herself upward, hoping against hope that the chamber hadn’t yet completely flooded. Moments later, she broke into open air with a great gasp, treading just hard enough to keep her head above water. She reached an arm up, her hand pressing against the glass ceiling.

      There was twelve inches of breathable air. And though the shattered glass had been sealed by the bulkheads, water was still pouring in through the damaged floor below.

      Seherene felt the cold enter her body, straight into her bones. Her teeth chattered. Her gasping breaths echoed around her. She heard a distant noise of banging from outside the bulkhead. Martin and Chester were trying to force it open again.

      She knew it wouldn’t work.
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      Back on the surface, four gunmen lay dead on the marble floor. Another had tumbled backwards down the entrance stairs and did not appear again. Ink had made his way behind a large rock near the colonnade which the waves lapped against, soaking him to the knees. He was out of bullets now, and he reckoned he hadn’t actually managed to hit anyone—particularly as he’d kept his eyes shut each time he’d pulled the trigger.

      The others had begun to run low as well. Some even stopped firing altogether unless they could be certain of a clear shot, which was difficult as everyone was staying firmly behind cover. Ink peered around the rock again in time to see a gunman—no doubt out of bullets—jump Jeremy and bring them both tumbling to the ground. Another man used the distraction to leave cover and take aim at someone. Daniel stepped out from his pillar on the other side and quickly took him down. Jeremy struck his assailant with a hard punch to the jaw. Radburn came up from behind and landed a final blow to the man’s head with the butt of his rifle. Simon got a lucky shot and struck another in the shoulder. Amos finished him with a shot of his own. The remaining four gunmen were desperately determined to stay out of reach.

      Delia took the opportunity to fall back to the rock beside Ink.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. Is anyone else?”

      “I can’t tell. But we’ve got them now. Just stay here.”

      “Watch your backs!” Evering cried.

      Ink and Delia looked towards the pathway. Another host of armed men ran towards them, brandishing swords as well as pistols. Shouts and cries filled the air, along with a renewed round of bullets.

      “Hang it all!” Delia turned and swung the muzzle of her rifle towards them.

      The Colonists were now pinned down. One of the swordsmen let out a wild cry, then tossed what looked like two small bombs towards the marble platform. A flash filled the air, blinding everyone. When it faded, Ink found himself surrounded by a thick fog of smoke, hardly able to see his hand in front of his face.

      “Stay here!” Delia cried again before rushing forward.

      The noise was unbearable. There were screams and grunts and rifle shots. Steel clashed and bodies fell, but he could see nothing at all. He stepped around the rock and held his pistol by its barrel, thinking to copy Radburn and do damage by hammering it on the nearest assailant. Shapes twisted in the smoke. He staggered forward, squinting. Two shapes wrestled to his right. He moved towards them, raising his pistol to strike, but realized he couldn’t tell who was friend and who was foe. Footsteps ran past. Red gunfire streaked overhead. A shadow suddenly swung towards him and struck him in the chest. He lost his breath, stumbled back, and fell into the water.

      He struggled desperately for a handhold, but the water was deeper than it looked. Before he knew it he was sinking down and with barely any breath in his lungs. As the bubbles streamed out from him, he shut his eyes and clenched his fists as if to stop them.

      “Kick! Kick with your feet!”

      It was Caradoc’s voice in his head, the same words he’d spoken the first time Ink had almost drowned in the stream on Riverfall. He kicked as hard as he could. He felt his boots weighing him down but he knew he wouldn’t be able to get them off before he started to swallow water. It was happening already. He clapped a hand over his nose and mouth and tried to use the other to pull himself upward. But he sank further still.

      Then, a shadow appeared above. There was a noise of swirling water. A hand gripped him firmly by the shirt collar and heaved him up. Ink spluttered as he fell to the rocky ground, coughing and gasping.

      “You’ll be all right. Stay down.”

      At the sound of his rescuer’s voice, Ink looked up in astonishment. “Caradoc?”

      There was only a moment to glimpse the scarred face before he turned and plunged into the thick of the battle, disappearing into the smoke.

      Ink hauled himself to his feet. “Caradoc!”

      He rushed after him, ran into a column, and huddled back against it. Shots were fired on every side. Bodies slumped to the ground. Soon, the noise around the colonnade quieted, and the smoke began to clear. Jeremy, Simon, and Daniel appeared, standing in the middle of the platform and looking bewildered.

      “What happened?” Daniel said. “We were surrounded and then . . .”

      The smoke faded further, revealing Delia, Harriet, and Amos huddled behind rocks and firing off shots towards the cliffside. In the murky distance, a shadow leapt from one gunman to the next, taking them down in a matter of seconds.

      “Bloody hell!” Amos cried. “Who is that? Is that one of us?”

      Ink ran forward, a smile breaking across his damp face. He leapt into the air and punched his fist towards the sky.

      “Caradoc! It’s Caradoc!”

      “Hold your fire!” Delia shouted.

      The smoke dissipated. The gunshots stopped. The Colonists stepped out from cover, looking towards the sight with amazement. The Keyholder was moving faster than they’d ever seen, landing blows and tossing attackers like they were made of straw. Amos, Daniel, and Jeremy ran to help him—though it was hardly needed.

      “He’s got them!” Margaret cried. “It’s over!”

      Ink frowned. “How’s he moving so fast?”

      “The door!” Delia shouted. “We have to get it open! Hurry!”

      They rushed to the entryway. Simon was first down the stairs, pushing aside the dead gunman as he went. The door wouldn’t open for him, nor for anyone else who tried.

      “Oh, God!” Harriet cried, staring down from the surface. “Please, God!”

      Radburn gestured across the water. “There! Look there!”

      Two figures were swimming towards them. The glare from the sun was so strong no one could quite make out their faces, but Harriet rushed to the very edge of the water and called out.

      “Martin? Chester?”

      “She’s down there! Sarah’s still down there!”

      It was Martin’s voice.

      “We broke the glass to get out!” Chester cried. “She got trapped! You have to get her out!”

      Harriet turned and pointed towards the cliffside. “Caradoc! Get Caradoc!”

      Simon raced down the pathway. When Martin and Chester were close enough, Radburn, Harriet, and Delia reached down and helped them onto the platform. Harriet immediately threw her arms around her husband.

      “Oh, thank God! Thank God! I was beginning to think the worst!”

      “What are you doing here? How did you know something was wrong?”

      “Ink was following and saw the others leave you behind!”

      “God bless that sneaky little devil!” Chester said, half grinning at the boy as he panted to regain his breath.

      “You’re not hurt?” Harriet asked.

      Martin shook his head. “Not hurt. But Sarah⁠—”

      “Is there no other entry from the outside?” Margaret asked.

      “None that we could find.”

      Chester look at Harriet in astonishment. “Hang on, did you just call for Caradoc?”

      “He’s back?” Martin asked.

      “Only a minute ago,” Delia replied. “He saved us! I don’t know how it happened, but he saved us all!”

      Before they knew it, the Keyholder had rushed back to them alongside Simon, panting and damp with sweat, but his eyes as bright and furious as Ink had ever seen them. Amos, Jeremy, and Daniel caught up soon after. None of the gunmen beyond remained standing.

      “What’s happened?” he asked. “Where is she?”

      “Trapped in a glass chamber below, with the water coming in fast,” Martin answered. “There’s no way in from the sea.”

      “And the outer hatch is sealed. It won’t budge,” Simon said.

      “Saints above,” Daniel said in dismay.

      “Well, we have to do something!” Ink shouted. “We can’t just stand here and let her die!”

      “Stand back. All of you stand back.” Caradoc hurried to the top of the entryway stair and ripped the left glove from his hand. “Martin, how far down? Exact as you can be.”

      “Uh, well, Blackwood said it was twenty-five feet down. And I’d say it’s about forty feet straight ahead from the bottom of the stair.”

      Chester nodded. “That sounds right.”

      “Isaac,” Simon said, holding a hand out to him in warning. “You know world-jumping like this could kill you if you end up in the wrong spot.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve done it before?”

      “No. And I know this Key didn’t do a damn thing the last time I tried to use it, but it’ll work this time.” Caradoc moved down to the first step and held his left palm open, then looked up at the sky with a dark and menacing glare. “You hear me? It will work!”

      A flash of white light blinded them all. Ink tried to keep his eyes open—desperately wanting to see what was happening—but couldn’t bear the intensity. When it finally faded, Caradoc had disappeared. Ink stared at the spot where he’d stood.

      Gone. Gone again. And Seherene drowning, if not dead already. He hadn’t been fast enough. He’d tarried on the steps before racing for help. It was all his fault.

      “Is . . . is everyone else all right?” Delia said, looking around at the others. There was a deep gash across her cheek.

      A dagger had lanced Daniel’s side below his ribcage. Amos had been shot in the upper arm. Both men were in obvious pain, but they insisted their wounds could wait until they returned to the ship. Simon instructed them to apply pressure in the meantime. Evering offered Delia his handkerchief for her bloody face but she waved it away. The rest of them had earned only superficial scrapes and bruises.

      With a half-choked cry, Margaret sank down onto a rock and let her emptied pistol clatter to the ground. Simon hurried over and knelt beside her.

      “Are you all right?”

      She put a hand to her stomach and swept her gaze across the fallen gunmen scattered in every direction. “I never thought I’d . . . have to do something like that.”

      Not knowing what to say, he reached for her hand and pressed it between his.

      “It’s a miracle we came through as well as we did,” Daniel said, hunching as he pressed both hands to his side. “The odds were clearly stacked against us.”

      “I think we were lucky in our enemies,” Delia replied. “Had they been Colonist-hunters rather than untrained mercenaries, it would’ve been a different story. Though it didn’t hurt to have Caradoc back.”

      “How long’s it been?” Ink asked. “Is anyone keeping track? What’s the time?”

      “Two minutes,” Radburn answered, staring down at his pocket watch.

      Harriet looked at Martin again. “How did this happen?”

      “It was Blackwood. He offered us a chance to join his little entourage, which we refused. He played it off as though there were no hard feelings, but once he made his excuse to depart, we found ourselves trapped with an armed submersible heading towards us.”

      “A sub-what?” Amos asked.

      “We can explain later, but this man . . . he has contraptions you wouldn’t believe. Things I’d only read about before today.”

      “Damn and blast!” Chester said, tugging at his shirt collar and leaning against a pillar. “What happened down there, Martin? I saw you both heading towards me, then suddenly I was tumbling backwards!”

      “Sarah pushed me through. The water rushed in so fast it turned me the wrong way round. She came to help me. I thought we were both going to make it, but there wasn’t time, and she saw that before I did.” He shook his head and looked at his wife again. “She sacrificed herself for me. For me! It isn’t right. It isn’t fair. I should’ve been the one stuck down there.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” she said, sweeping the wet hair back from his brow.

      “Three minutes,” Radburn called, more weakly this time.

      A tear spilled down Martin’s cheek. “Heavens above, Harriet. If she dies, I will never forgive myself. If they both die⁠—”

      Another flash of light blinded everyone. As it faded, a loud gasp sounded from the opposite end of the colonnade. Everyone turned in time to see Seherene fall out of Caradoc’s arms and down to the platform on her hands and knees. The Colonists rushed towards them with cries of relief. Ink barely stopped himself from throwing his arms around them both.

      “Oh, thank God!” Chester said, sinking to his knees. “Thank God.”

      The Entress coughed and spluttered, drawing in great breaths of air with such painful rasps that her face nearly touched the ground. Caradoc immediately knelt beside her and put a hand on her back to steady her.

      “That monstrous brute!” Delia said. “Thinking he can toss people’s lives away when they don’t suit him any longer!”

      Caradoc held out his other hand. “Evering, your coat.”

      The young man regarded the request with a dazed look, but soon began to nod and removed the garment. He handed it to Caradoc, who draped it around Seherene’s shoulders. The Entress continued to struggle for breath, and looked so small and powerless Ink wondered if it was enough to make the others feel sorry for ever having doubted her. Evering certainly looked shaken, unable to tear his gaze from her. Even Delia turned away and wiped at her eyes.

      Simon crouched beside Caradoc. “We have to get her back to the ship. She’s likely hypothermic. And you must be very careful moving her. She could go into shock otherwise.”

      Caradoc bent down towards her. “Sarah? Sarah, can you hear me?”

      She pushed herself up to look at him. Her arms shook beneath her. Her skin was pale and her lips were tinged blue. Upon finally recognizing her rescuer, she gave out a weak cry and embraced him, trembling as tears streamed down her face.

      “We have to go, Sarah,” he said. “I’m going to carry you, all right? But not ‘til you’re ready.”

      She pulled back from him and nodded. “Read . . .”

      The sound came out on a choked whisper. She couldn’t even finish the word.

      Ink felt then that if he ever saw Alistair Blackwood again, he would kill him.
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      The Colonists marched back through the streets of the harbor town, their eyes bright with anger and their blood racing with adrenaline. Caradoc carried Seherene in his arms while the others surrounded the pair like a squad of soldiers, daring anyone they passed to raise a hand or speak a word against them. They moved quickly. For all they knew, another wave of reinforcements was on the way. Perhaps even a newly armed submersible with its sights set on the Chain Breaker.

      The townspeople stared at the battered Colonists and whispered to one another, but no one dared approach them. Seeing this, Chester reached for the pistol that Daniel had lent him, raised it into the air, and fired a shot.

      “Listen here!” he bellowed, his voice echoing down the main street. “Your master, Blackwood the Gutless Swine, has double-crossed Sidas Ramm and his crew!”

      The whispering went silent. Curious heads leaned out of windows and doorframes. Even the gaggle of children playing on the pavement stopped to watch.

      “If anyone else tries to do us harm,” he continued, “I will burn this island down to ashes and bones! If anyone attempts to follow our ship, they will see how many cannonballs they can swallow before the Devil takes ‘em!”

      He stopped in the middle of the street, turned, and fired his pistol into the ground a few feet from where a man and woman had begun whispering again. The woman screamed.

      “If you speak again while I am talking, I will put the next hole in your head!”

      “Easy there, Captain,” Delia said to him from behind. “I think they get the idea.”

      “No one hurts my friends and waltzes off free and clear!” he roared. “So when you see that filthy, poncy, treacherous cockroach again, you tell him Sidas Ramm is coming for him! This is far from over!”
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      By the time they reached the docks again, the Grackle was gone—only a shadow shrinking into the distance to the west.

      “Blast!” Amos said. “I was all ready for another fight. With my good arm, of course.”

      “Let him run,” Chester sneered. “Let him think he got away with it. He’ll let down his guard, get comfortable again . . . and then we’ll strike.”

      Margaret glanced at him with a worried frown. “You’re not serious, are you?”

      “Margaret!” Simon called, waving her up to the front of the group. His other arm supported Daniel, who was wilting further.

      Caradoc had just crossed the Chain Breaker’s gangplank with Seherene, who now lay slumped with her eyes closed and her head bowed against his shoulder. Skiff and Jasper raced down from the quarterdeck, aghast with worry.

      “I’m taking Daniel to the surgery,” Simon said to Margaret as she caught up to him. “Take Skiff, get down to the cabin and get Sarah into some dry clothes. Gather all the blankets you can find as well. I’ll be along as soon as I can. Amos! You follow close behind! We have to see to that arm!”

      Margaret nodded towards Jasper. “Run down to the galley and make a pot of tea. It will help Sarah.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the young man answered, then hurried to the companionway.

      Margaret beckoned to Skiff and caught her up on the situation. As soon as Simon and the two women disappeared below decks, Ink quickened his pace, intent on following.

      “Hey!”

      Ink stopped in his tracks and turned, as did the rest of the group. Evering, who had fallen several steps behind, lunged towards a stack of crates and pulled a man out from behind them.

      “Well, look who it is!” Evering cried, shaking him roughly by the collar while setting his pistol to the back of his neck.

      “Hawkesworth!” Chester spit between his teeth. “Bring him here!”

      “Chester,” Harriet said. “Don’t lose yourself in the part. You’re not like these men. You mustn’t be.”

      Martin nodded. “She’s right.”

      “We’ve no time for this anyway. Just let him go,” Delia replied.

      Chester seemed not to hear them. As soon as Evering forced Blackwood’s underling onto the pier, Captain Ramm rushed forward, cocked his pistol again, and placed the muzzle beneath Hawkesworth’s chin. The man did not struggle against Evering’s grip, nor did he look at the pistol. What unnerved him most, it seemed, was Chester’s seething expression.

      “You pathetic little cur,” Chester said, enunciating each syllable. “Where is your master? Is he on that ship out there? Or hiding somewhere in town?”

      “It matters not. Either way, he is far beyond your reach.”

      “Why did he leave you behind?” Martin asked. “Were you supposed to confirm that the three of us never came out of that chamber again?”

      “No confirmation needed. He considered your deaths assured,” Hawkesworth replied. “I was posted here to meet the returning mercenaries and organize the journey back to Northcliff on your ship.”

      Jeremy nodded at Chester. “Is he armed?”

      Hawkesworth answered for himself. “There is a pistol in my belt. Another in a shoulder holster beneath my coat. You may take them both. I am no gunfighter.”

      Chester pushed the pistol upward, forcing Hawkesworth to raise his chin. “Why did he play his game for so long? Treating the lady and me like honored guests? Lavishing us with gifts and flattery and promises of power and prestige? He knew our minds when we left Northcliff. Why not finish us then and there? Why wait ‘til now?”

      Hawkesworth gave out a scoff of disbelief, as if the answer should have been obvious. “Surely you are all aware of how valuable the Entress is. The protection she can provide, the asset she would be in the war to come. He sought to know her mind. To learn if she could truly be persuaded to join him. The greatest test was in discerning her commitment to all of you.”

      Ink frowned. “And he didn’t believe her the first time she told him?”

      “Oh, come now,” he said, looking around at them all. “You can’t tell me you haven’t had your own doubts about her. This is a woman who swore on her family’s blood to hunt you down, even to the gates of Hell. Then one day she gives it all up, renounces every vow and claim on your lives, and throws herself at your feet? How can anyone help but suspect her of treachery? Mr. Blackwood wanted to learn for himself whether or not her change of heart was sincere. Whether she really had turned to your side, your cause. Or if she was merely stringing you along for some other purpose.”

      Evering drew his eyebrows together. “Then he decided she was . . . being sincere?”

      “He wouldn’t have tried to kill her otherwise. And you would not have me by the throat.”

      “So,” Harriet said, her eyes filling with renewed anger, “if Alistair Blackwood could not have those he sought to possess, no one would.”

      Hawkesworth glanced at her, and it seemed to Ink that a tiny glint of remorse shone in his eyes. “It is well-put, madam.”

      Chester stepped closer and grabbed Hawkesworth by the front of his coat. “For a trusted servant, you squawked easily enough, telling us your master’s schemes and intentions.”

      “It was nothing you wouldn’t have figured out on your own, given time. I betrayed nothing to put him in a position of harm. Nor will I.”

      “Because the money’s just that good?”

      “No.” Hawkesworth’s face grew even paler. “Because the time is too short. Mr. Blackwood protects himself by first eliminating failed allies who know too much, which means the sharpshooter hired to keep me in check is late in getting to his post. Incidentally, if there is a man on a balcony somewhere behind me, you should probably⁠—”

      The crack of a gunshot cut him short. Chester swore as he was spattered with blood. As Hawkesworth crumpled to the ground, Delia shouted for the others to take cover.

      But before anyone could move, Harriet raised her rifle, took aim, and dispatched the man on the balcony—who had shifted his muzzle towards Chester. The entire sequence took less than five seconds. The Colonists gazed at Harriet in awe.

      “Bloody hell!” Evering said, wide-eyed.

      “Back to the ship,” Martin ordered. “Before any others show up. Hurry!”

      Delia turned and led the way. “Get us out of this harbor, Mr. Whistler! We’ll have to do our best with only two masts for a while longer. Harriet, Jeremy, Radburn—I want you posted along the port side with your rifles trained on that town! No more surprises!”

      As Ink made to follow the others up the gangplank, a strange yelping sound caught his ear, accompanied by a noise of splashing. He turned and ran towards it.

      “Ink!” Jeremy shouted.

      He stopped at the end of the pier. There, about twenty feet out in the choppy waters of the harbor, was a furry little black face, barely holding itself above the surface.

      Blackwood’s dog.

      Ink fell to his knees and reached out his hands. “Come on, boy! Come here! This way!”

      Jeremy ran down the pier. “Ink! What are you doing? We have to⁠—”

      “Look! Look there! That monster finally threw him overboard! We can’t leave him behind! Come here, boy! That’s it! This way! You can do it!”

      The dog came straight towards him. As Ink continued to call, Jeremy turned and kept nervous watch, holding his rifle tight in both hands. Martin shouted for the sails to be loosed. A clanking noise sounded as the capstan turned and the anchor was hoisted.

      “Jeremy! I can’t lift him! Help me!”

      “Here. Take the rifle.”

      They switched positions. Jeremy bent down and scooped the dog out of the water, then ran back along the pier.

      “I’ve got him! Come on!”

      Ink followed. As soon as they were both aboard, Evering and Delia heaved up the gangplank, with the latter shouting a command to the quarterdeck. Martin spun the helm with all his might until it was almost a blur, and the Chain Breaker began to pull away from the dock.

      Jeremy set the dog down, whereupon the pup immediately shook the water out of his coat and trotted over to Ink.

      “And what’s this?” Delia asked.

      “Another rescue,” Ink said, kneeling and scratching the dog behind the ears. “Blackwood’s poor mutt. He was out in the middle of the harbor. I figured we couldn’t leave him behind.”

      “Of course not!” Chester cried. “The more the merrier!”

      Ink frowned. “Hey, d’you know your shoulder’s bleeding?”

      He waved a hand through the air. “Oh, it’s nothing serious. Just a graze from standing a little close to old Hawkesworth.”

      “Oh, that was so awful,” Delia said. “You didn’t see that, did you, Ink?”

      “I was looking towards town.”

      “At least the man didn’t suffer. All right, shipmates!” Chester turned and raised his good arm. “You’ve done a fine job! It wasn’t an easy day—not by a long shot, pun intended—but we’ve come through it and I’m as proud of you as a captain can be! Soon as we’re clear of this blasted island, I’m taking the watch so the rest of you can get below and have yourselves a few rounds of ale. Harriet, my dear, you can have yourself a dozen for that shot you took! Ink, you cheeky little monkey! You saved our lives sneaking after us like that. You’re a proper hero! And Martin! I know we’ve had our differences in the past, but today we are brothers! You hear me? Brothers!”

      “Are you feeling all right?” Martin asked.

      “Perfect! Grand as can be! Now if you’ll all excuse me, I’m going to go throw up.”

      Ink smirked, gave the dog a final pat, then hurried off towards the companionway.
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      Caradoc was in the sleeping quarters, changing out of his wet clothes as quickly as he could. His hands were practically shaking with nervous energy, so much that he had to focus to get his fingers to work properly. There was also a tightness in his chest and a familiar twinge in his weakened heart, but that was to be expected after such excitement.

      The worst pain was in his left hand. It ached terribly, as though it was still submerged in the freezing water. Only a few minutes ago, it had begun to bleed more heavily than it had ever done before. He’d used an old shirt to soak it all up—careful not to get any on the floor—then hidden the shirt in the bottom of his trunk and re-bandaged his wrist below the fingerless glove. It was worrying, of course, but considering everything else that had happened, it was hardly the time to cause even more concern.

      He had just pulled on a new shirt when Ink rushed into the room. The boy stopped at the threshold and glared at him with bright, furious eyes.

      “You said you’d only be gone an hour!”

      “Yes,” Caradoc said as he buttoned his shirt. “I am a rotten, beastly liar—though the circumstances weren’t exactly within my control.”

      Ink let out a loud sigh and ran a hand over his head in exasperation. “Well . . . I s’pose you did do a decent job making up for it. Where is she now? Will she be all right?”

      “Simon’s tending to her. Threw me out of the room ‘til I got into some dry clothes, but he says it’s a good sign she didn’t lose total consciousness on the way here. I think she’ll just need a few days of rest.”

      Ink stepped into the room. “And what about you? Blimey, you look just the same as you did when you left the ship that night! Your beard hasn’t even grown half an inch!”

      “Why should it? I was only gone a few hours.”

      Ink let out an overdramatic scoff and raised both eyebrows. “A few hours? Admiral, you’ve been gone nineteen days!”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Nineteen. We’ve all been sick with worry! Thought you might’ve got yourself hurt and couldn’t come back, or worse.”

      Caradoc sank onto a stool in the corner. “I see. Well . . . that’s one of the troubles with Otherworlds. Each has its own rate of time.”

      “So you’re feelin’ all right, then? You ain’t lost none of your memory?”

      “I don’t think so. But if nineteen days had passed where I was, I’d probably not only have scrambled my wits but come back an old man as well.”

      Ink smirked. “What, older than you are now? That’s hard to imagine. Anyway, I’m glad you’re back, and that you got here when you did. You saved us all, you know. We shouldn’t have survived that many bullets flying at us.”

      Caradoc bowed his head, feeling a pang of regret. “I should have dealt with Blackwood the moment we met. It should never have come to a fight.” He looked at Ink again. “When I called you an ‘old soldier’ before, I didn’t realize how prophetic those words would be. I’m sorry I ever said it now. You shouldn’t have to bear that title.”

      Ink hooked his thumbs over his belt. “I think we all bear it now, ‘specially after today. But then . . . with a war coming on . . . maybe it’s what we ought to be.”

      Caradoc nodded. “You’re probably right. But what about the others? Was anyone hurt?”

      “Amos and Daniel got the worst of it, but Margaret and Simon’ll fix ‘em up. I can’t even imagine how you must be feeling. That’s the second time you’ve been dragged through the Veil like that.”

      Caradoc scoffed and shook his head. “I feel nothing and everything, both at once. Like I’m . . . floating over the ground, never quite touching, and yet so heavy I can barely stand straight.”

      “You need me to fetch Simon? Or a drop of rum?”

      “No. It’s just the effect of my body being so long away from where it belongs. It’ll pass.”

      Ink bit his lip for a moment, looking troubled. “Back there, on the island, Simon said world-jumping could kill you. What did he mean? Aren’t you used to traveling to Otherworlds by now?”

      “Traveling to one at a time, yes. But world-jumping means dashing through portals as quick as you can, taking no time to look ahead to where you’re going or let your body adjust. When I attempted it, the greatest danger was not knowing the precise location of the chamber or how it was built. I knew I had to find at least one Otherworld where I might get myself into the right position before returning to Eriaris, but if I’d been off by even a few inches—or if there’d been a pillar in my way when I came through, or a wall or piece of furniture—I could’ve been cut down the middle, or lost an arm or a leg.”

      Ink’s frown deepened. “Sweet gravy. That’s terrifying.”

      “Only if you give yourself time to think about it. We were out of options by then. Besides, the sacrifice she made was a lot more dangerous than mine.”

      “How’d you get the Key to work anyway? I thought it was broken. But all you had to do was sort of threaten it.”

      “I don’t think it was the threat that did it. If I had to guess, I’d say there was enough adrenaline running through my blood to make my heart beat three times as fast.”

      “Adrena-what?”

      “It’s a burst of energy. The kind you feel when you’re in danger. All the more potent when people you care about are at risk. When it hit the Key it must have been like . . . lightning striking a lantern. Unfortunately it’s nothing I could ever summon by my own will. But I’m certainly glad it happened when it did.”

      Ink sighed again—this time with a heavy heart—and leaned against a support beam. Caradoc guessed he was thinking about what might have happened had he not showed up in time. It was a horrible notion. One he himself could not bear to contemplate.

      “You told Simon you’d never done it before,” Ink said. “But aren’t you world-jumping every time you get snatched away? You don’t know where you’ll end up, or how far you’re being taken.”

      Caradoc felt the pain in his chest again. He tilted his head, ignoring it. “You’re right. I don’t. I still can’t even say who’s doing the snatching. There’s been no sign of a Spektor in the Otherworlds I’m taken to, nor of the Mistress.”

      “What about these Shade creatures of hers? Twice now they’ve showed up when a Sundering Hour’s struck. Could they be doing it?”

      “Twice?”

      “It was sea serpents the last time. A pair of ‘em at least, if you can believe it.”

      Caradoc stared at him in bewilderment, then rubbed his chin. “By the saints. I’ve heard stories, but . . . that’s incredible. I suppose they might be opening passages to the Veil. We’ve no idea what they’re really capable of. Though I can’t see why she wouldn’t just send a Spektor to do it. Not that I’m complaining, of course. I’d take that crocodile any day over Pallaton’s company. Though I’d have to think twice about a sea serpent.”

      The boy’s face fell again, along with his gaze. There were dark thoughts swirling in his head. Pressures and anxieties. Caradoc tried to think of something diverting to say, but before he could speak again, Ink nodded at him.

      “Where’d you get them boots? You left yours on deck before swimming over.”

      “These are Otherworld boots. I took them from the doormat of a small house. I wasn’t going to get very far without them. I suppose that makes me a thief as well as a liar.”

      “Aw, that’s just my good influence rubbing off on you. I knew it would eventually.”

      A small smile lifted Caradoc’s mouth. He sat straighter on the stool and beckoned. “Come here, Ink. I have something very important to tell you. Something you should know.”

      Ink frowned, looking worried again, but stood up from the beam and came forward. Caradoc laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, looking him solemnly in the eyes.

      “You,” he said with great gravity, “ . . . should really learn to swim.”

      Ink broke into laughter. Caradoc smiled. He’d never heard the boy make such a sound before, nothing beyond a scoff or a chuckle. It filled his heavy heart with delight.

      “Well, maybe I like you having to save me,” the boy said. “Maybe it amuses me. That’s why you’ve got to stick around for a long while. Not for any other reason. Just that one.”

      “Oh, just that one. I see. Well, you might have a point.”

      Still smiling, Ink clapped him on the arm and took a step back. “Go on. You don’t wanna sit here talking to me. Simon ought to let you in by now. You should get back to her. And give her my best regards, will you?”

      Caradoc stood. “I certainly will, Inkpen.”
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      As he approached the cabin and prepared to knock, the door opened. Margaret and Skiff appeared and quietly closed the door behind them again. Caradoc nodded at them anxiously.

      “How is she?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Skiff replied. “Back to her old self in a few days. She only needs time to rest.”

      “As well as someone to stay with her,” Margaret said. “Make certain she caught no infection in her lungs. Being her cabin mate, I’m happy to do so, but I’m also perfectly happy to take a hammock for a few nights if you’d rather⁠—”

      “I can’t force you to a hammock.”

      “You wouldn’t be forcing me. And in fact, I insist on it. I know it’s none of my business, but every moment the two of you can share together is precious, especially considering how long you were apart and . . . what might have happened today.”

      He nodded again. “Thank you.”

      She moved forward and embraced him. “Thank you for coming back.”

      Once she let go, Skiff did the same. “Welcome home, Keyholder. I know there’s a lot of catching up to do, but that’ll keep ‘til later. And good news! King’s Island is only a few more days away. You can hold on ‘til then, yeah?”

      “I’ll do my best. Tie myself to the anchor or something.”

      She smirked and clapped him on the shoulder. Margaret smiled. Once they turned and headed towards the companionway, Caradoc stepped eagerly to the cabin door. As soon as he opened it, Oswald came traipsing out with his tail swishing lazily behind him.

      “Hey there, Ozzie.”

      The old cat froze, arched its back, spat out a loud hiss, then shot away as fast as lightning.

      Caradoc raised an eyebrow. “Nice to see you, too.”

      He stepped inside the room and closed the door gently behind him. Seherene lay in her narrow bed, propped up by several pillows and covered with half a dozen blankets. A steaming pot of tea was on the bedside table. Simon sat beside her, taking her pulse with the aid of his pocket watch. Noticing Caradoc, she turned her head and weakly smiled, even managing a faint word of greeting. He couldn’t hear it, but he smiled back in reply.

      Simon closed his watch, then leaned forward and spoke to her. She nodded. He patted her hand, stood, and stepped towards Caradoc.

      “Margaret and Skiff caught you up on the situation?”

      “They did.”

      “I’ll pop back in after a little while to check on her. We can talk about your trip then. Do you need anything? Any injuries to be looked at?”

      “No, no. I’m fine. How’s Daniel and Amos?”

      “They’ll recover. Neither wound was fatal, but I’d better get back to them.”

      Simon gripped his arm, then gave him a brief hug before leaving the room. Caradoc went to the chair and moved it closer to the bed before sitting down. Seherene drew her arm out from under the blankets and reached for his hand, which he gave. Her skin was still pale and waxen, her lips and eyelids colored the faintest shade of blue. At least her eyes were not so glassy anymore, though she blinked them heavily.

      “If you need to sleep, don’t stop yourself on my account,” he said.

      Her voice was hoarse, still raw from the saltwater, but she answered him as well as she could. “I can’t . . . can’t bear to let you out of my sight again.”

      He covered her hand with both of his. “Does it hurt you to talk?”

      “No. But I can’t speak much louder. Simon says my vocal chords constricted.”

      He nodded. She freed her other hand from the blankets and raised it to his face. He leaned in closer so she wouldn’t have far to reach.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      Tears pricked at his eyes. He blinked them away and kissed her hand. “Much better now. Just sorry I didn’t get you and Chester off that ship when I had the chance. And sorry I provoked Blackwood to anger. I know it didn’t help the situation.”

      “It didn’t hurt, either,” she said. “In fact, I rather enjoyed it. His crew spent hours searching for you afterwards. In the end he was convinced you’d drowned. Chester and I didn’t care to correct him.”

      “What if I’d turned up again a while later? Right in front of him?”

      Her lips curved into a faint smile. “We’d say you were a ghost.”

      “Ah. That’s clever. Could’ve made even more mischief with a role like that.”

      “You sound like Ink.”

      “You mean he sounds like me.”

      A soft chuckle left her lips. “I don’t think I do.”

      Caradoc smiled. “He wanted me to send you his best regards. He’s terribly worried, as I’m sure they all are.”

      Her smile faded. The ship’s bell sounded from the deck above. The Chain Breaker listed to the port side for half a minute, then righted again. Caradoc guessed they had finally made the turn towards King’s Island. The thought gave him no pleasure. As far as he knew, nothing awaited them there but a lot of flora and fauna, and maybe the odd tiger. He couldn’t imagine why Skiff should think it was a place of hope. But nor would he take that hope away from anyone.

      For a moment, Seherene’s fingers touched his jaw, as if she too was surprised to see his beard hadn’t grown. She pulled back her hand and curled it against her chest.

      “Tell me what happened to you.”

      He drew in a deep breath and glanced at the lantern on the bedside table, staring at the dancing flame. “It started out . . . much the same as the first time. I was in this murky kind of darkness, with voices all around me, and feeling pulled in every direction. I don’t know how long it went on. But then it all changed and I found myself in this Otherworld where everything was some shade of blue—the ground, the trees, the houses, all of it. I tried using the Key to get back, but of course it didn’t work. I wandered around for a while, hoping no one would see me, wondering how long I’d be left there. And then I saw . . . this strange construct made up of all these lines and webs of bright light. It was huge, maybe two-hundred feet high, and floated along the ground in one direction. When I got closer for a better look, I realized it was the Chain Breaker. Somehow its form was bleeding through. I’d never seen anything like it before, but I followed it—sometimes walking, sometimes running. I tried to call out. To see if I could glimpse anyone aboard, but I never could. When I had the energy, I would try to use the Key again, but it still wouldn’t work—not until the ship finally dropped anchor. The whole business seemed to take only a few hours. But I realize now the ship couldn’t have made it to Calamor in so short a time. Ink told me it was nineteen days on this side.”

      “So it was. But how did you finally get the Key to work?”

      “I started hearing gunfire. I followed the noise, tried to find the spot where it was happening, though I still couldn’t see anyone. After a while, I began to hear voices. Not everyone’s. Only a few. But yours was among them, and I knew you were all in trouble. I can’t say for sure, but I think my heart was racing so fast, the Key had all the blood it needed, and then some. The same thing happened when I went to get you out of that chamber.”

      “How curious.” Her dark eyes wandered across the low ceiling as she pondered his story. When her gaze returned to him, she tightened her grip on his hand as much as she was able. “And when you were gone . . . did they take anything from you?”

      He nodded. “I can’t smell the sea anymore. Couldn’t smell the gunpowder in the middle of the fight, nor anything from the shops and markets as we passed through the town. It’s fortunate, really. If it was sight or feeling, I wouldn’t have been much use at all when I came back.”

      She reached out again and touched his arm. “Isaac . . . we need to talk about what this is doing to you. The loss of even one sensation is devastating enough, not to mention that you’re in constant danger of being carried off against your will, at any moment. That’s a terrifying violation. You don’t have to pretend it’s not happening. Be angry. Scream. Cry. If not about the Sundering, then Riverfall. Harroway. Certainly your father and the Middling House. But don’t keep it all pent up inside. It is too much to bear without grieving.”

      “Grief treads too close to despair.”

      “Isaac—”

      “No one can undo what’s been done. That’s the simple truth. I can’t get rid of this unholy blight on my hand. I can’t beg the Mistress to restore my father. Can’t travel back in time and set things on a different course. I certainly can’t bring myself to look into the future, to see myself being pulled apart, piece by piece. So . . . I focus on the present. Chester’s jokes, Radburn’s stories. Ink’s endearing swagger. The wonder of your being here. That every word, every smile, every moment with you is nothing less than a miracle.”

      A tear appeared in the corner of her eye. Her gaze fell to the blanket. “I am . . . shamefully unfit for such a sentiment. These past six weeks I’ve been nothing but grasping and selfish, imposing myself on everyone’s goodwill while drawing trouble straight towards us. First Pallaton, then the pirate fleet, then Blackwood. And my mother certainly intends to make me pay for my betrayal, sooner or later, which only heightens the danger to all of you.” She glanced away. “I am a plague-bringer. An imposter in the truest sense.”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      “It’s the truth. I think I’ve known it for a while, but I could never bring myself to face it before now. Everyone has been more than kind to me. You most of all. But I don’t belong here. I shouldn’t stay. Especially now that I can’t be of use anymore.”

      She showed him her wrist. Around it was a bracelet of black diamonds. He took gentle hold of her arm but didn’t touch the object.

      “Blackwood’s parting gift to me,” she said. “One which prevents me from summoning even the smallest enchantment.”

      “Can’t you remove it?”

      “No. I think only Blackwood can. He wears a pendant which he alone can unfasten. I believe this bears the same condition.”

      “What kind of pendant is this?”

      “He claims it protects him from harm, even extending his life. At first, I thought some charlatan had simply tricked him into believing the item held such power. But if it is true, as I now suspect it may be, only a black spell could promise such things.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “I should have seen the danger right away. But I was so eager for him to be gone, I didn’t hesitate to appease him by accepting it. I could not have been more foolish. And what he said of me could not have been more true. I am a herald of woe.”

      He clasped both her hands in his and drew them together. “You are nothing of the kind. Pallaton would have come after me whether you were here or not, whether in Spektor-form or human. The Sundering would have begun regardless. Blackwood would have snared us in his web sooner or later. He owns this part of the world. And your mother will never stop having it out for us. Your joining us increases the target on our backs no more than a flame makes a hearth fire a little hotter. And as for being grasping and selfish, I can only attribute your use of those words to your rattled state of mind and body. Or should we ask the opinion of the two men whose lives you put before your own today?”

      She dropped her gaze again. A second tear followed the first.

      “You shouldn’t have risked your own in coming after me,” she said. “It is far more important that the last Keyholder survives for as long as he can.”

      “The last Keyholder doesn’t agree. Besides . . . you becoming my Defender means I am yours as well. And don’t worry about the bracelet. We’ll figure something out. At any rate, losing your abilities doesn’t make you useless. It doesn’t mean you have to leave. We’re not keeping you around for the sheer advantage, as Blackwood might have you believe. You’re worth more than every enchantment ever summoned. Far more.”

      Her mouth quivered. She pressed her hands into his. “And this is . . . an impartial opinion, is it?”

      “Oh, completely impartial. We’re barely acquainted, you and I.”

      She smiled, but in her eyes there were countless emotions unfolding, each one deeply felt and far beyond the province of words. Still, he felt their meaning well enough, and it was all he could do to keep the tears from his own eyes.

      A knock came at the door. Half grateful for the interruption—and half resenting it—Caradoc rose from his chair and went to answer it.

      “Delia,” he said in surprise.

      The elder woman nodded in greeting as she pocketed a handkerchief. The rims of her eyes were red. There was also a gash across her left cheek, deep but no longer bleeding.

      “Hello, Caradoc.”

      “Are you looking for Simon? I’m afraid he’s not here, but he’s left his medical bag. Let me find something for that cut⁠—”

      “No, I’ll be fine. That’s not what I’m here about. May I . . . come in? If it’s all right with her, that is.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. Seherene nodded.

      “Come in,” he said, stepping aside to make way.

      Delia entered almost timidly, glancing at the Entress with hesitation. Seherene regarded her with equal uncertainty.

      “Miss Ingleby.”

      Delia nodded. “Miss Sarah. I . . . well, I prefer a direct way of speaking so I won’t take too much of your time, but I . . . couldn’t let another hour pass before coming to see you . . . to beg your forgiveness.”

      Caradoc watched in bewilderment as Delia stepped forward, gathered her skirt, and knelt beside the bed. Seherene was no less amazed.

      “Miss Ingleby, please⁠—”

      “No, let me say this. I was wrong . . . terribly wrong for treating you the way I have been. For refusing to see you as you truly are. You have shown us again and again your goodness and compassion. When I saw the way you cared for Nyssa, I should have repented of my harsh judgement then and there. Animals can often sense the kind people from the cruel. I’ve seen it all my life. And I watched her become attached to you like a second mother. But still I continued to make myself blind, to cling to my resentment. I will forever regret that it took so dreadful a thing as an attempt on your life to make my heart finally soften. In all my life, I’ve never been so ashamed.” She bowed her head, fighting to maintain her composure. “Please forgive me.”

      Seherene reached for her hands and held them in her own.

      “As freely,” the Entress said, “and as eagerly as I ask your forgiveness.”

      A sob broke from Delia’s throat. She leaned forward and kissed the Entress’s hands.

      “Thank you. Thank you.”

      They clasped hands a few moments longer, then exchanged a tear-filled smile and a nod. Delia wiped her eyes as she stood, then beckoned to Caradoc.

      “Come here, you scoundrel.”

      He met her embrace. She sniffed, patted him on the back, then turned and hurried out of the room. When the door was shut again, Caradoc returned to the chair by the bedside.

      “She’s right you know,” Seherene said. “You are a scoundrel.”

      He smiled. “I know. So are you convinced now? Will you stay?”

      She glanced around the room, considering the question. When her eyes settled on him again, it was with a look that brought an entirely different twinge to his heart.

      “Will you?”

      He drew in a breath to collect himself. “Oh . . . just try and get rid of me.”

      She reached out again. Her fingers closed around his.

      “Never.”
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            That Which is Unforgivable
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      George Marlas fidgeted in his chair, tapping his hat against his knee with affronted, impatient energy. Flung. Yes, that was the word. He’d been flung into this little parlor room off to the side of the atrium. No one had given him any kind of proper welcome or greeting. There’d been no offers of tea or refreshments. He’d merely been brushed off with all the care of a dead insect being swept under a rug, out of the way and out of sight. And he an Assemblyman! A commissioner!

      He stood and began to pace, glancing at the grandfather clock with every turn. He’d been waiting almost an hour now, after traveling three days by airship and having given fair warning of his arrival beforehand. Was this some kind of test? A show of power? He’d never met the Lady Madara before but he was already disposed to hold against her this brazen and callous indifference to him. He might have been able to overlook it had he actually wanted to come. The matter of the High Council’s assassination was of little interest to him, indeed to most of the Assembly. There was really no reason to care who wielded authority over the Entrians, so long as they kept their people in check on their side of the Lockhorns.

      But rumors of war had forced his journey. At first, he and the rest of the Cassrian government had dismissed it as unfounded gossip, something out of fiction and fairy tales. Yes, they’d seen feuds and skirmishes and massacres here and there, but never anything on a widespread scale. It was idle talk. Nothing more.

      Until the reports began coming in. Armored airships had been seen in the mountain passes. Soldiers were appearing in the West Country. Mastmarner was now a military outpost. They couldn’t ignore the signs any longer.

      And since Marlas had spent the last nine years working closely with the Entrians to catch the Colonists, he was deemed the most suitable representative. When the news broke that Lady Seherene had abandoned her duties and joined the enemy, the Assembly had held a private hearing to question his dealings with her and what he thought her motives might be. He answered them honestly but concluded to himself that he didn’t begrudge her choice. In fact, so far as he could tell, having her out of the political arena would better serve him in the long run.

      The door opened suddenly. A white-haired and even whiter-faced woman entered the room, bearing such a look of scorn and air of hostility that it seemed as if a black cloud had billowed in after her. This unsettled him nearly as much as her ghostlike appearance.

      “Ah,” Marlas said with a nod. “Lady Madara, I presume?”

      “You have ten minutes, Mr. Marlas.”

      His felt his eye twitch involuntarily and knew at once that the Lady Seherene must have inherited the majority of her charms and graces from her father’s side. Madara strode to a plush velvet chair, sat, and fixed him with an entirely grim and humorless expression—as though she were offended by his very presence. He took a deep breath and clasped his hands together.

      “Your Ladyship,” he began, “since I know you are a very important person with a great deal of business to attend to, I will be brief.”

      There. Now he had made it seem as though the shortness of the meeting was his idea.

      “I am sent by the Assembly as an ambassador of goodwill and friendship. We congratulate you on the swift and decisive installment of your new government after such a terrible tragedy, and we are eager to continue the harmonious relationship our two nations have enjoyed these many years past.”

      “If you truly wish to make the best use of your short time,” she said, “I suggest you dispense with any such obsequious drivel and doublespeak. Our relationship has never been the least bit harmonious, and you are here out of obligation, not goodwill. My sole interest in allowing you to set foot on these grounds lies only in addressing the demand I have made of your Assembly.”

      Marlas chuckled, trying once more to wrest the lead back from her. “Yes, yes, your request has been received, rest assured. But you must understand, my good lady, such things take time. Particularly when the issues are so entangled in matters of legality and jurisdiction⁠—”

      “Demand, Mr. Marlas. Not request. Every Cassrian who has been formally charged with aiding the Colonists is rightful property of the Entrian government. To punish as we see fit. Their offense was against us—our people’s very blood—and it is on these grounds that your Assembly must surrender them. Refusal will be considered an act of hostility.”

      “Oh, but . . . your Ladyship, surely you must understand⁠—”

      “I am also de-commissioning all Cassrian Colonist-hunters, effective tomorrow morning. We will no longer allow them on our lands or afford them any special services or favors by virtue of their profession. And should your government continue to support them, this also will be taken as an act of opposition.”

      Marlas rubbed his brow, trying to mask his agitation. “My lady . . . those Colonist-hunters do a great service to your people. They devote their lives to the cause of justice for your sakes! It is well-known that the great Bill Stone himself has captured more of them than any Entrian!”

      “For his own personal glory,” Madara replied. “Not for any love or concern he bears for us. The only reason you and your kind continue to sing his praises is for the comfort it brings you—that it may be said you did something to help us, and that you may sleep without your conscience pricking you too deeply. That is all past. We no longer require your aid. Indeed, it should never have been sought. Just as your government has no right to detain Colonist-sympathizers, so your hunters do not have the right to shed Colonist blood, nor claim any victory in their capture. Not even the superlative Mr. Stone.”

      Marlas took the chair across from her. “Allow me to clarify what you have said, madam. You are spurning the help of an entire nation? Which covers half the country and which has ears and eyes in places your people do not venture?”

      Of course, they covered a good deal more than half the country, but he was not about to throw that in the face of a Cassrian-hating despot.

      She lifted her chin ever-so-slightly. “That is correct. Furthermore, any and all information regarding past or present Colonist investigations are to be relinquished to us. Such duties are to be undertaken solely by our own investigative committees from this moment on.”

      He leaned back in his chair, a panicked anger rising in his chest. He played it off with a derisive laugh. “Do I take your meaning that I am also to be de-commissioned? Well, there you may encounter some difficulty. I’m afraid only the Assembly can⁠—”

      “The Assembly will respect this and all other demands if they possess even the smallest trace of their alleged wisdom.”

      “Madam, I do respectfully ask that you refrain from interrupting⁠—”

      “And I want your Mr. Coram off the trail as well. He is another grasping knave who cares only for praise and acclaim, no matter how it is achieved.”

      “Deputy Commissioner Coram is a fine young man with a keen mind and a record of great achievement! Why, even now he is investigating the existence of a supply network linked to the Colonists. By my estimation, he will have them in his sights before summer is upon us.”

      The woman narrowed her eyes at him, which made all the lines on her face wrinkle deeper and draw her mouth even further down. “You have heard from him recently?”

      Marlas tossed a hand. “Well . . . not for several weeks. But I don’t keep him on so tight a leash that he is obligated to be in constant communication. Incidentally, why do you ask?”

      She tapped a long fingernail on the armrest of her chair. “I have it on good authority that he is traveling with a member of my cabinet. Lord Malkimar. I have issued half a dozen summons for him to return to his proper office, but all have gone unanswered.”

      “Ah. Well, in that case, I will make every effort to locate Mr. Coram. Should I also discover Lord Malkimar’s whereabouts, I would be perfectly willing to pass that information along to you.” He shot her a smug smile. “If, that is, you would deign to accept my assistance.”

      The consul’s face darkened. She stood from her chair and paced towards the window. Even at midday, the gossamer curtains were still drawn across it.

      “You have three minutes to conclude any remaining business.”

      Marlas cleared his throat. “Well, now that you mention it, there is also the matter of Harroway’s silver mines—abandoned shortly after the raid on the town, and now under guard by your soldiers, as I understand it.”

      “Yes,” Madara said, turning from the window, “and to which you held the deeds.”

      “Hold the deeds,” he corrected.

      “And what a charitable and generous act it was. To preserve them until such time as we could reclaim them, being our rightful property as they are.”

      The commissioner’s triumphant air deflated. He’d spent weeks perfecting the argument to retain ownership of the mines. Anyone with even half a reasonable disposition could not have countered it. But a single glance at her face told him not a word of it would do any good.

      All was not lost, however. He would simply have to fall back to the planning stage. Adjust tactics before re-attacking. He only needed a bit more time.

      “Well,” he said, standing and straightening his coat, “then only one final point remains. Your daughter . . . is her exchange of allegiances genuine? Or part of some concocted ruse?”

      To his surprise, Madara answered with the nearest thing to a bitter laugh as she could manage. “Would that I could answer the latter. But she has never been so cunning as that.”

      “In that case . . .” He ventured a few steps closer. “Allow me to offer my most sincere regrets⁠—”

      “I will not!” she shot back, her eyes suddenly afire with anger.

      Marlas almost took a step back in alarm, but quickly steadied himself and even risked another jab. “The loss of even one family member is hard enough to bear. The loss of the whole⁠—”

      “Has brought me to this destiny! This loss, as you call it, is merely another test of my strength and resolve! One I do not intend to fail!”

      She stalked back to the door and opened it. When she spoke again, her bitter venom had turned to ice.

      “Your Assembly has one hundred days to send us all imprisoned Colonist-sympathizers, to include those arrested in Harroway.” She raised a white eyebrow. “Coincidentally . . . I expect the new Entrian Army, Navy, and Air Fleet to be suitably trained by then.”

      Marlas’s mouth quivered. He struck his hat on his thigh. “Damn it, it was not the Cassrians’ fault your clans wouldn’t stop killing each other! It was not the Assembly who issued the Separation Decree! It was not⁠—”

      “I am not interested in your opinions, Mr. Marlas. Your time is up. Remove yourself from my property, and see to it that neither you nor any of your despicable colleagues ever attempts to meet with me again.”

      She turned and slammed the door shut behind her.

      Marlas put his hands over his face and fumed. He had never been treated in such a contemptuous manner. She hadn’t shown him the slightest respect, neither as a fellow politician nor as a fellow human being. This was not to be tolerated. He would demand an apology, and at the very least, relay a few threats of his own. With a surge of wrath he flew to the door, flung it open, and stormed out into the atrium.

      But she was already gone. There was only the servant who had shown him to the parlor, and who now hurried back to escort him out.

      “This way,” he said, gesturing towards the front door.

      “This way, sir! This way, Commissioner!” Marlas replied between clenched teeth. “Heavens above, I would even settle for a please!”

      A quiet cough sounded behind him. He turned to see a slender man standing on the bottom step of the main staircase, blithely swinging a monocle by its chain.

      “No need to show him out just yet. I’d like a word first.” The man smiled at Marlas and beckoned. “This way, sir. If you please.”
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      The commissioner knew better than to open his mouth until he could be sure they were alone. The man led him to the top of the main staircase, down several corridors, and finally to a narrow set of stairs which brought them into a very large attic. It had been converted into a proper laboratory, filled with tables and bookshelves and curious devices and contraptions. There were cabinets full of many-colored liquids and an entire collection of medical tools hanging on the far wall above a wide sink. It was even furnished with a large fireplace, as well as a massive pyramid-shaped skylight. Rain was now falling down the panes, and the dark clouds left the room in relative gloom, save for the dying fire in the hearth.

      “So,” Marlas said once the door was closed behind them, “is it still Professor Percival? Or are we back to ‘doctor’?”

      “Oh, neither to you, George.” Percival smiled as he moved to the center table and began to leaf through a large book. “After all, what are titles between friends?”

      “Is that what we are? Oh good Lord—” Marlas turned his face aside and put a hand to his heart. He had just realized there was a man lying motionless on a metal table in the corner.

      Percival glanced up for a moment before returning his attention to the book. “Oh, don’t worry about him. He’s only unconscious. Least he was the last time I checked. Bloody fool wouldn’t stay still.”

      Marlas hurried away from the corner with his hand still over his heart. “What is that? Some kind of . . . interrogation effort?”

      “No, no. The chamber beneath the house is for that kind of work. This is my personal laboratory for research and study. I don’t like it getting too messy in here. Ah, here it is.” He tore a page out of the book, looked over the contents once more, then handed it to Marlas. “That is a list of all the edicts and regulations our dear consul intends to make in the coming months. On the backside you’ll find an updated account of the size of her forces, as well as the locations she plans to establish as primary and secondary outposts.”

      Marlas took the paper and sank into a nearby chair. With his free hand he withdrew a silk handkerchief and dabbed his brow. “Saints above. So this is really happening.”

      Percival shrugged. “Seems that way.”

      “You know, my main goal in coming here was to determine how serious she was about all this. I thought I would have to wheedle her. Read between the lines. Play whatever game I must to discern the truth. I didn’t expect her to tell me outright. And this . . . ” He raised the paper. “This proves she will not only bark but bite as well. And you kept such information out in the open like that? For anyone to stumble across?”

      “Stowed between the pages of my notebook—one that is full of diagrams and calculations and sketches which any common person could not possibly understand, or even stomach, for that matter. Only the lady herself will enter this room now. Others find themselves too unsettled, too overwhelmed by what they sometimes find. Even the servants refuse to deliver my meals directly anymore. They leave them on the steps outside.”

      Marlas felt his gaze drawn again to the table in the corner, but couldn’t bring himself to look at its occupant directly. “I confess myself amazed that she allows you in her service, much less to reside in her own home. Surely she knows you are a Cassrian.”

      “She does. But she also knows I am a Cassrian who has the nerve to do what her Entrian scientists and doctors will not. One who is willing to reach beyond the limitations of petty moral principles to get results. Not unlike yourself, George. Plus, a man who’s had as many careers as I can make himself useful to practically anyone.”

      “And just what kind of results is she after? Nothing that might bring your fellow Cassrians to harm, I trust?”

      Percival scratched a corner of his pencil-thin mustache. “Well . . . that all depends on who has control of the information. The consul has charged me with exploring what possibilities science might offer in a mass conflict. More specifically, to root out the advantages that may be found in the fields of chemistry and biology.”

      Marlas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “You told her about the Winter Plague?”

      Percival smirked. “How could I not? A merciless wildfire of contagion which ravaged the South Country and took hundreds of Cassrian lives? She was most impressed. Oh . . . but never fear, old friend. I said nothing about you helping me to avoid suspicion in the aftermath.”

      A rumble of thunder sounded overhead. Marlas stood and tucked the piece of paper into his pocket. “Then, by such a token, I presume I may continue to depend on your . . . discreet assistance. When all is said and done you could very well be decorated as a war hero, having bravely infiltrated the enemy from within.”

      Percival raised his eyebrows. “Oooh, can I get a medal? A row of them, perhaps? And a nice, sharp-looking uniform to pin them on?”

      “I don’t see why not. But you must also remember . . . you do this out of duty not only to your people, but to our friendship as well. Particularly the exceedingly gracious and understanding hand I have extended to you on numerous occasions.”

      “Of course, my friend,” Percival replied, putting a hand over his heart and bowing slightly at the waist. “Of course. You speak most tactfully of the many debts I have incurred for your good service and aid. However . . .” He straightened again and pointed a finger in the air. “Let us examine that claim. For I believe the weights in the scale have shifted somewhat.”

      Marlas narrowed his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      The mustached man clasped his hands behind his back and began a slow circle around the room. “We first met when you were looking to offload certain goods you had acquired from a source you refused to reveal. That is tricky enough, as circumstances go, but it also happened that the goods themselves were of such a strange and disconcerting nature that no other trader in the black market would touch them. I—not being the least bit superstitious—agreed to help you and was allowed to keep a percentage of the profits, which in turn funded the establishment of my first clinic. It was an equal exchange of services, with benefit to both parties. Debt paid.”

      He turned sharply on his heel.

      “Then, I am wrongfully arrested for my courageously innovative medical research. A few weeks later, you are able to release me from the shackles of injustice, but on the condition that I go to Harroway on a clandestine mission to scout its many riches. This I do, while at the same time making a sale to the mayor’s wife, the consequences of which eventually led to your acquisition of the deed to the mines and to bagging yourself a Colonist. Debt paid.”

      At the mention of the silver mines, Marlas curled his hands into fists and felt his blood pressure begin to rise again. All that planning could not have been for nothing. It would not be.

      “Next,” Percival continued, “a betrayal by my worthless assistant leads to my second unjust arrest. I am blessed by your saving grace yet again, this time in return for spying on the Lady Seherene after you get me appointed as the ship’s physician on the Adrasteia. This, I must point out, was the most dangerous assignment up to that time, considering the bloodbath that occurred on Fenmire. Still, rather than abandon my post, I held fast to my duties, charmed my way into the old crone’s good graces, and continue to supply you with intelligence. Debt . . . paid.”

      He paused by the metal table in the corner. On the far side was a glass bottle suspended by a hooked pole. From it, a tube ran down and into the motionless man’s arm. Percival leaned close to the bottle, flicked it a few times with his finger, then resumed his walk around the room.

      “And now? Now I am risking life and limb to spy on a Cassrian-hating harridan and her precious new government—one which promises to cover Eriaris in blood if their every whim is not obeyed. While you offer me . . . what? Shiny trophies to collect dust on my shelves?”

      Marlas sucked in his cheeks before answering. “What do you want?”

      Percival stopped his pacing and leaned on the table with both hands. The dismal light from the fire behind cast him almost in shadow. “As I’ve said, I have managed—against all odds—to win her favor. But I’m no fool. I know it can’t last forever. The day will come when she has no further need of me—or, even more likely, that she cannot bear the presence of any Cassrian, not even one so useful as myself. When I feel that time approaching, I will return home, and I shall require a safe place to lay my head.”

      “You want a house?”

      “Oh, much more than a house. I want a full pardon, my name cleared of all charges and convictions. I want immunity against any further undue censure. No more arrests. No more slander in the courts or libel in the papers. And I want the hospital in Altan, with me as its director, and with the total authority to run it as I see fit.”

      “Fine. But keep in mind that you may not enjoy such privileges for very long unless this war is won.”

      “What will you tell the Assembly?”

      Marlas let out a frustrated sigh and shook his head. “That our ties to the Entrians are as good as severed. That we must call upon every means and method at our disposal to try and meet her forces, though it still may not be enough. We’ll need nothing short of a miracle.”

      Percival tilted his head. “Or . . . a well-aimed curse.”

      “Indeed. And to think . . . these past three months our biggest worry was the fact that hundreds of prison laborers had escaped Harroway’s mines and were roaming free across the country. That is nothing now.”

      The thunder rolled again. Percival poured an amber-colored liquid into a tall glass jar and bent down to check the volume measure. “You do know that if the Assembly gives up the Colonist-sympathizers they will all be killed? Whether they’re guilty or not.”

      Marlas tucked his handkerchief back into his pocket. “It doesn’t matter what happens to them. That’s not the issue. It’s about the balance of power. If we cave to one demand, we may as well cave to them all. Keep on with your work. Send me any further messages using the code we agreed on. I’m taking the next airship out of here.”

      As he hurried for the door, Percival looked up from his vials with a grin.

      “Safe travels, George.”

      Marlas shot him a deadpanned glare. “Thank you, Alec.”
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      Six hours later, Marlas’s anger still boiled. He sat in his luxurious suite, lounging in his silk robe with a glass of wine which he kept filling again and again. He cursed Madara between sips, summoning every foul word he could remember.

      Sometimes he would also curse Coram. That toffee-nosed twerp was supposed to have been a help to him, not a hindrance. Whatever progress he made in tracking down the Colonists was also Marlas’s to wave in front of the Assembly as proof of effort. But as he’d had no word from the young man for the past few months, he was back to taking care of everything himself, straining both his nerves and energy. Where was the little upstart, anyway?

      He dabbed his brow with his handkerchief. He couldn’t stop sweating—no doubt from the heat of his wrath and frustration. The copious amounts of wine had also made his head begin to swim, for which he took no responsibility. That insufferable demon-witch of a hag had forced him to drink, after all.

      He pushed himself out of his chair with a pained groan and went for the dressing table. A pinch of snuff would steady him. He opened the drawers and rummaged through them.

      “Where the devil is it?” he muttered.

      Finally, he found it; a small silver box with rubies on the lid. After taking two great whiffs of the contents, he leaned on the table and closed his eyes. His left arm was throbbing. He must have pulled a muscle dashing into the carriage to escape the Atturias Estate.

      A knock came at the door.

      “Sir? I have the dinner you ordered.”

      “Yes, just . . . just a minute,” Marlas called. He was almost feeling faint now. He took a deep breath, then opened his eyes.

      In the mirror before him was the reflection of a woman.

      With a great cry of shock, he spun around and staggered to one side, knocking a chair into a table of teacups and saucers which crashed to the ground.

      “Sir? Is everything all right?” said the concerned voice at the door.

      Marlas couldn’t answer. Drops of cold sweat broke across his brow as he gasped and sank to his knees.

      “Shrike!” the woman hissed, her harsh whisper echoing around the room.

      He’d seen her before. Long ago, she’d been a shriveled wretch of a woman, wasting away in a filthy, threadbare robe. Now she looked like a goddess, with jeweled tears on one side of her face and hair like golden straw wrapped around a twisting headdress. Her dress shimmered with otherworldly light, and her eyes burned with deep fires.

      “Y-y-you!” he stammered. “But how . . . ?”

      Another knock at the door. “Sir?”

      “My power returns,” she said. “No thanks to you.”

      The knob turned, but the door wouldn’t open. Marlas had locked it before pouring his first glass of wine. He shook uncontrollably, bending at the waist as if to bow before her.

      “Had I . . . had I but known⁠—”

      “What? That I was not the mad old beggar you insisted I was? That I was telling the truth about who you were dealing with? Who you were defiling?”

      She came closer. He held up an arm to shield himself and cowered lower, almost touching the ground. Even with his eyes tightly shut, her terrible face appeared in his mind, her eerie voice sounding like a chorus of hundreds. She would not be ignored.

      “You thought to build yourself a kingdom with what you took from me. So you have done, by all means, at any cost. While I could do nothing but watch. And I have watched. I am witness to your every scheme. Your every sin. I am keeping careful record for the day of your judgement, when the weight of your corruption will drag you screaming to the hottest fires of Hell.”

      “P-please! Please, I . . . I didn’t know!”

      The doorknob moved again. The voice on the other side spoke to another.

      “Go get the key! Quick!”

      The woman leaned down and bore over him. Marlas’s blood turned to ice, the air around him as heavy and oppressive as if a mound of stones weighed down on him.

      “I know you, George Marlas,” she said. “You are a false man with a false heart. All lies and deception, thinking nothing of the lives you destroy. When you began to suspect my precious gift would draw my Spektors to the city of silver, you did not hesitate to take advantage, to lure my Broken One, to gain your great reward of riches and glory. For that alone, I would have torn your soul from your body with my bare hands.”

      She reached forward and grabbed hold of his hair, forcing him to look at her. Everything around her shimmering form faded into darkness—all traces of his cabin, all noises from the outer hall—until she was the only thing in the world.

      “Yet even this I might have forgiven,” she continued, “if not for your crime against me—that which is unforgivable. Know that the day of your judgement is coming. When you will stand in my court with a host of Spektors waiting to attend to you. Do you think the memory of all your vices and luxuries will comfort you then? That your fleeting moments of triumph will be worth an eternity of horrors?”

      The blood pounded in his ears. She pulled him closer and bent down until her frost-white lips were beside his ear.

      “Until then, and unless you wish to anger me further, two things you must do.”

      He shut his eyes again. Every word that followed cut into him like a stab of icy wind.

      “Stay out of Frederick Coram’s way.”

      He nodded, whimpering.

      “And tell the Assembly this . . . I will win their war for them, and will expect all I ask in return.”

      When the last echo of her words faded, he opened his eyes. She was gone, but the darkness and oppression remained. A surge of agonizing pain shot through his left arm. He clutched at it with a cry, falling to the ground. His breath came short. The world grew dark again. His heart felt as though it would burst.

      A key turned in the lock and the door flew open. Two sets of footsteps ran inside.

      “Get the doctor!” a voice said. “Quick as you can! Hurry!”
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            The Mountains Suffer No Man
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      There is a saying among the people who live close to the Lockhorns, that in the month of April, ‘the mountains suffer no man’. In winter, snow makes the passes predictably difficult to travel, but in the midst of spring, the mountains themselves seem in a hostile rage. It is there the worst storms of the year descend on Eriaris, hurling so much wind and rain and hail that the very peaks crumble, sending rocks and torrents of mud and debris down the slopes, felling trees and washing away footpaths. At such a time, there are only two viable options for crossing the range; by airship, or by the wide stone road which passes through Jaston in the South Country.

      Of the six eastbound travelers, only Spindler knew of the danger. But having discovered their destination was Jaston, he felt sure they would be taking the safest route. Priestess Yuna, however, had different ideas. From the moment she and the soldiers departed from Ciras, she had instructed them to take the lesser-traveled paths as often as possible, even at the cost of journeying several miles out of the way. It was for this reason they had been so far north of the Entrian capital when Spindler and Mavie had encountered them—an event which only affirmed Yuna’s strategy in her own mind. For of course, who but the Colonists would interfere with a mission to bring the Plumsleys back to Stalikos? Once Spindler surmised her intended path, he tried his best to warn her. When she wouldn’t listen, he turned his pleas to the soldiers, who became concerned but couldn’t—or wouldn’t—overrule the leader of their party.

      As the coach crossed into the Lockhorns, it soon became apparent that Spindler’s words held no idle threat. Rain was a constant occurrence, as were slippery trails and unexpected obstacles. Many a time they found the way blocked by a rockfall, or a section of the path which had gone missing entirely. If they were not doubling back to find another route, they were digging the wheels out of mud or using what enchantments the Entrians could devise to keep the coach moving. Had they taken the direct road to Jaston, they might have reached the city in as little as three days from the last law office in Lidden. Two and a half weeks later, they hadn’t yet crossed the midpoint of the range.

      And still, Yuna wouldn’t yield. Apparently, even the mountains’ worst miseries were nothing compared to a Colonist ambush.

      The soldiers did their level best to bear the hardships without much complaint, but with every passing day Spindler saw evidence of fraying nerves and dwindling patience. It didn’t help to hear wolves howling near their camp every night, or to see how quickly their food stores were diminishing. Soon, they would have to start devoting time to hunting and foraging, prolonging their journey and further draining their already-low energy reserves.

      It was around this time Spindler began to notice the change of attitude towards the priestess, particularly from the young First Soldiers. There was no outright rebellion, only a narrow glance here and a sharp ‘yes, ma’am’ there. But it was enough to realize Mavie had been right all along. Their best chance of survival was to stay on the soldiers’ good side. And with every miserable and unforgiving hour that passed, the balance shifted ever more in their favor, if only because it was shifting out of Yuna’s.

      One afternoon, the downpour reduced to a drizzle, and they had the good fortune to find a relatively level route through a narrow valley which took them several miles south. After a morning of expending her power on kinetic enchantments, Yuna fell asleep as the coach rumbled along, her head propped against the window. In the opposite corner, Mavie also dozed, or at least rested her eyes. It was often hard to tell the difference. Spindler himself attempted to sleep but couldn’t find a suitably comfortable position, and so settled for staring out the window.

      It was gorgeous in the valley, wonderfully green, and everything in mid or full bloom. It felt like they had stumbled on a secret paradise. He wondered how long it had been since anyone else had ventured into these parts to see it.

      “Is it this green on the far side of the Lockhorns?”

      Spindler looked around in surprise—not only because someone had finally broken the mandatory silence, but because it was Lieutenant Orlyn who had done so. He glanced at the still-sleeping Yuna before answering.

      “Have you never been outside Entrian Country?”

      “I never had the opportunity before now.”

      “Oh. Well, the leeward side of the mountains doesn’t get nearly as much rain, but it’s still beautiful in its own sort of way. You see different plants and flowers and such, most growing low to the ground, like in the Uplands in the High Country. But as for the rest of the country, it’s as varied and diverse as you could imagine.”

      She tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “I’ve always been curious to see it. When I finished secondary school, I very nearly bought a ticket for an airship heading to Altan.”

      “Very nearly? What stopped you?”

      She looked at him as though the answer was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “They hate us.”

      Spindler raised an eyebrow. “Is that really what they teach you? That every last one of us despises every last one of you?”

      “Maybe not everyone, but certainly the majority.”

      “That’s rubbish!” He shot a worried glance at Yuna, then lowered his voice before continuing. “That’s utter nonsense. I grant there may be a certain wariness on our part, but as for hostility, that only applies to a very small and pathetic minority.”

      “That’s not the standing wisdom at the training facilities.”

      “Oh, I’m sure it isn’t. They wouldn’t have tricked you into those uniforms otherwise.”

      Orlyn dropped her gaze, making Spindler instantly regret his words.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have . . . I’m sorry.” He tried to smile. “After holding my tongue for so long, it was ready to dash straight off at the first opportunity.”

      The young lieutenant turned her gaze to the window. Spindler’s heart sank. Their first chance for a private conversation in two and a half weeks, and he’d already miffed it.

      With a quiet sigh, he glanced out his own window again. A small herd of deer were grazing in a patch of clover a few dozen yards away. They scattered soon after, startled by the approaching coach.

      “Is it true . . . you have lanterns powered by gas?”

      This time, a genuine smile lifted the corner of Spindler’s mouth. “Yes. Yes, lit by coal gas, and delivered by pipes that run under the ground.”

      “That’s . . . ingenious.”

      “Oh, it’s incredible. All the major Cassrian cities are having them installed. In another ten years, they may even be found in every household! It’s the greatest invention since the printing press. And indoor plumbing. And air travel, of course.”

      “Even so,” Orlyn replied, “I imagine there is always a degree of resistance. People who would rather hold fast to the old methods than consider anything new.”

      “Yes, but you can’t let them stop things. I shudder to think of living in a world where there’s no adventurous spirit. Every scientist, teacher, artist . . . anyone at all who has the courage to present something new for the good of society should be commended for that courage alone. Even if the effort fails.”

      A wry smile crossed the young woman’s lips. “I wish more people in Entrian society thought as you do.”

      “Ah, so you’ve had some experience there?”

      She folded her hands on her lap, looking pensive. For a moment, Spindler wondered if it was too personal a question, and if she was regretting having talked to him at all.

      “I was studying medicine when I got the notice to report for training,” she said. “In both fields, I detected an ongoing battle between fear and inventiveness.”

      “I can imagine. Medicine, eh? So does that mean you’ve got a gift for healing?”

      “I’m not particularly adept at any enchantment, really. It never made much sense to me. Whereas chemistry and biology did.”

      Spindler lifted his bandaged hand with a quiet sigh. “Don’t suppose you could whip up a concoction to fix this, could you?”

      “I’m afraid not. But I could take a look at it, if you wanted.”

      Spindler frowned. He’d been trying to avoid even thinking about his injury, much less looking at it. But he knew he’d kept the bandage well past the required recovery time, and it would be nice to use the hand freely again—as much as he was able.

      “Well,” he finally answered. “I suppose it is time to make peace with it.”

      He held out his hand and squeezed his eyes shut. After another minute, she had unwrapped the bandage and removed it. He felt her fingers gently grip his hand, moving it this way and that.

      “Whoever treated it did well. It’s healed cleanly.”

      “How bad is the damage?”

      “Didn’t they tell you?”

      “They tried, but I didn’t want to hear it.”

      “Honestly, it’s not too severe. The tips of your fourth and fifth finger are gone, to the first knuckle. But it should make very little difference to your life. You could still play the piano if you wanted.”

      He took a deep breath, steeled himself, then opened one eye and squinted through it.

      “Oh, that’s . . . strange. But then . . . I suppose it could have been much worse.”

      Orlyn settled back against her seat. “Can I ask how it happened?”

      Spindler opened both eyes and flicked his gaze once more towards the priestess. “You can ask. And I’m perfectly willing to tell you. But your leader wouldn’t like it.”

      The lieutenant followed his gaze. “She wouldn’t like that we’ve even talked.”

      He rested his hand on his knee and studied her closely. “So why have we?”

      “I suppose I wanted a chance to determine your character for myself.”

      “And what have you determined?”

      Another long silence followed. He could tell she was hesitant to answer. She had already said more than perhaps she’d meant to—particularly her confession about her lack of skill with enchantments. But to his surprise, she did answer.

      “I’m not sure a single conversation is enough to draw a solid conclusion. But it helps paint a better picture if I take into account your pattern of behavior over the past few weeks. Not once have I seen you attempt to deceive anyone. You have not shown hostility or desperation, nor have you tried to escape. So either you are biding your time . . . or you are not what Yuna thinks you are.” She looked at Mavie in the seat opposite her. “And I am certain she is not.”

      The librarian didn’t stir, her heavy breaths now indicating that she was, in fact, asleep.

      “Thank you,” Spindler said. “For convincing Yuna to give the tonic back.”

      Mavie had only been without it for a single evening, but the effects of the nightmares she’d had were enough to unsettle her for weeks afterwards—and by extension, Spindler and the soldiers. Orlyn shot another glance at Yuna, this time with a troubled frown.

      “In all honesty, I was surprised at her taking it in the first place. It seemed . . . vindictive. Especially for a priestess.”

      Spindler nodded, then settled back against his seat and looked out the window again.

      “She’s not what she seems, either.”
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      The next day, the rain returned with a vengeance. They also came to the end of the valley and into a place of narrow ridges and perilous cliffs. Everyone was forced out of the carriage to walk behind it while the two First Soldiers led the horses from the front. Spindler and Orlyn often had to push the coach this way and that while Yuna tried to keep it above the mud and loose rocks with enchantments. At one point, Mavie even switched places with Teff, taking one pair of reins so he could apply his strength to maneuvering the vehicle from either side.

      By sundown, everyone was exhausted. They made camp on a tree-filled ledge which offered at least some protection from the wind and rain, and which was all the more appreciated since none of the Entrians had the energy for a shield enchantment. The ground there was also damp rather than soggy. After a quick dinner of tinned beans and hardtack, Orlyn passed blankets around and Teff volunteered to take the first watch of the night. Kamrik went to remove the feedbags from the horses, who were already beginning to doze.

      As the young soldier trudged back to the meager campfire, he shot Orlyn a grim look, who had settled on a nearby rock and unfolded her map across her lap.

      “How much longer?” he asked.

      She raised an eyebrow. “At this rate? Another two weeks at least.”

      Kamrik cursed under his breath, then turned his glare on Yuna. The others couldn’t help but do the same. The priestess responded by putting her back to them, tugging her blanket around her, and lying down to sleep. The collective resentment was almost palpable.

      Spindler sat next to Mavie and spoke in a low voice. “Is our friend still about?”

      She raised her eyes to a nearby aspen tree. “Ever faithful.”

      He followed her gaze. There was Varn, settled on a sturdy branch and peering down with a bright eye. If not for the yellow markings on his head, he would have been almost invisible in the dark. Spindler adjusted the blanket around his shoulders.

      “Wonder if he could find me a shaving razor. I’m starting to feel like a mountain goat, which can only mean I’m near enough to looking like one.”

      Mavie smirked. “You only need a pair of horns.”
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      After another half hour, Yuna and Kamrik were both softly snoring. Spindler likewise tried to close his eyes but for whatever reason couldn’t pass the gate into sleep. He sat up again and rubbed his face with both hands. Mavie was also still awake, staring into the fire, deep in thought. To her right, Orlyn concluded her study of the map with a frustrated sigh and moved from sitting on the rock to resting on the ground with her back against it. Teff returned from walking the small perimeter of the ledge and glanced around with his head cocked.

      “No wolves tonight. We’ve heard them every night for the past few weeks.”

      “They’re probably just as exhausted as we are,” Orlyn replied.

      Teff nodded. “And likely found a nicer place to bed down. If we’re to go on like this, we really ought to keep our eyes open for drier camp sites. Caves and such. We can’t do with sleeping too many nights in wet clothes. We’ll all catch cold—or worse.”

      “Colds don’t come of wet clothes. It’s viruses that cause them,” she answered. “The main thing is to stay warm.”

      Spindler turned his head with a frown. “Do you hear that?”

      Everyone glanced up and listened. There was a sound of soft humming, very distant, but unmistakable. It grew louder with every second, until the hum became a rumbling sort of buzz.

      “Engines,” Teff said. “Must be airships nearby.”

      Mavie was already gazing skyward. “There they are.”

      Spindler could just make them out between the gaps in the canopy. There were three of them, traveling relatively close to one another and just below the cloud layer. Lanterns were visible as tiny points of light on the rafters.

      “I’ve never seen airships fly in formation like that,” Teff said with a curious frown. “And they’re going south. Not crossing. That’s odd, isn’t it?”

      “Not really,” Mavie replied. “They’re in formation because it’s a patrol. They’re doing the same as you. Keeping watch.”

      “You think those are Entrian airships?”

      The old woman let out a rusty chuckle. “Well, you’re the only ones with an air fleet. It’ll be ages before the Cassrians can establish one. The Assembly seems to take special delight in arguing every point of every proposal that crosses their desks. Add to that being paralyzed by the fear of war, and you’ll be lucky to see any organized resistance from us.”

      “We do not threaten war,” Orlyn said. “We are a defensive force only.”

      The humming buzz faded, until the great vessels were little more than distant wasps. Mavie waited for the sound to disappear entirely before speaking again.

      “So you’ve said, Lieutenant. I’ll even consider that you might actually believe it. But from what I can see, you are only two steps away from open conflict. All that remains is for your consul to close the borders—which I imagine is not far from her mind—and to send a formal declaration to the Assembly.”

      “There is also a third step,” Orlyn said. “To perceive an act of aggression. Which in my view, will not come readily. That is the point of our forces. To deter any such behavior. So you may rest assured. War is not imminent.”

      The old librarian’s eyes fell to the fire. Even against the light, Spindler saw her face darken and her eyes fill with haunted solemnity.

      “It is always imminent,” she replied. “People always turn to war, eventually. A single misinterpreted phrase can be deemed an act of aggression. Even less if a leader feels they need no real excuse. And of course, there are cases in which human folly leaves no other viable course of action but to take up arms. But I could tell you stories of war that would make those rations come right back up again.”

      “Fictional stories,” Teff said, looking hard at her.

      She met his gaze. “If history cannot teach us, then fiction must.”

      Spindler and Orlyn exchanged a thoughtful glance. The young First Soldier took the rifle from his shoulder and nodded at the lieutenant.

      “I’m going to have a look down the other side of the mountain. Scout out the terrain. See what we’re up against tomorrow. I won’t go far.”

      “All right. Be back within the hour.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      As he walked off, Spindler fidgeted with the blanket around his shoulders and cast another worried glance at Mavie.

      “Are you warm enough?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Do you need more water for your tonic?”

      “I mixed it in with my dinner.”

      “Do you have enough? I mean, if we’re going to be out here another two weeks⁠—”

      She interrupted him with a wheezing laugh and looked at Orlyn. “Listen to him. Doting on me as though I were a helpless old woman.”

      “All right, all right,” Spindler said. “That was my last dote. I’m going to sleep.”

      He laid on his back and put his hat over his face. He was warm enough. Tired enough, too. But still his mind raced itself in zigzags, pinging from one thought to another. He tried to focus on the sound of the crackling fire and the smell of flowers nearby—jasmine, perhaps, or something like it. But the thoughts were louder. What would happen once they got to Jaston? Had Mavie come up with a plan to free the Plumsleys? What if Madara declared war before they could even reach Cassrian territory? Should he actually learn to play the piano?

      “You are a good priestess.”

      Orlyn’s words dragged him out of the whirling eddies in his mind.

      “Priestess?” Mavie replied. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

      “The way you talk to people. Your words come from a place of conviction, yet you acknowledge other ideas and viewpoints, and when you challenge them you do so without attacking the other person. You’re more concerned with connection than winning an argument. And though you have obvious wisdom, you are careful not to use it to be self-righteous or disparaging. You invite openness in others, even if some would shy away from it.”

      “And you think this makes me a priestess?”

      “Well . . . it was my best guess.”

      “Why not teacher? Why not philosopher or counselor?”

      A long silence followed. Spindler almost removed his hat to see why the answer was taking so long, but he resolved to be patient and not interrupt the conversation.

      “It is . . . something in your manner,” the lieutenant finally replied. “In your eyes. Your voice. You know things few others do. You’ve had experiences you would share only with people whom you trust completely, whom I can guess are few and far between.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “The weight you bear is very heavy.”

      In the silence that followed, Spindler wondered how Mavie was reacting to the assessment. Was she angry? Bitter? Had the light in her eyes dimmed with sorrow? Or were her lips curving in amusement? When her reply did finally come, he heard only gentleness.

      “You’re a good officer. You’re sensible. Compassionate. And you haven’t let your training overrule your instincts. You’re even willing to put your faith in things you don’t entirely understand, which has a virtue of its own even if some might consider it misguided. At any rate . . . when I see people like you given the means to lead, it makes me hope that all is not lost for our world.”

      When Orlyn spoke again, there was a smile in her voice.

      “I can see you in the service as well. A great admiral or general. Unrivaled in all of Cassria.”

      “Well . . . that could never be, I’m afraid.” A deep, forlorn sigh left the old librarian. “I am a coward.”
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      Spindler wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep. All he knew was that someone was shooting. And then they were yelling. No. Screaming. From a distance at first, but coming steadily nearer.

      He shot upright and looked around. The others were doing the same.

      “Wake up!” the voice said. “Wake up! Get out of here! Run!”

      “That’s Teff!” Kamrik cried.

      Everyone got to their feet. A moment later, Teff himself appeared, hurtling towards the ledge with all speed, his rifle still in hand. Behind him moved a mass of shadows, shattering the night with a great roar. The horses were first to bolt, crashing through the trees and back down the path which they’d spent the day climbing.

      “Bears!” Teff screamed again. “Get out of here! Go!”

      “Saints above!” Kamrik cried.

      He turned to run, but Yuna held out an arm.

      “Stand fast!”

      She lifted her other arm. As Teff raced into the camp site, blue light flashed at the edge of the trees, encircling them.

      The black mass came up to the shield. Spindler’s face fell slack with terrified awe. Three bears were standing on their hind legs, snarling and bellowing while their massive claws raked across the enchanted barrier.

      This alone was enough to frighten anyone out of their wits. But the longer he looked, the more he began to realize there was something wrong with them. Their forms wavered, almost fraying at the edges, as though they were not quite corporeal. Their eyes were also solid white.

      “What are they?” Orlyn cried.

      “I . . . I cannot hold it!”

      And then, the shield was gone. Yuna’s terror had overcome her.

      “Run!” Spindler shouted.

      He grabbed Mavie by the hand and followed the path the horses had taken, practically dragging the librarian behind him. The others followed.

      Before they could get very far, a chorus of yelps and barks sounded from behind. Spindler glanced over his shoulder. What he saw made him stop in his tracks.

      Wolves. Three large wolves had joined the fray—black, gray, and white. They stood their ground in front of the strange bears, snapping their jaws with their hackles raised. A smaller shadow was also swooping down from the treetops, flitting around the bears’ great shaggy heads.

      “Varn,” Spindler said. “And bloody hell, is that . . . ?”

      Mavie pushed him. “Don’t stop! Keep going!”
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      They ran until they came to the site of the last rockfall they’d encountered. They paused among the boulders, panting and wide-eyed as they searched the path for signs of their pursuers. The sound of yelping and roaring was now very faint.

      “They’re not following,” Orlyn said.

      “Wolves!” Kamrik cried. “Did you see that? A pack of wolves got between us and them!”

      Teff leaned against a boulder and wiped the sweat from his face. “At least they were effective. I emptied my rifle into them but the bullets seemed to go straight through!”

      “I think I know why,” Mavie said, holding a hand to her side. “But I’ll leave the final word to the expert of the group.”

      She turned to Yuna.

      “They had the look of Spektors, or something akin to them. That can only mean they’re creatures in the thrall of a black spell. Wouldn’t you say?”

      The priestess’s eyes still shone with terror, but she attempted to resume her acerbic air.

      “Why do you ask me? What do I know of such things?”

      “As I assume this to be some scheme of the Mistress’s, you ought to know plenty.”

      “Enough!” The priestess flashed her dark eyes towards the soldiers. “We must find the horses, then continue by some other route.”

      “They’ll be long gone by now,” Teff said. “And looking for them in the dark is only asking for more trouble.”

      “Then we continue on foot! We will not be stopped by Colonist witchery!”

      “Colonists?” Spindler cried. “How do they come into this?”

      “It is well known they are using black spells! And why else would we meet such horrors here? Of all places! They mean to stop us! You . . .” The priestess held her hand out towards Kamrik. “Where is your knife? Do you have it?”

      The young man put a hand to his belt. “Yes, it’s right here.”

      “Give it to the lieutenant.”

      He did so, exchanging a baffled look with Orlyn.

      Yuna then nodded towards Spindler and Mavie. “Seize them. Hold their arms behind their backs.”

      “What? Why?”

      “What do you mean by this, my lady?” Orlyn asked.

      “I certainly do not mean to be questioned! This unit is under my command. Do as I say!”

      Teff and Kamrik moved to obey, but with hesitation in every step. Mavie and Spindler stood still, not intending to make the situation worse by attempting to flee. The soldiers’ holds on their arms and wrists could in no way be described as a ‘seize’. It was only for show.

      “Horses or no horses,” Yuna said. “We can no longer afford any dead weight. Cut their throats.”

      Orlyn’s eyes widened with fresh horror. “My lady⁠—”

      “You heard your orders!”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “They are a strain on resources and they are slowing us down. Why do you hesitate? They are only Cassrians after all!”

      Orlyn turned her eyes on the offenders.

      “There you have it,” Mavie said. “Our act of aggression. Being born to the wrong race. And now you must do as she says. For it is what your great consul will soon ask of you as well.”

      Orlyn lifted her eyes to the First Soldiers. Spindler dared a glance to his right. He could just see Teff, who was shaking his head. The lieutenant turned back to Yuna.

      “They are wanted for questioning. They are not prisoners. They have not received a formal death sentence. It is for our government to decide their fate.”

      “It is already decided,” Yuna replied with contempt.

      “She’s right,” Spindler said.

      All eyes turned to him in astonishment. Even Mavie’s.

      “There’s no point dragging this out any longer. It’s time the truth was spoken aloud. My friend and I are Colonist-sympathizers.”

      A chorus of shock rose up around him. Yuna could not have looked more smug.

      “That’s right, sympathizers,” he continued. “And we’ll sympathize ‘til there’s no more sympathizing to be done. The Colonists are innocent of the massacre. And your Priestess Yuna there knows it, in no uncertain terms. Though she’s probably got a clever answer to slither her way around it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You are a fool, John Spindler.”

      “Oh, that I am. Most definitely. But if I’m going to my wet, unmarked grave tonight, I’m going with my head held high. Well, metaphorically speaking.” He nodded at Orlyn. “You’ve been good to us, ma’am. And we’ve tried our best not to make trouble for you. But you should know that I make no apologies for my allegiance. I’d be happy to tell you the whole story, in fact, had we the time.”

      “Which you do not,” Yuna said.

      Spindler kept his eyes on the lieutenant. “I realize ‘innocent Colonists’ is a damned hard thing to consider. It goes against the old, established view of things, which makes it near impossible for a new perspective to have a chance. All that to say, if you do decide to . . . take us out of the equation . . . just know we’ll understand.”

      The priestess flicked her gaze towards Orlyn. “Of course she understands. Especially now that she realizes the bigger danger. If the Colonists have indeed found our position, what is to stop them from attempting a rescue of their accomplices?”

      Orlyn turned and took a few steps towards Mavie, her face drawn in dismay.

      “Have you nothing to say?”

      The old woman shrugged. “I think Mr. Spindler summed things up pretty well. Except for one small point. Very small, mind you. But I happen to be a full-blown Colonist. Not only a sympathizer.”

      “What?”

      “I was with them from the beginning. The reason I’m not now is another long story, well worth the hearing, if you ask me. But by your government’s laws, I deserve that knife.”

      Orlyn shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

      Mavie smiled sadly. “Yes, you do. And it’s all right, you know. I’ve been ready for some time now.”

      “You mentioned the Spektors,” Teff said. “But Cassrians shouldn’t know of them, much less believe they exist. So is it true, then? What the papers say about you? You deal in the occult?”

      “Yes, First Soldier Teff. It is absolutely true.”

      “There! There you have it!” Yuna cried, throwing a damning finger at them. “They have confessed to the worst of crimes! They have consorted with evil! And we can do no better than to deliver them swift justice!”

      Mavie lowered her head as she looked at the priestess. Storm clouds gathered in her eyes as a deep fire of anger burned within.

      “You have all the monstrous gall of the High Devil himself to say such things in the sight of God.”

      Yuna frowned, trying to maintain hold of her fierce indignation. But something quailed in her eyes. Mavie returned her attention to Orlyn.

      “I was a Keyholder. That is my connection to the occult.”

      All three soldiers gaped at her.

      “What?” Kamrik cried.

      “Saints above,” Orlyn muttered, almost under her breath.

      “You lie!” Yuna said.

      Mavie’s voice remained steady. “Look at me, Lieutenant. Read the truth. You’ve been seeing signs of it all along. Give us the chance to explain everything. Or send us to our fates. Do what you feel is right. But whatever you decide . . . I trust you completely.”

      Orlyn held her gaze for a long moment. Spindler found he was holding his breath. Kamrik’s hands were shaking around his wrists. Yuna folded her arms, as though she had only to wait for her victory. The lieutenant pressed her lips together, then stood directly in front of them with a stiff, officious stance.

      “As a Colonist and Colonist-sympathizer . . . I arrest you in the name of the Entrian government.”

      Spindler’s heart sank. Yuna’s face glowed with triumph. Orlyn nodded at the young men.

      “First Soldiers . . . let them walk freely.”

      “What?” the priestess cried. “Have you lost your wits? By our laws, they must be executed!”

      “By our laws, they must go to trial.”

      “But they have confessed!”

      “Even so, they have the right to make their case in court.”

      “There is no court here in the wilderness! There is no government! There is only my word! My command!”

      Orlyn turned to face the priestess. “I’m afraid you are quite wrong. As a member of the clergy, your chain of command leads to the High Priest Osaias. In a sense, you represent him while away from the Temple of Orthys. As soldiers directly in service of the state, we represent the consul herself. Which means, in circumstances such as these . . . we are the government. They are our charges now, not yours. And we will hear their case. In the meantime, we continue the journey to Jaston.”

      Yuna looked mad enough to spit fire. For a moment, Spindler thought she might even send an enchantment hurtling their way. But she wasn’t stupid. Pitting herself against a group of five—even with the aid of her powers—would not go her way.

      She fixed her wrath-filled eyes on Mavie and spoke with a sneer. “Keyholder? I have never heard a more perverse falsehood!”

      “If you don’t believe me,” Mavie replied. “Why don’t you summon her and ask her yourself?”

      That was the final straw. Yuna knew she was defeated, and Spindler saw it plainly. Once they had made their case to the soldiers, all her darkest secrets would inevitably be revealed. And what could she do then?

      “Devil take you all!” she snarled, then snatched up the skirts of her robe and strode off into the darkness.

      “What is she doing?” Kamrik said. “Is she going to walk all the way back to Ciras?”

      Teff scoffed. “Who cares? The important thing is she’s gone.”

      “Here, Kamrik.” Orlyn stepped towards him and held out the knife. “Put that away. We’ll find somewhere else to camp tonight. In the morning, we’ll look for the horses and go back for our things, if we can.”

      Spindler blew out a breath, finally daring to speak again. “My lady . . . I don’t know what to say. Thank you⁠—”

      “You don’t have to thank me. It was the right thing to do.” She looked at Kamrik and Teff. “I trust there are no objections?”

      They exchanged a glance. Kamrik put a hand to his chest.

      “You’re asking us?”

      “I am.”

      “Well . . . no. None from me. Especially not if they’re going to tell us the whole story.”

      Teff nodded. “I say the same. I’ll admit having even one Colonist near makes me nervous. But after those bears . . . I’d much rather put up with you, ma’am.” He ended with a smirk at Mavie.

      “I’m flattered,” she said with a chuckle.

      Orlyn led the way out of the rocks and across a meadow which ran towards the east. Kamrik summoned a light orb to travel ahead of them.

      “Funny thing about those wolves,” he said to Teff. “I wonder why they rushed in like that. You’d almost think they were protecting us.”

      “You think they were normal wolves?” Teff asked. “Or of the same kind as the bears?”

      “I couldn’t say for sure. But whatever the case, I suppose we should hope the mutts stay close from now on.”

      Spindler glanced at Mavie. A knowing smile was on her lips. He narrowed his eyes.

      “You know . . . I could have sworn those were the same wolves who saved us from Bill.”

      “Well, now,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “What a coincidence.”
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      By the time Seherene was fully recovered, and could walk about freely on her own, she saw how things had changed. She was no longer feared or avoided. No longer treated like an uncomfortable shadow lurking in the corner. She was welcomed, greeted with smiles and praises. The Colonists asked eagerly for her side of the story, fascinated by what details Martin and Chester had missed about their adventure in the underwater observatory. She was even asked her opinions and preferences—not only on politics, but regarding meals and if they should make their own flag once the mainmast was restored and whether it would suit Chester to grow his hair long so he could look more like a proper buccaneer.

      Other differences were more subtle. Harriet was still fairly quiet around her, but what had once been nervousness was now more a kind of curiosity, and what few words she did offer were genuinely courteous and polite. Evering remained the most distant Colonist, but even he had begun to tolerate her presence. He no longer left the room whenever she entered, and he now chose to avert his gaze rather than shoot openly hostile and accusing glares at her. They were small victories, but Seherene was glad to mark them nonetheless.

      To her surprise, no one seemed upset by the loss of her healing abilities. Under Simon and Margaret’s care, Daniel and Amos were on the mend, and there would be only the faintest trace of a scar on Delia’s cheek, which she considered a badge of honor. As for Blackwood’s bracelet, they told Seherene not to worry, they would figure out some way to remove it, and since she was capable of so many things that didn’t require enchantments who really needed them anyway? They were being kind, of course, but by the third evening of her recovery, she did discover she could still discern between truth and falsehood, and that she could sense when items had been imbued with enchantment. More small victories.

      The latter revelation came when she sensed a strange energy coming from a storeroom on the bottom-most deck. Finding nothing inside the room, Jeremy volunteered to dive down (with a safety rope around his waist) and examine the area from the outer hull. There he found a peculiar object which looked like a barnacle but was made of metal and resin. Once the object was in her hand, Seherene perceived the trace enchantment, and they knew at once that Blackwood had planted it. Jeremy, Skiff, and Radburn spent the afternoon scouring the rest of the hull for any other such surprises, while the others searched each nook and cranny on every deck. They found a second device attached to the rudder and a third on the underside of the gangplank. They smashed them to pieces, then dropped them into the sea.

      For a moment, a new panic rose when Jasper wondered if Blackwood’s submersibles might be following them, but Martin recalled that the vessels could go no further than eight hours from their base and would surely have returned by now even if they had been following. Everyone relaxed after that, though they knew better than to let their guard down completely. Over the next few days, they kept an eye out for sails on the horizon, as no one wanted another pirate fleet surprising them. Ink also raised the question of whether it was possible to place spelltraps in the sea, but Seherene assured him that no Entrian had ever successfully infused water with an enchantment. There were such dangers as sunken mines, but Blackwood would have needed to know the Chain Breaker’s course to plant them ahead of time, and he had never once managed to glean that information from any of his captive guests.

      In the galley that night, Delia led a toast to the Entress, declaring that by her discovery of the first trace enchantment, she had surely saved their lives once more.

      Seherene was glad to be well again. Glad to walk in the sunshine and fresh air. Glad to put Alistair Blackwood far behind her. But along with her quick recovery came a great regret—namely, that Caradoc had gone back to busying himself with work around the ship. For two and a half days he’d stayed at her bedside, reading to her, making her laugh, catching her up on the last few years of the Colonists’ adventures. She’d fallen asleep to the sound of his voice, often with her hand in his. Each morning, she woke to find him dozing in the chair beside her and not in the empty bed a few steps away, though both she and Margaret had encouraged him to use it.

      They’d also had a long conversation about her mother, and Seherene’s struggle to reconcile her feelings about her. The subject had brought her pain, but of the healing kind. Or so she hoped. It even proved useful in persuading Caradoc to talk more about his father, though he was careful never to steer the conversation near anything too terribly dark.

      It was the most time they’d spent together since their reunion. It was also—unequivocally—the happiest two and a half days in all her recent memory. Each hour brought with it countless reminders of why she had first lost her heart to him so quickly and so completely all those years ago. Even his faults had somehow become more endearing than irritating. She also remembered how fiercely she had counseled herself against falling to those feelings again, especially since she couldn’t assume he wanted anything more than friendship.

      But it was no use. She was powerless to stop it. And all his warmth and attentiveness and affectionate teasing did nothing to discourage her.

      Not until she was well again did he finally tell everyone of his experience at the second Sundering Hour. Afterwards, Radburn suggested that the Chain Breaker’s ethereal shape in the blue Otherworld might be the effect of a different sort of tracking method—perhaps one which Pallaton and company were using to keep on the Colonists’ trail from beyond the Veil. Everyone declared it a most sensible theory. Caradoc even conducted a search of the vessel using the Spider Key, hoping to locate some oddity or aberration of the supernatural variety. But either there was nothing to be found, or the Key itself had returned to its near-useless state.

      It was unnerving to think that only three Hours remained before the Keyholder lost all his senses, but they did their best to encourage him and each other with the knowledge that King’s Island was only a few days away. Caradoc spent many long hours talking with Skiff about her encounter with the Spektors, and about her mysterious vows and enchanted marking. He was strongly suspicious at first, though not unkind, and in the end decided she was well and truly acting out of a desire to do good.
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      One morning, Seherene walked the main deck with Simon and Margaret as they told her of their experience at the Tinderbox in Vaterra. Almost every part of the story both shocked and angered her. It was bad enough that her brother had contacted the Mistress all those years ago, but to discover that his Blue Flames had continued the practice long after his death—and with her mother’s blessing? It was horrifying. Hearing that Lord Malkimar and Lady Annyulan had arranged the vile séance was a little less surprising. She’d had an odd feeling about them ever since they’d introduced themselves to her, and now her instincts were justified.

      And of course, learning that the murdered doctor and his wife had also attended the secret meeting now made all the sense in the world. She only wondered which member of the Blue Flames had done the deed and affixed the words ‘Colonists, arise!’ to their bodies. As for the Mistress styling herself an angel, it seemed to fit with what she had told Caradoc about thinking herself some kind of benevolent judge.

      Perhaps the greatest surprise, however, was in discovering that John Spindler had also been present that night, and furthermore had fallen unconscious before the ‘honored guest’ could arrive. Seherene guessed the newspaperman’s research into the matter of the Spektors had led him there, and that someone had sent a clever combination of enchantments his way to keep him from learning any more.

      “You may be surprised to hear it,” Seherene said, “but I am acquainted with Mr. Spindler. I met him at the Great Hall when he reported Ink’s kidnapping. When he told me the story, I asked him to keep in contact with me in case he discovered any leads—either about the boy or the Colonists who supposedly snatched him away.”

      “And did he keep in contact?” Margaret asked.

      “A few times, mostly to keep me appraised of his travel plans. But I don’t recall him ever mentioning Vaterra. Then again, my mother had been reading my correspondences before they reached me. If he referred to the Tinderbox by name, it’s entirely possible she suspected he was getting too close and decided to destroy the letter before I could be made aware of the place.”

      Margaret nodded. “That does make sense. It’s funny to think how deeply Mr. Spindler’s gotten involved. I would’ve assumed the worst intentions from an opportunistic journalist. But rescuing Jeremy? Sheltering him and treating him kindly? And then trying to bait Lord Malkimar to find out the truth? I think he’s really trying to do the right thing.”

      “I agree,” Simon said. “Especially as he was willing to risk getting on the wrong side of Bill Stone.” He nodded at Seherene. “As well as yourself and Commissioner Marlas, come to think of it.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Seherene replied. “And you said Jeremy advised Mr. Spindler to go to Mastmarner once they parted ways?”

      “Yes. Seeing that Mavie’s on the warrants now, I can only imagine he diverted course before arriving, or that they both escaped the place together.”

      Margaret folded her arms. “As it comes to Marlas . . . do you think he might be a member of the Blue Flames as well? Recruited after Damiras, perhaps? When he played into their game by blaming the wrong people?”

      “It does fit the facts, in some respects,” the Entress answered. “But I don’t believe my mother would allow a Cassrian in their ranks. And none of their kind would ever show the slightest leniency towards the Colonists. If Marlas was a member, and he’d also played the part of Old Saul, as you all suspect, most of you would now be in Stalikos.”

      Simon clenched his hands behind his back. “I often think of all the folk from Harroway, sitting in their own cells because of him. A few even proved to be good friends to us.”

      “I wonder how many knew about all those children working in the mines,” Margaret said. “Or dismissed it as a rumor rather than entertain the possibility. And there were certainly others outside the town who knew. Someone was bringing them in.”

      “I made that very point in the testimony I wrote,” Seherene replied. “Once we find a reliable messenger to deliver it to the Assembly, I pray they take swift action to put a stop to it, before anything else.”

      Simon furrowed his brow in thought and glanced at them both. “You remember what Ink said about that list they found in Bash’s secret room? The one with the names written in the First Language? The Mistress’s warrant list? By her own confession, she hates Marlas above all others. Why shouldn’t his name be on it as well?”

      Seherene had no answer. Margaret shrugged.

      “I suppose it’s as much a mystery as the reason she hates him.”

      The foresail snapped overhead as the canvas caught a gust of wind. Dark clouds were massing to the north, a sight which had now become common in the afternoons and which Radburn had said was perfectly normal south of Calamor this time of the year. They had all learned to look upon the next storm eagerly, for the winds would help make up the time lost owing to their missing mainmast.

      “I wonder what Skiff is leading us to,” Seherene said. “I’ve never heard there was anything special about King’s Island. In fact, I’d always heard the name itself was a joke. Calling it something so grand when it’s only a bit of sand and rock.”

      Simon nodded. “I’m just as bewildered. But I must believe there’s something to it. Firstly because Skiff says there is and she’s not one to deceive, and secondly because we know the Keyholder who first suffered the Sundering meant to make their way to it.” He let out a sigh of frustration and glanced towards the quarterdeck where Caradoc and Skiff were looking at charts near the helm. “And he still won’t tell me where he keeps the Keyholder Book. He claims there’s nothing in it about capturing Spektors, but I’m not sure I believe him.”

      “Has he told you anything?” Margaret asked Seherene.

      “No. He only insists it isn’t worth trying. But I have had an idea about the process. I think a combination of enchantments might keep a Spektor in material form—casting a shield, deadening the limbs, reinforcing whatever restraints we use. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to help with that, but when I mentioned it to Skiff she said not to worry, and that everything would be taken care of once we got to the island.”

      “Oi!” a voice called out.

      They looked up towards the quarterdeck. Caradoc leaned on the railing and gazed down at them with a suspicious look and his spectacles in his hand.

      “You’re not talking about Simon’s terrible idea again, are you?”

      “As a matter of fact, we are,” Simon called back. “And we’re already well aware you don’t approve of it. Fortunately, we don’t need your approval.”

      “You do also recall that the Key is wholly unreliable at this point?”

      “If all goes to plan, we should have no need of it,” Seherene said. “And anyway, if Skiff says it’s worth doing then we’ve no reason not to try.”

      Caradoc’s turned his disapproving expression towards the young woman beside him, who responded with a grin and an innocent shrug.

      “I was only giving an opinion. Now are you gonna stand there sulking or come finish these charts?”

      Caradoc donned his spectacles again. “Can’t I do both at the same time?”

      “No,” she laughed.

      Margaret turned back to her walking companions. “Well, I must be off now. I said I’d help Harriet and Jasper in the kitchen. Ah . . . good morning, Amos.”

      The wool-capped man had just emerged onto the main deck as she spoke and greeted them with a nod and a crooked-toothed grin. His left arm was in a sling.

      “Morning, Miss Wallis. Morning, all. Looks like we’ve got a fine storm on the way. A welcome sight these days, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, indeed,” Seherene said. “Even if does make the plates slide around at breakfast.”

      Amos chuckled. “Aye, that it does.”

      “How’s the arm? Any pain?” Simon asked.

      “Not a bit. It’s healing up nicely.”

      Margaret smiled. “Glad to hear it. We’ll have you scrubbing pots and pans again in no time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a chuckle, watching her retreat to the companionway.

      Once she disappeared below decks, he drew a piece of paper from his pocket and held it out to Simon.

      “I did what you asked, Mr. Elias. This here’s an account of all the medical stock we got in the storeroom, checked over twice and three times again. Miss Wallis was kind enough to help me with the spelling.”

      Simon accepted the paper and looked it over. “This is excellent, Amos. Thank you. But once again, you don’t have to call me ‘Mr. Elias’. ‘Simon’ is perfectly suitable.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll try, sir. Uh . . . Simon.”

      Seherene hid a smirk. Most of Daniel’s crew had been addressing them formally since they joined, despite repeated corrections and promises to change. The younger three in particular still seemed in awe of the Riverfall Colonists, despite having shared so many adventures already.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Amos,” she said. “What’s the story behind that tattoo on your upper arm? Is that a cleaver?”

      Now that the weather was warmer, the young man had taken to wearing his shirt with his sleeves rolled high. He shrugged his shoulder to get a better glimpse of his right arm, as though he’d forgotten what was there.

      “Oh. Yes, ma’am. Not really much of a story behind it. My dad was a butcher in the South Country, near Turesia. Bandits burned down his shop a few years ago, after clearing out all they could. Once I left home and joined up with Daniel, I got the tattoo as a way to sort of honor my dad.” He grinned. “I also thought people might start calling me ‘the Butcher’ or something like that. Turns out you don’t get an intimidating name in these parts without doing some actual butchering. Of people, that is.”

      “Tell you what,” Simon said, tucking the paper into his waistcoat pocket. “We so happen to have a friend who runs a newspaper. The next time we see him, I’ll tell him to print you up as ‘Amos the Butcher’.”

      Amos laughed. “I’d owe you for that! Daniel and the rest would get a good chuckle out of it and no mistake! Oh, by the way—” The young man glanced around the deck, as if making sure no one else was near, then stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I’ve been wondering . . . do either of you happen to know Miss Wallis’s situation? Is she . . . you know . . . with anyone?”

      Seherene shot Simon a furtive glance. The mirth in his expression had dropped entirely away. He was almost on the verge of an affronted frown.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Amos took his meaning at once and stepped back. “Oh . . . oh, I see. I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “Don’t mind him, Amos, he was just taken off-guard by the question.” Seherene nudged Simon’s arm. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Elias?”

      “Uh, yes. Yes, don’t mind me. Thank you again for the account. It was very well done.”

      Amos dipped his head and backed away towards the steps. “Thank you, sir. You make sure to call on me if you have need of anything else. You too, ma’am.”

      Seherene smiled. He nodded once more, then turned away and hurried below decks. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Simon went to the port side gunwale and leaned over it, gazing out at the water. She gave him a moment, then joined him. The cool wind blew again, bringing with it the scent of rain.

      “Why haven’t you told her?” she asked.

      He let out a mirthless chuckle. “Because I’m a great big coward.”

      “That can’t be the reason. That’s not you at all.”

      “I’m afraid it is. At least when it comes to this. I am terrified—paralyzed even—by the thought that she might not feel the same way. So I wait for just the right moment, when I can be sure that she does. If I can ever be sure. My own interest isn’t exactly a secret. What little sophistication and charm I possess seems to vanish whenever she’s around. She must surely know the reason by now. And yet, the waiting drags on. And on.”

      Seherene considered the problem for a moment. “Well . . . perhaps she’s also waiting. Maybe not for the same reason, but lack of a response doesn’t necessarily mean a lack of interest. It may only be that she cannot act yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’d have to ask her.”

      “Assuming that is the obstacle, and not that she finds me utterly repulsive.”

      Seherene couldn’t help but smile. “You are verging on the ridiculous, Mr. Elias.”

      He looked at her and frowned. “You’re doing it, too. Calling me mister. What’s that about?”

      He was right. Save for Isaac, she’d been calling everyone by their surnames. Like Daniel’s crew, it was partly out of deference and politeness, but the more she considered it, the more she realized it was also because she hadn’t felt worthy enough to assume so casual an acquaintance.

      Simon shook his head and gazed at the sea again. “None of that between friends.”

      A small smile touched her lips. “As you say, then . . . Simon. Anyway, all I meant is that you shouldn’t go around making assumptions about other people’s feelings. You can drive yourself mad trying to guess, but you’ll never know for certain until you have an open, honest conversation with her. Which I very much think you should have.”

      Simon sighed and leaned even lower on the gunwale. “You don’t know how many times I’ve gone in search of her, determined to tell her everything, only to lose my nerve in the end. This week alone I made half a dozen attempts. But you’re right. It must be done. And I will do it, it’s just . . . I need a bit more time to think on it.” He clasped his hands together. “And what about you? Have you told him?”

      She dropped her gaze, resisting the urge to glance back towards the quarterdeck.

      “Not in so many words.”

      He turned towards her and fixed her with an earnest look. “You can’t possibly be in any doubt of his heart. Whenever I would stop by the cabin to see your progress, yours weren’t the only eyes brimming with joy. Even before then, sometimes I felt that if I set a stack of firewood between the two of you and waited a few moments, you’d set it alight simply by looking at one another. And weren’t you just saying it’s best to be honest?”

      “But there is a difference this time. He is under impossible strain, facing a horrifying fate from which there seems no escape. And yes, bearing the Key meant there was always a serious risk to his life. We both knew that. But there was always the option of giving it to someone else, or choosing to ignore the duties it called him to, even if only for a little while.” She gazed out over the gunwale. “Our mutual affection was a strong point then. Something which eased the burden, rather than adding to it.”

      “But would it not have the same effect now?”

      She took a deep breath before answering. “Now . . . there is a barrier. Like a great wall of glass between us, stretching on forever in both directions. It can’t be scaled. Can’t be broken. If it were up to me, I would have us both throw caution to the wind and pretend it wasn’t there. But even when I reach for his hand, or he for mine, it is there still, and then we may as well have a chasm between us. So this is as close as we come.”

      “Until,” Simon added, “we find a way to break down that wall.”

      She nodded and tried to smile. “Until then.”
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      Later that night, when the rain was still falling and she and Simon had miraculously convinced Caradoc to go to bed, Seherene went down to see the animals. It was her first time back to the job since Delia had filled in for her. She smiled upon entering, met by the warm scent of clean straw and the sight of chickens roosting on the beams. Oswald slept on a blanket someone had left on a chair. The horses were drowsy but weren’t yet dozing. She greeted them by name, stroking their muzzles. Bessie let out an expressive snort and swished her tail.

      “What? Where have I been?” Seherene said. “You wouldn’t like to know. Believe me.”

      She gave the horse a pat on her dappled gray shoulder, then went around to the portholes and opened them to encourage better ventilation.

      “But I can tell you one thing,” she continued. “In all the weeks I spent over there, not once was it ever as nice as being down here with all of you.”

      The rain was light enough that it wasn’t blown into the room, and the scent of the air was so pleasant she determined to open the porthole in her own cabin that night, if Margaret agreed. She moved to the lanterns next, turning each one down until there was just enough light to see by. A soft knocking sounded behind her.

      She turned to find Harriet Whistler standing in the doorway.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You haven’t. Not at all.” Seherene reached for the nearest lantern and increased the flame again. “You’ll want to see the horses. I’ll just step outside.”

      “No, that’s not necessary. I did come to see them, but I . . . I was hoping to talk with you as well.”

      “Oh?”

      She stepped into the room, hesitant. “I . . . wanted to thank you. For what you did at the observatory. I know everyone else has said the same. I know Martin and Chester went every day to your cabin since it happened to thank you. I’m sorry I waited so long to do so myself. There never seemed to be a good time. Then today, I realized if I kept waiting for just the right moment, I might be waiting forever.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. I know the feeling,” Seherene said. “And I will tell you what I’ve told the others. You are very kind to thank me, but everyone had a vital part to play in escaping that situation. If we’d been even one person short, things might have turned out very differently. From what I’ve heard, your marksmanship skills alone saved many of us.”

      Harriet shook her head. “I’ve tried not to think about it. I wish there’d been another way. But when I . . . when I heard Martin was in trouble, something happened. A part of me I never knew seemed to wake. Forced me into action almost without thinking. Martin stayed for so long on Riverfall without leaving, I think I’d gotten used to him being out of harm’s way.”

      “He did very well down there. By far the most levelheaded among us when things started to go wrong. You would have been proud to see it.”

      “I know. And it is encouraging to hear. He’s not had an easy time of it with his rage attacks. They made him so fearful and withdrawn.”

      Seherene nodded. “I’m sorry he’s had to suffer so much. Sorry for you both. That’s an incredibly difficult burden to bear. One very few understand.”

      Harriet fell quiet for a long moment, her brow furrowed in deep contemplation. “I think . . . I hope . . . it may be a little easier now. That story you told him—about the night he lost his arm—it moved him deeply. He said it was the first time in years he’d felt a sense of any real dignity. And for that I must also thank you. You’ve been such a great help to us all. Not only then, and not only in the observatory, but ever since you appeared.”

      Seherene tried to summon a gracious smile but could barely lift the corners of her mouth. She couldn’t tell her it was the least she could do. That she hadn’t even begun to repay the debt she owed them. That in the cold darkness of that observatory, with the water rising over her head, she thought she jolly well deserved to die.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by another snort—this time from Annabelle.

      “Oh, no,” Seherene said. “I think that one was for you.”

      “I know,” Harriet replied, moving towards the stall. “She’s grown jealous of my attention. I’ve spoiled her too much.”

      As she showered the mares with quiet words of affection, Seherene watched her with growing curiosity. Surely this was not the upper-class wife of a prominent banker. The chief talents of such genteel women usually did not stray beyond the province of fashion and social entertaining, their prime concerns limited to upholding the family image and encouraging their husbands to promote as quickly as possible. But this woman was nothing of the kind. She could shoot a rifle with deadly accuracy. She’d learned to train horses using ancient Entrian methods. She cooked three times a day for a crew of sixteen people and did it well. From what Seherene knew of Cassrian high society, most women in her circumstances would have fallen to pieces and relied on everyone else to take care of her. So it couldn’t have been the distressing condition of being a Colonist that had forced her to take on such skills. At least not exclusively. It went well beyond that, requiring not only steadfast courage and patience, but a spirit of boldness and determination.

      Harriet patted the horses a final time, kissed their noses, then told them to lie down. Both mares obeyed, settling down into the straw like dogs at their master’s feet.

      “I have never seen horses take to someone the way they’ve taken to you,” Seherene said. “You have their complete trust, to the last drop.”

      “I certainly don’t take it for granted,” Harriet replied, rising out of the stall and brushing bits of straw from her skirt. “I sometimes wonder if they were mistreated before we found them, if they were so relieved to encounter true kindness and compassion they attached themselves to the first person who showed it.”

      “Like Ink and Blackwood’s dog.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      Seherene had been pleased to learn of their new crewmember and completely charmed to see that the pup had taken Ink for his master, rarely ever leaving the boy’s side. Ink refused to continue calling him ‘Archibald’ and instead shortened the name to ‘Archie’, to which the dog instantly responded. She often wondered whether Blackwood had really tossed the poor thing overboard, or whether he had jumped out of pure desperation to escape. If the latter, she knew the feeling. If the former, she hoped the odious man would get his comeuppance for it.

      “Have you noticed how he seems to be afraid of Isaac?” Seherene asked with a curious frown. “The dog, I mean.”

      “Is he afraid?”

      “He hides behind Ink whenever he comes around. At first I thought the dog was just being shy, but he’s been perfectly friendly with the rest of us.”

      “Well . . . perhaps he senses there’s something not quite right with him.”

      “Yes. I suppose that’s possible.”

      Oswald woke for a moment on the chair, stretched until his claws extended, twisted his body until his head was upside down, then went back to sleep. Both women smiled at him.

      “Oh, to be a cat with so few worries,” Harriet said. “I think I’ll turn in as well. Thank you again. I know things got off to a rough start, but we’re truly glad to have you with us, myself included.”

      “I appreciate that. And I’m glad we finally had a chance to talk.”

      Harriet nodded. “So am I.” She turned towards the door.

      “Before you go,” Seherene said, briefly stopping her. “I wonder if I might ask you something . . . fairly personal. I know it’s none of my business and you don’t have to answer if you’d rather not⁠—”

      “You may ask me anything you like.”

      “Well, it’s just that I . . . I’ve noticed you and Isaac hardly speak to one another. Is there some kind of conflict or quarrel between you?”

      Harriet instantly dropped her gaze and shook her head. “Oh, no. No quarrel. We just keep ourselves so terribly busy all the time there isn’t much opportunity for conversation.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      Harriet smiled again, but wouldn’t fully meet her eye. “Well . . . good night.”

      “Good night.”

      She turned and hurried away. Seherene went to the lantern and turned down the light again, listening to the fading footsteps. There had been no lie in her answer, but beneath the words themselves had been a strain of nervous tension. Even self-reproach, oddly enough.

      But then again, it was late. She was tired. And probably reading too much into things.
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      It was mid-morning the next day when Daniel’s cry of “Land ahoy!” was passed throughout the ship. By the time Ink raced up to the main deck, most of the others were already there. Off the port bow, an island was in sight, half shrouded in mist. Ink climbed to the quarterdeck and reached a hand towards Jeremy, who had borrowed his binoculars and now handed them back with a smile.

      King’s Island was much bigger than Calamor, perhaps even as large as Northcliff. A thick band of dark trees rimmed the land, even up to the edge of the rocky coastline. There were no other ships in sight. Not even a proper port or dock of any kind. Gulls swooped over the tops of the trees, their calls carrying out over the water.

      “A big empty stretch of sand,” Daniel said. “Isn’t that how you described it, Radburn?”

      “I did. I admit it,” the elder man replied with a note of wonder in his voice. “Maybe I was drunk.”

      Upon a sudden and very strong gust of wind, Ink pulled the binoculars down and glanced up. Black clouds swirled overhead.

      “Mercy!” Delia said. “Wasn’t the sky clear only a few minutes ago?”

      “Oh, no.” Simon exchanged a look of dread with the others. “Where’s Caradoc?”

      The Keyholder had just stepped on deck from the companionway when they rushed to him in a panic. Seherene reached for his gloved hand.

      “The sky’s gone dark. Are you all right? Do you feel anything happening?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Do you hear any ticking, Ink?” Martin asked.

      The boy shook his head. “No, no ticking.”

      “You’re sure?” Simon said.

      “I’m sure!”

      “It’s not the Sundering,” Skiff said. “It’s an enchantment calling up the weather.”

      “What do you mean?” Delia asked.

      “It’s a defensive measure, to stop anyone or anything from getting in that shouldn’t. If the ship doesn’t approach the island at just the right point, a storm crops up, so bad that it’ll sink even the biggest of boats. Do you mind if I take the helm a while, Jeremy?”

      “Not at all.”

      As she headed for the quarterdeck, Daniel pointed at her with a frown. “Hey! We had a clipper sink near here five years ago. Are you saying . . . ?”

      “I think she is,” Radburn replied, rubbing his leathery chin.

      Ink glanced around before settling his bewildered gaze on Seherene. “Hang on. You’ve got weather enchantments? How do I not know this?”

      “Probably because it’s as rare as infusion,” she replied. “It involves a great deal of science, specialized knowledge of atmosphere and climate, which requires many more years of study than your typical enchantments.”

      Martin nodded at Skiff. “Shall we go to half sail?”

      “No. We should be fine as we are. Jeremy, can you hold that compass up for me? I can’t quite see it there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      As Skiff steered the ship closer, the rest of the Colonists gathered at the bow for a better view. There were mountains hiding beneath the fog, not high and snow-tipped like the Lockhorns but lush and green. After another few minutes it became apparent that the island was broken into two pieces, divided by a narrow strait just wide enough for the Chain Breaker to comfortably enter. Skiff set the prow straight at it.

      “Blimey! Would you look at them trees!” Ink said, staring through his binoculars. “They must be ten times as big as ordinary ones! They’re like giants!”

      “One thing’s for sure,” Chester said in awe. “That is not an island full of nothing.”

      Caradoc nodded, equally astonished. “Agreed.”

      The ship entered the strait, leaving the mass of dark clouds behind and coming under the canopy of the massive trees—at which point it became darker still. Martin and Jasper set themselves the task of lighting all the lanterns on deck. Simon and Amos stepped up to the very edge of the prow, ready to call out warnings should any obstacles appear.

      The trees were covered with moss and vines, and the great limbs twisted so strangely it looked as though they were reaching out towards one another. Seawater lapped against their bulging roots, and the air was filled with birdsong and the hum and buzz of insects. There was a heaviness to the atmosphere as well, not with any oppressive feeling of darkness, but of damp soil, lingering dew, and fragrant flowers. The place felt so ancient—so utterly foreign—Ink wondered if they had suddenly strayed into an Otherworld.

      “It’s incredible,” Harriet said beside him. “In all my life, I never thought there was such a place in our world. It’s as though it’s been hidden away. Preserved from the day it was created.”

      “Look! Look there!” Evering cried, gesturing to something off the port side.

      Ink peered through his binoculars again. They had just sailed past the first mountain ridge, and there, nestled among the higher peaks surrounding it, was a great gleaming palace, complete with high towers and domed halls. Spires of silver and gold twisted into the air. The sloping pathways and bridges looked as though they’d been carved by hand, so intricate and delicate as they were. It was a strange design, so different from anything Ink had ever seen before, even in Ciras. And like the ancient city of Cassria, it was also in a state of ruin, already half-reclaimed by the forest, with many sections missing from its walls. Even so, the beauty of the place—as well as its sheer size—was absolutely breathtaking.

      “What in the name of all glory is that?” Evering asked.

      “It’s called Istria.” Skiff had returned the helm to Jeremy’s control and now stood with the rest of them at the bow. A wide smile was set across her spritely face and her eyes filled with joy as she gazed at it. “It’s the former home of the old Entrian kings and queens. Empty for over two thousand years now, since the rebellion overthrew the monarchy.”

      “Incredible,” Seherene said, wonderstruck.

      Ink hooked his thumbs over his belt. “Guess it makes sense, calling it ‘King’s Island’ and all. But what about the tigers? I saw in a book they were found in the Eastern Isles once. Are they here? Or was that just another trick to keep people away?”

      “Oh, no. They’re very much alive and well,” Skiff replied. “And not just them. There’s all sorts of creatures here which can’t be found anywhere else.”

      “In that case,” Margaret said, glancing at Delia, “we ought to be sufficiently armed before setting foot on land.”

      Skiff shook her head. “There’s no need. The most dangerous animals are only to be found on the eastern part of the island—what’s known as ‘the Wilds’. We’ll be sticking to the western half, and that’s perfectly safe.”

      Daniel rested a hand on the pommel of his saber. “Anything more you can tell us, Skiff? About who you are and why we’ve come here?”

      Her smile faded—not with any sadness or anxiety—but that she might answer his question with complete sobriety.

      “Not yet, Daniel. Soon. But not just yet.”

      Ink stifled a sigh of frustration. He was dying to know her secret. He’d made his fair share of attempts to guess, much to her amusement, but she always held to her oath of silence. At first, he’d been all but certain she was an Entrian, that she’d been hiding it and playing herself off as a Cassrian, as Riva had done when he’d first met her. But then, Seherene would have been able to see through any such guise. He also wondered if the strange hidden symbol on her brow was a rune of the forbidden First Language—possibly a soul marking. But when he’d raised the suggestion, she seemed genuinely confused by the term.

      Whatever the case, now that they had finally arrived at the island, Ink could see everyone growing nervous again. No one outright panicked or accused Skiff of deceiving them, but they stood like soldiers on watch, alert to every inch of their surroundings, and once or twice casting glances of suspicion at the young woman.

      As the ship continued down the strait, the trees began to close in, so much that they worried the great gnarled limbs might tear into the sails. But Skiff assured them there was no reason to fear. Ink went to the port side gunwale for a closer look at the Wilds through his binoculars. He’d always had an interest in the Eastern Isles, for the very reason Skiff had mentioned—that it contained a number of rare and exotic creatures. The book he’d found in Seherene’s study had only strengthened the appeal, and the present view did not disappoint. Small lizards with jewel-like scales sunned themselves on the rocks where the canopy let in the daylight. Strange birds with huge, curling plumage peered down from the treetops. Farther in the distance, a larger animal swung between the trees, moving so fast Ink couldn’t quite make it out.

      As it disappeared, his thoughts returned to the horrible Shades they had so far encountered. He wondered if there were any watching them now. Or worse . . . what if Pallaton’s ghost ship had followed them into the strait? What if his granddad’s silver eyes were fixed on them this very moment? He shuddered as he glanced over his shoulder towards the stern.

      “You all right?” Caradoc asked, leaning on the gunwale beside him.

      Ink let the binoculars hang loose and tipped back his hat. “Just wonderin’ if we’re really so safe as Skiff says. For all we know, this place could be swarming with Shades.”

      The Keyholder glanced into the forest. “Yes, it could be. I’ve been thinking about the birds we saw in the Middling House. My father called them ‘shadow creatures’.”

      “You think they were Shades, too?”

      “I think so. Which gives me the idea that the Mistress is using them mainly as spies, since she can’t have her eyes everywhere at once. It’s clever, really.”

      “It’s shame they can’t be killed or scared off. There were dozens of bullets flyin’ around when those sea serpents showed up, but they didn’t do a thing.”

      “When that crocodile charged me, I didn’t feel it, either. Seems they can’t make themselves solid like the Spektors can. Maybe they’re only an illusion.”

      “’Cept they can open portals into Otherworlds.”

      Caradoc nodded. “There is that. Unless it wasn’t really them who opened it.”

      Ink set his back to the gunwale and leaned against it. “Do you remember what we heard back in Weasel Country? From that Spektor woman, just before she got expelled? She said the Mistress was hiding . . . on some island.”

      Caradoc passed a hand across his face. He looked more exhausted than Ink had ever seen him. His reluctance to eat was also beginning to show its effects. His face looked thinner and the dark circles beneath his eyes were more pronounced than usual.

      “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” he finally replied. “Ever since Skiff advised us to come this way.”

      “But can’t you tell now? Can’t you feel if she’s here or not?”

      The scarred man lowered his gaze to the rippling water below. “I can’t sense much of anything anymore.”

      Ink’s heart sank. Caradoc shook his head as if to rouse himself, then stood back and looked down towards the deck.

      “Hey, Archie!” He crouched and extended a hand to the pup. “Hey, good boy! Can we be friends now, eh? What do you say?”

      Ink glanced down. The dog not only hid behind him but leaned away in the other direction, as if he were determined not to even notice Caradoc.

      “Come on, Archie,” Ink said. “He’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

      The dog wasn’t having any of it.

      Caradoc stood again. “I can’t understand it. He’s acting like I personally offended him.”

      Ink snickered. “Maybe you did. With that face of yours.”

      Caradoc reached out and knocked the hat off his head. “Oops. Freak gust of wind, Inkpen. Gotta watch out for those.”

      “Yeah, freak is right,” Ink said as he scrambled after it.
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      The ship traveled another seven miles before Skiff called for them to drop the anchor. Off the starboard side, the land swelled into a steep bank which made for a perfect place to lay the gangplank and stake the mooring lines.

      “We’ll have to walk from here,” the young woman said. “There’s a village about two miles to the west. You won’t be needing any weapons, but you can take them if it makes you feel better.” She met each of their gazes with earnest sincerity. “I know this is all very strange, and I know I’ve been asking for a level of trust I’ve no right to expect. And even though we’ve come this far, if you’re starting to regret it and you’d rather turn back, I’ll guide the ship safely out again.”

      “No,” Chester said, stepping forward. “We’re not turning back. I’ll admit that when you first suggested King’s Island, I thought you were a few cards short of a deck. But now that we’re here . . . standing in a place like this . . . I could believe anything’s possible.” He put his hands on his hips and glanced around the deck. “So? Any objections? It’s now or never to speak up. And just keep in mind—me staying here means my ship stays as well. So if you do decide to tuck tail, you’ll be rowing out of here on a longboat, and good luck to you with that.”

      Everyone smiled—in amusement as well as agreement. Only Caradoc still looked troubled.

      “No one else need come along,” the Keyholder said. “I’ll go with Skiff. The rest of you can stay with the ship.”

      “Not bloody likely!” Martin replied. “We all go together this time. I’d even let Oswald come along if he wanted and certainly the horses.”

      “I was thinking the very same thing,” Harriet said with an eager smile. She wasn’t halfway done speaking before she started off across the deck towards the companionway. “Jasper, would you help me get them ready?”

      “Right behind you, ma’am.”

      “I agree with Martin,” Delia said. “And we also ought to arm ourselves with whatever weapons we can carry. No disrespect to you, Skiff, but even if there was only one tiger lurking nearby, that would be reason enough to have such security, in my opinion.”

      “I’ll head to the armory now,” Evering said.

      “I’ll help,” Jeremy added.

      “Radburn, gather up the charts for us,” Daniel said. “Anything else we might need, Skiff? Extra food and water and such?”

      She looked across the deck. “All we really need is that book of yours, Mr. Caradoc. And the . . . well, the thing Mr. Simon says we can’t talk about.”
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      Twenty minutes later, the Colonists set off into the forest. Only Skiff went unarmed, leading the group with Chester beside her. Harriet and Jasper went on horseback, flanking the column on either side. Oswald had opted to remain napping in a sunny spot on the stern deck, while Archie trotted faithfully beside Ink with his nose perked high to all the different scents around them. A well-worn trail led away from the bank, heading south for a little ways before curving off towards the west.

      The Colonists were mostly silent at first, focused on keeping their eyes and ears open. Yet the longer they went on, the more their apprehension was overtaken by wonder. There were flowers none of them had ever seen before, birds and insects Seherene had never studied in any biology book, and which she suspected were unresearched. A little while later, the giant trees began to give way to smaller varieties, and the canopy opened above them, bringing another set of mountains into view which stood blue and purple against the light.

      “I should tell you,” Skiff said, glancing at the others over her shoulder, “sooner or later, my people will come to meet us. But there’s no cause to be alarmed. They’ll only escort us to the village.”

      “Alarmed? Ha!” Chester cried. “Nothing can get the better of us! We’re the Colonists! We’ve seen it all! And besides that, we’ve got Caradoc, who can somehow take down half a dozen armed men before you know what’s happening. And Sarah with those frightening knife-throwing skills of hers. And Harriet! Who could shoot the wings off a moth in the dead of night!”

      “Oh, I wish you wouldn’t keep going on about it,” she said.

      “The point is,” he continued. “We’re going to be all right from now on. And anyone who wants to challenge that fact will have to go through ol’ Sidas Ramm first!”

      Margaret looked at Delia with a curious smile. “Does it seem to you like he’s actually behaving like a real captain?”

      “It certainly looks that way,” she answered. “Which, frankly, is as pleasant a surprise as any.”

      “Hey! None of that now!” Chester cried, swatting his hands around his head.

      Bessie had taken that moment to nip at the long feather plume in his hat, making everyone chuckle.

      “They’re so happy to be off the ship at long last,” Jeremy said to Seherene. “You and Delia have done a fine job looking after them. They wouldn’t be so spirited otherwise.”

      “It’s not to my credit but theirs,” she replied. “They have hardy constitutions. I spent the morning inspecting their manure for signs of illness or weakness but they’re in perfect health. You’d never know they’d been on a ship for almost six weeks.”

      “Excuse me?” Daniel said, his eyebrow cocked in disbelief. “You spent the morning doing what?”

      “Did you say ‘manure’?” Ink asked with both eyebrows raised.

      “I did. Why?”

      “That’s one of the things a wildlife biologist does,” Caradoc said, smiling at their reactions.

      “All right, but not her!” Ink cried.

      The Entress frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Margaret barely covered a laugh. “It means they can’t imagine a goddess ever doing such a thing.”

      “A goddess? Wherever did you get that ridiculous idea?”

      She turned her baffled gaze to Caradoc, who answered with a shrug.

      “Well don’t look at me. I never called you that.”

      “What did you call me?”

      “Nothing to get upset about.”

      “I’m not upset. I just don’t want anyone thinking I’m a goddess.”

      “I’d use it to my advantage if I were you,” Delia said with a wry smirk.

      Skiff suddenly raised her hand. “Hold here!”

      Instinctively, everyone put a hand to their weapon and looked around. They had just entered a small clearing. Skiff took a step forward, then began to speak in a loud, clear voice, as if addressing the treetops.

      “I have completed my mission!”

      There was no answer, only the continuous chorus of chirps and whistles from the forest creatures. The Colonists glanced at one another with puzzled expressions.

      “I have returned willingly! Of my own accord!” she continued. “And do not stand under any threat or force!”

      All at once, cloaked men and women stepped out from the underbrush, surrounding them on all sides. Each had a quiver of arrows on their backs and held a bow at their side. Annabelle whinnied in surprise at their sudden appearance. The Colonists instantly drew closer to one another and raised their weapons.

      “What is this, Skiff?” Simon said.

      “It’s all right! Their weapons aren’t for you! It’s all right!”

      One of the cloaked men raised his hand. “She speaks the truth, friends. We meet in peace. Skiff! Is that really you?”

      “Adonos!” she cried, bounding forward with a huge grin and embracing him. “It’s so good to see you again! Geoffrey! Dasha!”

      “Welcome back, Skiff!”

      “Thank God you’re safe! Your parents are going to be overjoyed to see you!”

      The rest of them greeted her with equal enthusiasm, as if they’d forgotten the Colonists were there. Ink lowered his pistol. The others did likewise.

      Skiff gestured back at them, still grinning. “These are my friends. They’ve taken good care of me while I’ve been gone, so we owe at least as much to them.”

      “Of course!” Adonos said. “You are most welcome to Arravantis. And be at your ease. No friend of Skiff has any reason to fear. Now come. The village isn’t much farther.”

      “Just a minute,” Chester replied, raising a hand. “We’re not going another step until we get a bit more information. Who the devil are you? How do you know Skiff? What is this mission she’s completed?”

      “We are called Keepers,” Dasha answered. “Of which Skiff is one. As for the rest, it is not for us to say. Not until she’s been formally released from her oath.”

      “And just who can release her?” Delia asked.

      “We’re going now to meet them,” Skiff said. “And you’ll get all your answers then. I promise.”

      Adonos nodded at the other cloaked Keepers. “The rest of you, return to your posts.”

      They obeyed without hesitation, disappearing into the forest so quickly Ink could hardly believe his eyes. Skiff and Adonos both turned and continued down the trail, talking quietly with one another.

      Harriet glanced down from Annabelle. “They didn’t recognize us.”

      “Not on sight,” Martin said. “But what happens once they hear our names?”

      “We can’t know that yet,” Simon replied. “We can only be ready for the moment when it comes.”

      Evering looked around again. “He did call the others off. I suppose that’s got to count for something.”

      “Right you are, Master Hart,” Chester said, then nodded at the others. “Onward we go.”

      As the group moved forward again, Ink dodged around Amos and sidled up beside Caradoc. Archie followed, but stayed on the opposite side of him.

      “Does this feel familiar?” Ink asked. “Like we’re on our way to meet another Mayor Kingsley?”

      “I think we’ve conditioned ourselves to feel that way in every new situation,” he answered. “But unlike Kingsley, their friendliness at least seems genuine. And every step we’ve taken has been our own. We’ve not been forced this way.”

      “That’s true.” Ink glanced around the Keyholder at Seherene. “You ever heard of these ‘Keepers’?”

      “No,” she said. “But then again, this entire island has been a mystery right from the start. I shouldn’t be surprised to find even more the deeper we go.”
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      The trail began to steadily rise, bringing the verdant mountain peaks into full view and lifting the group into sunlight again. The great trees on the banks of the strait were no longer visible, but the plant-life in the higher passes was no less breath-taking in its richness and foreign beauty. Everyone was in awe of the place, drinking in each new sight with quiet joy and wonder. Even the horses couldn’t help but express their happiness, swishing their tails and making soft snorting sounds of contentment.

      Ink was most amazed by the sense of peace that seemed to permeate the place. It made little sense, after all. They were on a strange island going to an unknown destination, once more surrounded by secrets. But for some reason it felt . . . safe. He remembered a similar impression when he’d first toured Riverfall with Evering. Something in his heart had felt at ease—despite not knowing the Colonists’ true intentions.

      Soon, the pathway began to level out, and the smell of salt was in the air again. They had come to a high valley which sloped gently down to a sheltered bay. Mountains rose on either side, overlooking the Southern Sea like majestic sentinels. In the center of the valley was a small, sprawling village. The houses were well kept but appeared to be quite old. Ink saw no brick residences, no iron gates or lamp posts. These houses were all of rough stone or wood with sloping thatched roofs. Sheep grazed in the surrounding meadows, while a little herd of long-horned cattle roamed the far distant fields.

      As they came closer, Ink spotted banners on some of the taller buildings, each of which bore the same mark the ashes had revealed on Skiff’s brow. He also noticed a number of cloaked figures posted in watchtowers around the village. There was nothing fearsome or suspicious in their looks and bearing—nothing like Blackwood’s guards or Harroway’s watchmen. They were simply observing everything, and with the same air of ease and calm with which Adonos and his band had met them. Yes, there was caution. A watchful vigilance. But no fear.

      “That’s Westbourne,” Skiff said. “Not the most modern of places, but we love it all the same.”

      Daniel let out a laugh—almost gleeful in its lightness. “Skiff, come on now. What’s the matter with this place?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s too perfect. On the mainland, places with a view like this usually get filled up with expensive summer homes and fancy inns. There’s nothing like that here. Only a few hundred people, by my estimation. How can it be that no one else knows about this?”

      “And even if it weren’t so beautiful,” Margaret said, “even if it were only a stretch of sand and grass, you can be sure the pirates and slavers would be fighting for control of it. But I’m guessing there’s none of that here.”

      “None at all,” Skiff said, smiling.

      “So what’s the trick?” Martin asked. “You couldn’t have an army big enough to hold any invaders off—at least not for very long. And certainly not with only bows and arrows.”

      “The trick is in the very name itself. The phrase ‘King’s Island’ has a bewilderment enchantment on it. Whoever speaks it will immediately regard this part of the world as nothing more than an empty, barren place—a measly little sandbank in the middle of the sea—with no importance or value. In fact, the very thing you described, dear Radburn.”

      “Oh,” he said, looking half pleased with himself. “So I wasn’t drunk.”

      “No,” she laughed. “The lookouts and the squalls are enough to keep out anyone who wanders too close, but the enchanted name is really our best defense. It’s also the reason everyone here calls the island by its right and proper name—Arravantis.”

      “Huh,” Ink said. “Guess that also explains why none of us ever heard it before.”

      Seherene shook her head as she looked at the Keepers. “Enchanting a phrase would take an incredible amount of power. I’ve only ever read about it as a theory. How was it done?”

      “Over the course of several years, centuries ago,” Adonos replied. “And by the abilities of many skilled Entrians, most of whom had long studied bewilderment. They also achieved it by use of the First Language, which was said to have held a power of its own.”

      “What about the Spektors?” Evering said worriedly. “They can see through most enchantments, so surely they must know about this place.”

      Adonos nodded. “They know. But—like any other place in Eriaris—they do not come unless drawn by hate or despair. And there is no cause for either here.”

      As they came to the edge of the village, Ink saw people going about their daily business. On one road, a man led a donkey pulling a cart of vegetables and grain bags. Beyond, a dozen children carrying books and small baskets walked in two columns towards a modest-looking schoolhouse. Under the shade of a grove of trees, a group of young men and women washed laundry in a clear pooling brook, their chatter and laughter so merry they might have been playing a game of cards. As the Colonists passed, they glanced up and fell quiet. There was a look of wonder in their faces, their eyes brightening with interest and curiosity. Still, they managed to collect themselves in time to smile and nod at the visitors.

      So it was with everyone they passed. Oftentimes, there would also be a surprised cry of Skiff’s name, and someone would inevitably rush to greet her with open arms and phrases like, “You’re finally back!” and “How long has it been?”

      At the head of the village was a steep hill. As soon as they reached the main road, Skiff and Adonos turned and led them towards it. Steps had been cut into the slope, at the top of which were two watchtowers on either side. A cloaked woman looked down from one of them. The other was empty.

      Ink followed the others up the steps, which were many but mercifully gradual. When he reached the summit, he found himself standing at the edge of a broad stone courtyard. There were four buildings set around it, much larger than any of the houses but constructed in a similar way. The largest of them almost looked like three houses stuck together, with the middle section rising a full story higher than all the rest. The Keepers made straight for it.

      As they went along, Ink noticed two stone archways on either side of the courtyard which looked as though they led into two different gardens, both enclosed by high trimmed hedges.

      “We call this area the Ecclesium,” Skiff said. “We use it for all kinds of things, but mostly it’s where our leaders work and study. It’s them we’re going to meet. Oh, and you can tie the horses outside the Council House. There’s a post near the steps.”

      Caradoc glanced at Simon. “Are you worried about this?”

      “Can’t say that I am. Not yet, at least. Are you?”

      “No.” The Keyholder looked baffled. “But we should be. Shouldn’t we?”

      “Whatever we’re feeling, or not feeling,” Delia said, “let’s just be sure to stay close together.”
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      The Council House was surprisingly light and airy inside. The floor was a tiled mosaic of beautifully intricate patterns, the colors of which seemed to subtly change as they passed them. Adonos threw back the hood of his cloak and gestured towards a large oak door.

      “They’ll be in here. Wait a moment. I’ll announce you.”

      As he passed through the door and closed it behind him, Skiff put a hand over her heart, her eyes bright with excitement. Jasper stepped up beside her.

      “This village is your home, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I’ve only been gone two years, but it’s felt so much longer.”

      Before she could say more, the door opened again and Adonos beckoned for them to enter. Beyond him was a long table with five chairs on one side. Only three were occupied, and all three people immediately rose to their feet as the Colonists entered. They wore long robes of deep blue and scarlet, each trimmed with gold and boasting a high, stiff collar. Two of them—a man and woman—gave out a cry of delight and raced around the table towards Skiff. She hurried to meet them in one big embrace.

      “Mum! Dad!”

      “Oh, darling, at last you’ve come back!”

      “Skiff! My girl! You’ve done it! I knew you would!”

      Smiling with shared joy, the other robed woman beckoned to the Colonists.

      “Please. Come in. You are most welcome here.”

      “Oh, yes! Welcome! Welcome!” Skiff’s mother said.

      “By all means! Don’t wait on us,” her father said, laughing.

      As the happy family continued their joyous reunion, the Colonists entered the inner room and looked warily around. There were no guards in sight. No weapons. No strange statues or relics. Only a few tall lamps and pieces of furniture.

      There was one thing, however, which made Ink’s breath catch in his chest. On the wall behind the table was a great woven tapestry, spanning nearly half the length of the chamber. Written across it were five words in bold, large letters.

      
        
        GOD SEES WHAT MAN CANNOT

      

      

      Ink frowned. “What the blazes . . . ?”

      Caradoc had also seen it and now began to look properly nervous.

      “I’m sorry we don’t have enough chairs or I would invite you to sit,” the woman said, coming around the table to meet them.

      She was on the smaller side and had a bundle of curly white-blonde hair which just reached the top of her high collar. She also had a prominent nose, which Ink thought gave her a very interesting look. She smiled again as she surveyed their expressions.

      “I understand this must be very strange for you. You will have many questions, and all that can be answered will be. My name is Drea. And my colleagues here are James and Leona. We are the Magisters, head of all the Keepers. Two of our number are absent, but you will meet them as soon as they return from the Wilds.”

      Chester doffed his hat and stepped forward. “On behalf of myself and my crew, we thank you for the warm welcome. But such a greeting surely means you don’t know who we are. That’s not a threat, mind you. More like . . . advanced notice.”

      Drea nodded. “What you say is true. But the few facts we are given is more than sufficient to accept you with open arms. One—that you are friends of Skiff. And two—that a Keyholder stands among you.”

      No one meant to give Caradoc away by glancing at him, but most couldn’t help themselves before they had done it—Ink included. Caradoc nodded towards the tapestry.

      “Those words . . . they’re from the Keyholder Book.”

      “Yes,” she said. “The saying became a kind of creed for the Keyholders, almost from the very start. It is both comfort and warning.”

      Martin frowned. “But you’re not Keyholders. You can’t be.”

      “No. We are not.”

      “Are you Entrians?” Delia asked.

      “I am. Along with another Magister who is not present.”

      Simon looked at the tapestry. “So why have that phrase on the wall?”

      “Because we have also made it part of our creed,” Leona answered.

      Skiff and family had finally joined the conversation, their arms still linked together and faces bright with smiling.

      “As Keepers,” Skiff’s mother continued, “we make up what is known as the High Order, and the Keyholders are at the very heart of our mission. We exist to provide them support, knowledge, counseling, and a place of sanctuary.”

      “We can also act as Defenders when needed,” James said, “though admittedly we are rarely put to the test, if ever.”

      To say the Colonists were flabbergasted was not to do the feeling justice. Ink found himself first looking to Seherene, wondering if she had detected any lie in the statements. By her stunned expression, he judged that she did not. He then looked at the Keyholder, whose face had darkened. Seeing this, the cheerful smiles on the faces of the Keepers slowly faded.

      Caradoc turned and paced a few steps away. “A Keyholder sanctuary?” He scoffed in disbelief, then turned back again with the light of anger in his eyes. “A sanctuary? With a bloody order for Keyholders? Did I hear that right? No. No, of course not. My mind is going. It must be!”

      “Why have we never heard of this before?” Seherene asked. “You can’t imagine all the pain and fear that might have been spared him⁠—”

      “Spared us all!” Caradoc cried. “All the people I’ve hurt fumbling with this damned Key! Not knowing what the devil I was doing! Which, might I add, is the exact experience of every other pillock who took up this line of work!” He reached into his coat, withdrew the Keyholder Book, and flung it to the floor. The ghostly image of the Spider Key on the cover all but glowed in the light. “And now to hear this? After all this time? All these long and terrible years?”

      Skiff rushed towards him. “Mr. Caradoc, please! Please, it wasn’t their fault! Look!” She bent down and picked up the book. “Arravantis was mentioned here, by the first Keyholder who went through the Sundering, remember? She was trying to get here as fast as she could! And look . . .” She opened the book near the start. “When you showed me these first few pages yesterday, I knew at once what had happened. The hand is unreadable, almost faded, but I’d wager everything we’ve told you is right here. The trouble is you wouldn’t know it unless you spoke to the writer, which is probably the only way the other Keyholder knew to come here. Of course, she didn’t think to write it down herself, which is understandable considering her circumstances. But it meant the knowledge died with her.”

      “The First Council of Keyholders considered the secret of our existence second only to our solemn commission,” Drea said. “No outsider is to know of the Order, save for the three most senior Elders of the High Council. It is their duty to reveal us to the Keyholders if the information is not passed along by their predecessors. As we do not leave the island, the Elders are also our only source of news about the outside world. But for almost ten years now, we’ve had no word from them, nor received any new recruits—which is another duty they are charged with.”

      Ink’s heart sank yet again, and he had the distinct feeling the same was happening to all the other Colonists. The stricken silence lingered until Skiff finally spoke.

      “The Elders were killed on Damiras. In a terrible massacre. No one survived to pass on the secret.”

      Leona covered her mouth. James stepped closer with his face fixed in horror.

      “Killed? The entire High Council?”

      Drea bowed her head and wrung her hands. “Lady Theia’s last letter mentioned a gathering on Damiras. She hoped it would bring an end to the violence between the clans. Merciful heavens.”

      “There’s so much to tell you,” Skiff said. “The whole world changed that day. Nothing went the way it was supposed to. Not then or since.” She gestured towards the Colonists. “They know this better than anyone. They also have every right to be angry. For them, learning about this place is like someone dying of thirst and not realizing there was a hidden spring nearby.” She looked at Caradoc again. “But you weren’t forgotten. Not for a moment. That’s the whole reason why . . .”

      She trailed off, uncertain, and glanced at Drea.

      The elder Entress nodded. “You are relieved of your oath.”

      “Yes,” Leona said. “Relieved.”

      “Relieved,” James replied.

      Skiff stepped towards Caradoc and offered him the Keyholder Book. He took it without a word, though he was clearly still cross.

      “That’s why they sent me to find you,” she said. “Actually . . . me and Brannon both.”

      “Brannon?” Daniel cried, unable to contain himself. “Are you joking?”

      Amos and Jasper exchanged a look of bewilderment.

      “Come to think of it, they did arrive at the same time,” Radburn said.

      Skiff nodded. “We were on a special mission. To find out if the last Keyholder was still alive, and if they were, to bring them under the High Order’s protection.”

      “That sounds like an impossible task for only two of you,” Delia said.

      “Sending more was considered too risky—especially for the Order. That’s why our marks were set to release bewilderment enchantments if we said too much. To ensure its protection. Even at the risk of losing our memories.”

      Simon furrowed his brow. “But you said you only left Arravantis two years ago. Isaac has carried that Key for a decade. Why did you wait so long before trying to find him?”

      “We didn’t wait,” James replied. “Not long, anyway. Others were sent before Skiff and Brannon, always two at a time. For whatever reason, none of them have returned.”

      Caradoc turned his stern gaze on the young woman again. “You knew there was only one Keyholder left. Mavie held that title before I did, when the Elders were alive and well. Why didn’t they tell her about this place?”

      “I can’t say for sure. Perhaps they never knew she had the Key.”

      Seherene folded her arms. “Or perhaps those three particular Elders were not willing to aid a Cassrian Keyholder. In any case, I imagine they must have kept some record of the Order, even if it was for their eyes only.”

      “That’s likely true,” Skiff said. “I only hope . . .”

      She exchanged a wary glance with the Entress. The danger of Consul Madara getting hold of such information went without saying.

      “And the Assembly?” Martin asked. “Did no one think to tell them?”

      “There was no Assembly when the first Keyholders were gathered,” Drea replied. “Cassrians had only just begun to appear in the East. But once they did bring their government into being, the Elders and Magisters of that time were reluctant to trust them with such a secret, and worried they would try to interfere.”

      “Which is possible. Let’s face it,” Chester muttered.

      Caradoc nodded at Skiff. “How did you know where to look for me? You can’t have known my name or face. You had no information to go on.”

      “That was almost true,” she replied. “In fact, it was only when I saw the warrants in the newspaper that I was able to get a lead. Reading that description of the strange metallic mark on your hand tipped me straight off. If you hadn’t been a wanted fugitive, we wouldn’t have had the faintest idea where to start.”

      “But that hardly could have made it any easier,” Harriet said. “Of all the thousands of people searching for our whereabouts, very few ever stumbled across our path. How did you plan to find us?”

      “By first finding Mr. Caradoc’s old crew. The papers mentioned he’d been a smuggler in the East Country. So me and Brannon had only to find the right group—which wasn’t very difficult considering these smugglers were ‘accused’ of trying to help the Entrians during the Great Ruin. There’s not many good-hearted bandits hanging around in those parts, and it wasn’t hard to get the bad ones to tell us who they were. Of course, the whole Sidas Ramm trick threw us off at first, but we started to wonder if he wasn’t just some half-clever ruse after a while.”

      “Half-clever?” Daniel said. “He’s saved our skin more than once. You know that.”

      She smirked. “I do. But anyone paying close attention might also notice how the captain’s appearance tends to change from time to time.”

      Jasper scratched his head as he looked at Daniel. “We did forget that sometimes.”

      “But Caradoc wasn’t with Daniel,” Ink said. “At least . . . not ‘til a few months ago.”

      “Exactly,” Skiff replied. “We knew there was little chance of tracking down a Colonist who was trying to stay out of sight, but we figured he might one day return to his old friends. Or at least we hoped he would. At that point we could do no better, especially since we took to Daniel and the rest right away and were happy to be useful helping their cause. Then, apart from waiting, we could only keep our ears open for signs that Caradoc was still alive. The last one we got was the story about the scuffle in Mastmarner, with Bill Stone and those hunters. You can’t imagine how relieved we were to hear you got away. We were starting to think we’d have to go and break you out of Stalikos somehow.”

      Radburn softly cleared his throat and nodded at Skiff’s parents, clutching his hat to his chest. “You ought to be proud of your daughter. Not only for being so successful with her mission . . . but for being a great help to our crew. A lot of people escaped the slavers because of her, and she wasn’t shy about stopping other bad folk as well.”

      “She never once let us down,” Daniel said. “Radburn’s right. You ought to be very proud.”

      James nodded. “We are. Even if the danger was more worrying than we thought.”

      “You will tell us everything, won’t you, Skiff?” her mother asked.

      “Of course I will,” the young woman replied, then looked at Daniel and Radburn again. “And you’re really not . . . upset with me?”

      “No,” Daniel answered. “At least not now that you’ve explained everything.”

      “Any of us would’ve kept that secret, same as you did,” Amos said. “Especially at the risk of losing memory. You don’t play with something like that.”

      Jasper nodded. “You did the right thing, Skiff.”

      A look of relief passed across the young woman’s face, but it was fast overtaken again by worry as she looked at the rest of the Colonists. “I hope you see it now. I wasn’t keeping secrets to make you crazy. I should never wish to make any of you anxious or upset. I respect you far too much for that. All of you.”

      “Don’t worry about us,” Jeremy said. “We wouldn’t be standing here now unless we had faith in you.”

      “Well said,” Seherene replied.

      The others nodded and voiced their agreement. All except Caradoc.

      Harriet looked at the Magisters with a touch of sorrow. “I’m only sorry Brannon couldn’t return with us.”

      “Yes, that is most unfortunate,” Drea answered. “But he knew the risks when he left, and we can say with certainty that he gave his life for a noble cause, which is as good an end as any of us might hope to make.”

      Skiff went to Caradoc and put a hesitant hand on his arm.

      “Please . . . don’t be angry. Even though I said you had every right to be.”

      He glanced away, considering the matter under a furrowed brow, wrestling with his answer. Finally, he replied with a short nod. “I suppose everyone was doing all they could. Especially you. But the most important question still remains. Can they really help?”

      Ink stepped towards the Magisters, with Archie following on his heels. “The fact is . . . he’s going through the Sundering.”

      This brought about an even greater shock than the news of the High Council’s fate. All three of their hosts turned ashen-colored, their faces struck with horror.

      Good. They’d heard of it. That would at least save them a little time.

      “Two hours have gone by,” Ink continued, “and there’s no telling when the next might strike. So whatever you can do to stop it, whatever there is to try, you’ve got to do it now.”

      “The first Keyholder who suffered it died before she could reach the Order,” Seherene said. “But you are obviously familiar with the condition. Have there been any other cases? Perhaps among the Keepers?”

      James shook his head, still looking stunned. “Not to our knowledge. As you say, we are indeed familiar with the Sundering, but only as a threat from Spektors desperate to flee confrontation.”

      “Are you certain of this?” Drea asked, almost fearful. “Are you absolutely certain it is the Sundering? Not some other scheme or contrivance?”

      Caradoc approached and handed her the Keyholder Book. “The first account of it is written here. Page twenty-eight to thirty-one.” He locked eyes with her. “We’re certain.”

      Drea took the book. “And the Key? Has it not aided you against it?”

      “It’s nearly impossible to use at this point. As if its power has been stolen away.”

      “This is very serious,” Leona said, touching Drea’s arm. “We should send for Ophira and Mellander at once, even if it interrupts their investigation. This takes precedence above all else.”

      “Agreed,” James said. “I’ll send a messenger to fetch them back.”

      Drea nodded. “Thank you, James. Yes, we must do everything we can. Put all our energies to the task.”

      James hurried from the room.

      “Then you do have an idea of how to counter it?” Harriet asked.

      “A few theories come to mind. But it must be said that no one knows of any definitive method of breaking a black spell. Especially one of this nature.”

      Caradoc turned from Drea and held Simon’s gaze. He was anxious, almost to the point of fear, but he broke through whatever struggle was ensnaring his resolve and finally spoke.

      “Show them.”

      Simon drew near to the two remaining Magisters. From where he stood, Ink couldn’t actually see what he pulled from his coat, but by the third round of alarm and dismay that shone through their eyes, he knew it was the scroll.

      “We found it in the Middling House,” Simon said, almost in a whisper. “We’ve done our best to keep it hidden, even from our own lips. We believe it contains something which might lead to the Mistress’s downfall.”

      Leona looked at Drea with wide eyes. “Can this be . . . ?”

      “It must.” Drea’s voice quivered. “These are runes of the First Language. God help us.”

      “You know it?” Caradoc asked.

      With shaking hands, she tucked the Keyholder Book under her arm, took the heavy scroll from Simon, and handed it to Leona.

      “Take it to the Archives, as quickly as you can. Lock it in the vault. No one else must know of this until Ophira arrives and decides what to do with it.”

      Leona wrapped the item within the folds of her cloak and rushed out of the Council House, almost in terror. Drea wrung her hands together and looked at Simon and Caradoc.

      “If that is what I believe it to be, we must wait for the Chief Magister’s return before discussing it further. But you were right to bring it here, and to treat it so cautiously.”

      “But we can’t wait!” Ink said, shattering the hushed quiet. “If it can stop the Sundering, we’ve got to open it now!”

      “It cannot be opened,” Drea replied. “Except by the Elders of the High Council.”

      “What?”

      “I dare not say more at present. But while it may very well prove to be a great weapon in our fight against the Mistress, I do not believe it can stop the Sundering.”

      Before a cloud of despair could descend on them all, Simon spoke again with a note of desperation in his voice.

      “We did have another idea. We thought to try summoning a Spektor. Force it to tell us how to put an end to this. Of course, some kind of restraining device would be needed. A few enchantments as well. But Skiff advised us to wait until we arrived here before trying it.”

      “Please,” Ink said to the Magister. “You’ve gotta give us some hope. Is there even the smallest chance it could work?”

      “You have better than a chance,” she replied, then looked at Caradoc. “It’s been done before.”
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            This Awful Time of Waiting
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      Drea led them outside and across the stone courtyard, where they met Leona emerging from a smaller building to the right of the Council House. From there, they turned towards the last structure in the row nearest to the occupied guard tower. Ink saw Drea exchange a nod with the cloaked woman inside, who looked down with an expression of worried curiosity.

      The feeling was entirely warranted. As soon as Ink set foot through the door, a chill ran down his spine.

      They were in a large open chamber with a very high ceiling. Unlit torches lined the stone walls. On one side of the room there were racks of blades, pikes, and maces. On the other was a set of tables covered with books, vials, and scientific instruments. A curious metal trough-like contraption ringed most of the perimeter, with only a gap at the main entrance. These things were odd enough, but it was the centerpiece which worried Ink most of all.

      It was a great cage made of silver. The bars were not straight but curved to the left at a prominent angle, twisting parallel to one another until they met at the very top. Every inch of the metal also appeared to be serrated, discouraging any attempt to get a hand or arm through in one piece. On the floor of the cage lay a pair of thick iron manacles. Ink also detected a very low humming sound, barely audible, but ebbing and rising like an invisible wave.

      “Bloody hell,” Chester said. “What’s all this?”

      “We call this place the Foundry,” Drea replied. “It is a training ground for Keepers, Keyholders, and Defenders. A place to test enchantments and exercise the power of the Auric Keys in relative safely.”

      “Relative,” Delia echoed in disbelief. “Meaning you a throw a Spektor into that cage and hope things don’t get too far out of hand?”

      “There are many precautions in place,” Leona said. “The cage itself is reinforced with enchantments. The manacles also contain traces of the same material used in the creation of the Auric Keys. It is this which keeps them in physical form as well. The channel you see circling the room is filled with oil and set alight to warn of approaching Spektors, which many Keepers watch for until the training is complete.”

      “Then you know how to summon them?” Seherene asked.

      Drea clasped her hands together and pursed her lips with an anxious air. “Unfortunately, the only way to lure one close enough is to tempt them with the promise of a potential victim. It requires a willing volunteer who must allow themselves to feel either hate or despair just long enough for one to appear.”

      As she spoke, Caradoc approached the cage and reached out a hand to the spiked silver bars. As soon as his finger touched the metal, a ripple of green, blue, and violet light shimmered across the entire cage.

      “Is that really the only way?” Harriet said to Drea. “Surely the risk is far greater than the reward.”

      “The disparity was not so broad when there were many Keyholders living in the village, with many Defenders to aid us. But as they left the island, the practice fell almost out of use.”

      “How long has it been since it was last done?” Margaret asked.

      “Almost twenty years now.”

      Ink felt another shiver of dread as his eyes fell on the cage again. He wondered if any volunteers had ever been lost to the practice, but he decided against asking when he realized he didn’t want to know.

      “I’ll do it.”

      Ink glanced back in shock as Evering took a step towards the cage. His fists were clenched and his jaw set, as if to assure himself of his own resolve.

      “I’ll do it,” he said again. “I’ll be the bait.”

      A chorus of protests rose, but he raised his hand against them.

      “I know what you’re all going to say! But it’s for the best. I’m not a very useful bloke. I’ve never had much to offer.”

      “Evering—” Harriet said.

      “No, let me say this! I’m not very clever. I’m not fast or strong. I can’t plan things. Can’t cook or sing or tie knots . . . or even climb a stupid mast.”

      “Stop this,” Delia warned.

      “I can’t even face a Spektor without losing my nerve. Even when I know they’re not allowed to hurt me.”

      “That’s difficult for us all,” Jeremy said.

      “Not for Ink. He’s always telling ‘em off, and he’s half my age. I’ve been thinking about this for a long time now. Ever since we saw Cassria set on fire. I can do it.”

      “No, Evering,” Martin said, his face flushed with anger. “That is out of the question.”

      “It’ll work.”

      “I don’t care if it will work! We are not using you as bait! We should never have considered this idea in the first place. The Spektors no longer care about what they’re ‘allowed’ to do, or they wouldn’t have killed Bash. Or hunted Ink. They’re not following the rules anymore. Which means the first one we try to capture will likely just slaughter us all without a second thought!”

      Evering jabbed his finger towards the floor. “If we don’t take the risk, we don’t stop the Sundering!”

      “What about . . . the item Caradoc found?” Harriet said. “Can’t we use that as the bait? If we announce to the Mistress we have it, she’s sure to send a Spektor to recover it.”

      “Once she knows, she’s sure to send the whole host of them,” Evering replied. “And then we’ve lost everything. Come on. We’ve got plenty of Defenders here. It’ll be as safe as we can make it. But we have to try everything.” He looked at Caradoc, who was still staring at the cage. “He’d do the same for me. For any one of us. And as it happens, I’ve got more than enough hate for a certain commissioner who ripped my world apart with a pistol.”

      “That may be,” Simon said, “but it doesn’t mean you should use it like this, Evering. It’s too dangerous. Better if it’s someone who already knows what to expect. Who’s been a Defender. I’ll do it.”

      “What? You?” Chester cried. “You’ve never hated anyone in your life!”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised, Captain.”

      “I’m doing this, Simon,” Evering said. “I told you, I’ve already decided on it!”

      “No,” Margaret said, surprising everyone with steel in her voice. “If anyone is doing this, it’s going to be me.”

      “What?” several voices cried out.

      She looked at Simon and Evering with eyes burning bright. “Your hate only brought you to the point of anger. Mine brought me to despair. Which makes me the best bait of all.”

      “Enough!” Delia cried, making the word echo off the very walls.

      The argument was silenced. Evering’s ears turned red.

      “There are two more Magisters on the way,” she said. “We will wait until they arrive and pray this entire idea can be avoided! Until then I don’t want to hear another word about who hates who more and why! It sickens me! As if things aren’t bad enough!”

      She turned and went to the door, shoved it open, and stalked outside without bothering to close it behind her again.

      “She’s right,” Jeremy said. “We ought to use it only as a last resort, and do all we can to think of an alternative.”

      Drea nodded. “Agreed. In the meantime . . . we must arrange for your accommodations. Leona can show you what houses you may choose from. I will arrange for the Keepers to bring your things from your ship and see that you have everything you need.”

      “The animals as well, ma’am?” Radburn asked. “We have a fairly sizeable herd of ‘em below decks.”

      “Yes, of course. We have plenty of room in our barns and stables. They will receive the very best care.” She clasped her hands behind her back and stepped closer to Seherene. “I can also appreciate how difficult it must be to trust such promises from complete strangers. But I swear to you now—as do my fellow Magisters—that we mean you no harm, have uttered no deceitful word, and never will.”

      She said this while gazing steadfastly at the Entress. Ink knew it was an invitation to test her sincerity, and Seherene affirmed it with a nod.

      “Thank you, Lady Drea.”

      Leona moved towards the door. “Come. You must all be very tired. We will bring you food and drink as well.”

      “I’ll go and see to that now,” Skiff said, following her outside.

      Chester jerked his head towards the door. “Come on, mates. Sharp’s the word and all that. We’ve spent enough time in here.”

      As the group slowly made for the exit, Evering, Simon, and Margaret glanced at one another with questions in their eyes. Ink tailed behind reluctantly, unwilling to leave Caradoc, who was still standing at the cage. Drea had also turned her gaze on him.

      Seherene went to him and put a hand on his arm.

      “Are you all right?” she asked softly.

      His eyes remained fixed on the bars, staring as though his thoughts had sent him a thousand miles away. At Seherene’s touch, he blinked and shook his head.

      “I have this strange feeling,” he answered, so quiet that Ink could hardly hear. “Like I’ve seen this place before. This cage. And there are . . . whispers coming from it. But no words I can understand.”

      “Remnants,” Drea said, “of old enchantments set there long ago.”

      “This is a lot to take in, I know,” Seherene said to him. “Maybe you should stay and talk with Drea. The rest of us will take care of getting settled in.”

      He nodded.

      Ink left the Foundry with Seherene and followed the others down into the village. By then, James had returned from his task and joined the group as well. As they went along, he and Leona told them some of its history, pointing out notable areas and answering whatever questions the others asked. Ink tried to listen, but he couldn’t help glancing back towards the Ecclesium, wondering if he should have stayed.

      Because of the Order’s dwindling population, many houses stood empty, and the Colonists had their pick of these. They were all very spacious and tidy. Some had views of the mountains, others of the cove and the headlands surrounding it. There were enough options that they could have had one each to themselves if they’d wanted. In the end, however, they chose to stay in the same house, with the women taking the spacious second story quarters and the men settling on the ground floor. It seemed that no one was very keen on splitting up, even after such a long time at sea together.

      They met several Keepers, all of whom were friendly and eager to help, and who were awed by the presence of a real live Keyholder in Westbourne again. They were full of questions, but they also knew better than to demand too much of their new guests so soon. The Colonists themselves split their duties between getting settled in the house, unloading their most important belongings from the ship, and seeing that the animals were properly bedded down in their new accommodations.

      Once James and Leona saw to it that things were well underway, they hurried back to the Ecclesium.
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      As night fell, Ink decided to make his way back to the Council House. Archie trotted beside him, wagging his tail as if he was happy to simply be near. Ink shoved his hands into his pockets as he walked along the main road. His stomach grumbled but he paid it no mind. He couldn’t think of food now, despite the grand dinner Skiff had arranged for them. The Keepers he passed smiled and greeted him. He nodded, but couldn’t bring himself to return the smiles.

      Once he reached the hill, he began to climb the steep steps but stopped halfway and sat down instead. He’d meant to find Caradoc again, to be as near as he could in case the ticking noise returned, but he realized the Keyholder was likely still in private conversation with the Magisters and that they would probably ask him to leave. Anyway, this was close enough to raise a warning if the worst happened.

      He shifted around until he found a comfortable position, then leaned back and rested his elbows on the step behind. The moon was rising above the cove, making the water glow. The sky was still purple in the West, while the eastern half teemed with countless stars. Ink tipped his hat back on his brow and gazed at them, wishing he’d brought his binoculars. He had spied shooting stars through them sometimes, even stars of different colors, flashing red and blue and purple.

      Craning his neck further, he glanced over his shoulder at the guard towers on the top of the hill. A light burned in the one nearest the Foundry. The other was dark. Ink guessed that both would’ve been occupied had it not been for the Order’s recruiting problems.

      He glanced down at Archie. The dog had settled on the step beside him—turned length-wise in order to fit properly. His tail began to wag as he perceived his master’s attention.

      “You know,” Ink said to him. “That guard up there? They wouldn’t let me this near if they knew about me. What I’ve done. You probably wouldn’t let me near, either.”

      The dog’s rump continued to wiggle, his large eyes filling with something of an inquisitive expression. Ink doffed his hat and ran a hand through his hair.

      “By rights, I ought to be put in that cage. Forced to blab everything I know. I mean . . . what if all the answers we need are in the Wickwire Watch? What if these Magister people would know what to do with it?” He scoffed. “Then why don’t I be a man and just tell ‘em, eh? Why not?”

      He glanced down at Westbourne. Lights twinkled in the windows. Someone walked a mule towards the stables. Shadows strolled along the brook, pausing to gaze at the water. He looked at the sleepy black dog again.

      “I’ll tell you a secret . . . if you tell me one.”

      He leaned close to the dog and tilted his ear towards him. After a moment, he sat straight again and clicked his tongue.

      “I knew it! I knew Blackwood was a vampire! No, really! I did! Well, it is sort of obvious if you think about it. Blimey, all you gotta do is look at him.” He twisted his mouth. “So now it’s my turn, is it?”

      He sighed, then glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to hear.

      “Well, the truth is . . . I ain’t never had any real friends before. Didn’t see the point, ‘specially ‘cause other people were so boring and stupid.” He scratched his head and gestured towards the village with his hat. “But then I got mixed up with all of them. And we’ve been through a whole lot together. Had crazy adventures. Seen strange things and weird places. Met some decent people, but a few really bad ones, too. Dangerous, even. And the awful thing is . . . I’m one of ‘em, Archie.”

      A tear came to his eye, which he quickly brushed away.

      “I’m one of the bad ones. I’m . . . I’m Marlas. I’m Bill. Kingsley and Blackwood. Even that filthy little weasel, Frederick Coram. I used that stupid watch ‘cause I thought it would get me what I wanted, and I didn’t care about the cost, which makes me just as low as all those other slimy rats. Blimey, my own granddad’s even a Spektor. If that’s not a clear sign, I don’t know what is. I’ve even stopped having nightmares about my parents, which must mean I don’t care about ‘em any more. So you see . . . what Pallaton said is true. I don’t belong here with them. They’re honest and kind and brave. I tried to tell ‘em. Tried to warn Simon and Delia that I’m no good. But they don’t believe me.”

      The dog laid his head on his paws and let out a contented sigh with a sleepy blink of his eyelids. The wagging tail had slowed but not stopped. Ink shook his head.

      “You don’t believe me, either. But that don’t mean it’s not true. I just keep remembering their faces. How sad they got whenever we’d run into a bad one. How angry and upset they were. How much it hurt ‘em. That’s the worst one, you know—hurt. And that’s why I can’t tell ‘em about the watch. About any of it. I just . . . I couldn’t bear it if they ever looked at me like that. I think it would . . . break my heart forever.”

      He wiped at his eye again. He felt foolish. Pathetic. But relieved. He’d never said the words out loud before. He’d hardly dared to even think of them. Now, it felt as though a bit of weight had lifted from him. A very, very little bit. But there was relief all the same.

      It was then Ink noticed a pair of shadows moving towards the hill. When they got to the base of the stairs, he saw it was Margaret and Jeremy, talking together and glancing up at him. He quickly wiped his sleeve across his face a few more times, then sat up straighter. Archie raised his head as they approached, his tail wagging again.

      “Hullo,” Ink said.

      Jeremy smiled at him. “Hey there, Ink. We were wondering where you’d gone.”

      “Standing guard?” Margaret asked.

      Ink shrugged. “Somebody’s gotta do it. Most of these High Order people never even saw a Spektor before. They don’t know what they’re up against.”

      Jeremy settled on the step beside Archie and scratched behind his ear. “Well, I’m happy to report all’s well down below. The animals are settled. The ship is secured. The Keepers are even planning on making us a new mainmast.”

      “You think we’ll be leaving soon?” Ink asked.

      “I’d be surprised if we did,” Margaret replied, sitting beside him. “I think we could be here for quite a while. Have to admit, I’m glad of it, too. Not only to be back on solid ground, but in such a place as this. Just look at that view. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

      As Ink looked out over the cove again, a distinctive moo sounded over the village.

      “Was that Nyssa?” he asked.

      Jeremy chuckled. “I think it was. She was happier than anyone to be off that ship. As soon as we got to the pastures, she ran straight out to the middle like she was home at long last. I would almost call it skipping if cows could skip.”

      “It’s a fantastic place for the horses as well,” Margaret said. “Harriet’s already got her eye on several riding routes. Jasper, too.”

      They fell quiet again, gazing out over the village. A few minutes later, a Keeper came by to light the torches posted along the curving stairs. He tipped his hat to them and wished them a good evening, to which Jeremy and Margaret responded in kind. Ink still didn’t feel like being cordial to strangers.

      “That’s the King,” Jeremy said solemnly, watching the man as he returned to the village.

      Ink and Margaret exchanged a puzzled glance.

      “The what?” Ink said.

      “Milton. The Radish King. I met him earlier.”

      “Radishes?” Margaret said.

      “Yeah. He grows ‘em. Huge ones. He told me people call him the Radish King.”

      She began to laugh, unable to help herself. Ink snickered.

      “What’s so funny?” Jeremy asked.

      “You said that so seriously. The King,” Ink said, mimicking his solemn tone of voice.

      “I was all set to present myself and curtsey,” Margaret added.

      Jeremy smiled. “Anyway, I told him I was something of a gardener myself. Thought maybe I could help him out. Make myself useful.”

      “Yeah,” Ink said, “but did you tell him you were a fugitive gardener? He might not want your help, then. They might not want any of us.”

      “No, this is different. These people get to hear our account of the story first. And they have no stake in it. No reason not to believe us. I think they’ll be on our side.”

      “Not least of all because we’ve got a Keyholder with us,” Margaret said. She looked out over the bay, then leaned her arms on her drawn-up knees with a quiet sigh. “Oh, that makes him sound like a trophy or a prize. I don’t mean it that way.”

      Ink nodded. “We know.”

      A night gull soared overhead, wheeling towards the bay and passing beneath the moonlight like a glimmer of silver. They watched until it was out of sight. Archie sunk his head onto his paws again, nearly pressing his nose against Ink’s leg. A warm breeze swept across the steps, making the torchlights flutter.

      Margaret rubbed her arms. “It’s awful, isn’t it? This time of waiting? Nothing to do but sit around hoping for a good word.”

      “It’s nice to have distractions at a time like this,” Jeremy said. “Little projects to do. Plans to make. I think that’s why Caradoc never stopped doing chores on the ship.”

      Margaret brushed a blonde hair from her brow. “Maybe I should see if the village is in need of a gambling house. Get a few tables set up. A nice little bar. What do you think?”

      She glanced down at Ink, whose brow was wrinkled in worry.

      “It’s not me, is it?” he asked.

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      “Back there. In the Foundry. You said you hated someone.”

      “Oh, Ink.” She put her arm around him. “I should never have blurted it out like that. It was foolish of me. Of course it’s not you. I could never hate you. I was thinking of a very bad man, very far away. As a matter of fact, I don’t even know if he’s still alive, but he’s certainly not you.”

      “Whatever made you think that, Ink?” Jeremy asked.

      “I dunno. Sometimes people don’t say how they really feel about each other, so I figured I’d ask.”

      Margaret exchanged a knowing glance with Jeremy, then squeezed Ink’s shoulder. “You’re wise beyond your years, Mr. Featherfield. Do you know that?”

      “I know.”

      Her smile faded. “I don’t suppose either of you happens to know who Simon meant. I can’t imagine him hating anyone. It’s not like him at all.”

      Jeremy shook his head. “Afraid I don’t.”

      Ink remained silent. He’d sworn during the Secret Game not to say anything about the professor who’d tortured the poor man, and he would do his best not to break that oath.

      Fortunately, Margaret had little time to read into his silence, for the next moment a strange sound drew their attention towards the East. It was a great trumpeting cry, mixed with a roar or a groan, loud but distant, echoing through the mountains. Even Archie raised his head and cocked an ear towards it.

      “What the devil was that?” Margaret said.

      “Skiff said there was all kinds of creatures on that side of the island,” Ink replied. “Maybe that was one of ‘em.”

      “Well, let’s hope it stays on that side. I certainly shouldn’t like to meet it in person.”

      “Ah! Here you all are!”

      They glanced down to see Chester climbing the stairs. Evering followed close behind with his shoulders hunched up around his ears.

      “Did you all hear that sound?” he said. “Like some bloody great dragon?”

      “We heard it,” Margaret replied.

      “I’m telling you, Evering, it wasn’t a dragon,” Chester said. “Just some ornery moose or bear or sea lion—far, far away. So just relax, will you? Hey! Look here, mates!” With a flourish, he reached into his pocket and produced a tobacco pipe.

      “So you didn’t leave it behind!” Ink cried.

      “No! Just got it mixed up with some of the Plumsleys’ things! Those Keepers are splendid people. Splendid! I told them I’d buy them all a round of ale if they came across it while we were shifting our gear. But seeing as they don’t make any here, I’m off the hook!”

      “No ale?” Margaret said.

      “A bit of whiskey and wine were all I could ferret out. The whiskey’s all right but the wine . . . well, that could use some work, putting it politely.”

      “Shh!” The sound came from Jeremy, who leaned forward and laid a hand on Chester’s shoulder to reinforce the command. He nodded towards the village. “Look down there.”

      At first, all they could see was a mass of flames hovering in the air, streaming out from the houses and gathering together as they moved up the main road. As they came nearer, Ink saw that it was a large group of people carrying candles. When they reached the base of the hill, they began to break off into groups of two and three, each choosing a spot near the steps but never directly in front of them. As the Colonists watched, a woman with a long braid approached the stairs and looked up at them with a gentle smile.

      “I hope we’re not disturbing you,” she said. “We’d like to hold a vigil for the Keyholder. At least one member of every household will pray here, at all times of the day and night, until he is delivered.”

      Margaret tried to smile in return. “That’s lovely. Thank you.”

      The woman nodded, then returned to her group.

      “He’s not dying, you know,” Evering said in a low voice, sounding resentful. “They’re acting like he’s dying.”

      “He’s not altogether well, either,” Jeremy replied. “They just want to do something to help, same as the rest of us.”

      Chester raised an eyebrow. “Someone told me that few people from this generation of Keepers have even seen a Keyholder before. This is quite special for them.”

      Evering scoffed. “I still can’t believe a place like this actually exists. And all this time! If we’d known about it from the beginning, we could’ve come straight here after Marlas told everyone we were murderers. We could have had peace. Safety. And not lost so many people.”

      “That’s true,” Jeremy replied. “But then we wouldn’t have met so many new friends, either.”

      “And saved lives in the bargain,” Margaret said. “I’m fairly certain I’d be dead by now if you lot hadn’t come along in time.”

      Ink fidgeted with his hat. “Me as well. The Spektor in that lake was ready to rip my head off.”

      Chester snorted. “And Sarah would’ve had to marry that Pallaton creep. Which, as I understand it, would’ve been bad enough even without him being Spektor-ized.” He puffed on his pipe and blew out a stream of smoke. “You know what else makes my head spin? How dear old Bash found out about this place before we did. Or found out its name, at least. It was in his research, remember? ‘If all else fails, seek Arravantis’.”

      “I remember,” Ink said. “I think he must have heard it from the Spektor in his house, without knowing exactly what it meant. Or else he would’ve given us more helpful directions.”

      “Yes, that’s true. Well, at any rate, I’m glad we’re here now, even if it did take a while. I don’t think my stomach could have handled much more of the sea life.”

      Margaret smirked at him. “I thought you’d gotten over that. Weren’t you cured on Blackwood’s ship?”

      “I was drunk on Blackwood’s ship, so much that I didn’t know whether the consequent spewing was alcohol-related or motion-related. But it made a good cover all the same. It wouldn’t do to have the great Sidas Ramm turning green at the sight of waves, after all.”

      As he spoke, Ink noticed another group approaching the stairs, but carrying no candles. When they came into the torchlight, he saw it was the rest of the Colonists. As soon as they had joined them on the steps, Martin nodded at the Keepers.

      “What’s this? A vigil?”

      “Yes,” Jeremy replied. “They showed up just before you did.”

      “Surprised to see you here, though,” Evering said. “I thought you’d all gone to bed.”

      Harriet nodded, leaning on her cane. The long walks between the ship and the stables had roused her old leg injury awake. “We gave it a good try. But it was no use in the end.”

      “Has there been any word?” Seherene asked. “Any news?”

      Ink shook his head. “I think the only people who’ve come out of there were the ones who brought them dinner a few hours ago.”

      Delia sat on the step beside Evering. “Well . . . we obviously can’t spend all night lying on the doorstep waiting for something to happen. And the house they’ve given us is perfectly lovely, it’s just . . . too far away.”

      “I can talk to the Magisters,” Skiff said. “They might let us bed down in the temple. The outer chamber is big enough to hold us all.”

      Chester raised an eyebrow. “Sleep in a temple? Are you sure?”

      “Well, they’re using the Council House. The Archives are too small. And I’m sure no one wants to go into the Foundry again. I’m sure they won’t mind. Just give me two minutes.”

      She bounded up the stairs and away towards the Council House.

      Simon nodded at Chester. “What wrong there, Captain? Don’t like the idea of spending the night in a temple?”

      “It does bring a spot of worry to mind, yes. With my record, I’m liable to turn into a pile of cinders soon as I set foot through the door.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s not true,” Harriet said. “But even if it is, at least you’ll keep the room nice and warm.”

      Chester leaned back with a hand on his heart, feigning offense. “And what was that, Mrs. Whistler? A joke at my expense? My, how things have changed!”

      She smiled. “I thought I’d give it a try for once.”

      “Well it was very good. You should keep it up.”

      “Come on,” Martin said, reaching down to help Chester to his feet. “We’ll go and have a look at the place before stepping inside. You’ll see it’s not so frightening.”

      As the group started up the steps, Chester glanced down at Ink beside him.

      “Hey . . . d’you think I’ll be allowed to smoke in there?”

      “Dunno. I’ve never been inside one myself.”

      Chester raised an eyebrow and turned to his left. “Sarah?”

      “I would say probably not,” the Entress answered with a smirk.

      “Damn!” He winced, then raised a hand towards Heaven. “I mean, uh . . . that’s, uh . . . unfortunate. But I’ll get by! Don’t you worry! This is not a problem!”

      Ink imagined God smiling and shaking his head.
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      The Magisters agreed to Skiff’s proposal and arranged for the Keepers to bring as many mattresses, blankets, and pillows as they could carry. The Colonists stood in the courtyard while the makeshift quarters were furnished. Ink couldn’t help but glance at the lighted windows of the Council House every so often. He wondered how much longer Caradoc would be in there. Perhaps they had already found an answer to the Sundering.

      “Ink.”

      Someone touched his shoulder. It was Delia, who then beckoned him away from the rest of the group. He followed her to where Simon stood. Archie scampered behind.

      Ink frowned at them. “What’s wrong? Is something wrong?”

      “No, nothing’s wrong,” Simon replied. “We just wanted to talk about . . .” He threw a furtive glance at the others before continuing. “Your granddad.”

      “We started thinking about how that cage might’ve made you feel,” Delia said. “And all that talk about trapping and imprisoning. Simon and I have agreed not to involve your grandfather in any of this—for your sake. We don’t want things to be harder on you than they already are.”

      “Oh. Well . . . thanks.”

      “And you will tell us if you see him again? If there’s any sign at all?” Simon asked. “We don’t want you facing him alone. Not if it can be helped.”

      Ink nodded. “I’ll tell you. I promise.”

      But even as the words left his mouth, he knew he didn’t mean them.
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      Ink wasn’t sure what to expect inside a temple, but he soon found there was nothing worrying about it. The chamber was very large and boasted a high-vaulted ceiling fitted with arched windows. Moonlight flooded the room, bathing the marble floor and fluted pillars in soft blue light. A large metal brazier sat in the center of the room and filled the air with the scent of woodsmoke as the fire crackled inside. The Keepers had brought so many cushions, mattresses, and pillows that Ink couldn’t even feel the hard floor beneath. All in all, it was a pleasant place.

      Chester, as evidenced by a familiar snoring sound, was one of the first to fall asleep. Most were still too restless to do so. Evering and Jasper sat up talking a little ways away. Harriet, Martin, and Simon toured the chamber in a slow circle, inspecting the many elaborate tapestries on the walls. Across from the main entrance was a carved door leading to the inner sanctuary. Skiff and Delia had both gone inside a few minutes ago, whether to pray or to simply look around, Ink didn’t know.

      He stared up at the ceiling for a while, gazing between the stars and the intricate patterns made by the ceramic tiling. Archie had curled up at the foot of the mattress. The sound of crickets and the occasional cry of a night bird drifted in through a side door which led out to a curving porch. An involuntary sigh escaped his lips, of what he wasn’t sure. Relief? Worry? Pure exhaustion? Probably a combination.
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      It was midnight when Ink awoke with a start. The moon was now peering straight down through the upper windows, so bright he was sure it was to blame for stirring him. He rubbed a hand across his face. No. That wasn’t it. He’d had a nightmare. Something about shadows and whispers that turned into screams. And that cage in the Foundry. He’d been inside it, manacled and surrounded by featureless faces thrusting torches through the bars.

      Ink threw off his blanket and sat up. Everyone else was asleep. The fire in the brazier burned at half strength now but the room was still plenty warm. He pulled on his boots and made his way to the side door. Archie popped up at once to follow him.

      Outside, Ink discovered that the curving porch turned into a sort of pier which stretched out over a stream and ended at a small gazebo. It was a quaint structure with a multi-tiered roof patterned after broad leaves. Lanterns hung from it, flickering brightly over the water and revealing the presence of three people inside. Ink started towards it, hearing their voices as he approached.

      “It’s all very impressive,” a man was saying, “but I wonder if your defenses are really strong enough to ward off an Entrian army. You’re not even using gunpowder.”

      “I admit we’re a little behind the times,” a young woman answered. “All right, maybe a lot behind. But hopefully no army will be tempted to even look this way, especially with the enchantments in place.”

      “I hope you’re right,” another woman said. “But when it comes to war, I don’t think we can rely on anything as a certainty. A few weeks ago, I would have laughed at the idea of someone in the East Country owning a fleet of submersibles. Now I can only wish it had been a joke.”

      Ink saw the three speakers clearly as he turned onto the pier and stepped out over the stream. Radburn sat puffing on his pipe on the low bench which curved along the inside of the carved railing. Skiff sat opposite him, stretched out as if she intended to sleep there for the night. Seherene was also present, perched atop the broad railing itself and half turned to the starlit mountains behind her.

      “Master Featherfield,” Radburn said to him with a nod.

      “Hey, Ink.” Skiff sat up, then leaned towards the ground with her hand outstretched. “Hey, Archie! Hey, boy!”

      The dog trotted up to her and licked her hand.

      “Everything all right?” Seherene asked.

      Ink shrugged. “Been having a lot of peculiar dreams tonight.”

      Skiff looked up at him again. “What kind of dreams?”

      “Nothing worth mentioning. It’s probably just being in new surroundings that’s got my brain all mixed up. Either that or the million questions I have about this place.”

      “Well, go ahead and ask,” Seherene said. “Skiff’s an open book now.”

      Radburn smiled. “We’ve been interrogating her all night. Amos and Jasper were out here ‘til they couldn’t keep their eyes open anymore.”

      “I don’t mind, Ink,” Skiff said.

      “Well . . . then how ‘bout your name, for a start? It can’t really be ‘Skiff’, can it?”

      “That started off as a nickname I got as a child, spending a lot of my time around the fishing boats down in the bay. I didn’t care so much about the fishing, but I’d pester everyone all day about the boats. How the oars worked, and the tillers and sails and all that. The older I got, the more I made people stick to the name, since my real one was so horrible.”

      “How horrible?” Seherene asked.

      Skiff rolled her eyes. “Hortensia.”

      Ink snickered. She gestured at him.

      “That’s it exactly. My mother’s the only one who still uses that name. Mostly whenever I get into trouble.”

      “You must be glad to have your parents back again,” Seherene said. “And they you. Two years away is a long time.”

      “It did feel very long. But I was fortunate, really, compared with the rest of you. Two years is nothing like ten.”

      “I have another question,” Radburn said. “What’s the story with these flags? The symbol on ‘em?” He pointed with his pipe towards the banner atop the Council House.

      “That’s the mark of the High Order. The shape itself is patterned after the first Auric Key ever made.”

      “It’s the same symbol as the one on your forehead, isn’t it?” Ink asked, sitting beside her on the bench.

      “Yes. All Keepers have them. It’s a sign of our personal commitment. A literal mark of our vows. But you have to fully understand what it means. Children aren’t allowed to get them, for example. Not until they turn sixteen.”

      “So what if a child grows up and decides he wants a different life?” Radburn asked. “Wants to see what the rest of the world has to offer?”

      “Anyone is free to leave Arravantis at any time. No one is ever pressured to join the Order. We don’t want anyone in our ranks who’s not willing to serve with their whole heart. But the difficulty with leaving is the cost.”

      “Bewilderment,” Seherene said. “You take their memory of this place.”

      “Yes.”

      Ink frowned. “But what about the people? Family and friends they’re leaving behind?”

      “They might remember faces,” Skiff replied. “Small, unconnected details, perhaps. But they won’t seem any more real than a distant dream.”

      “Blimey,” Ink said. “So not only do they lose a whole lifetime, but they can never come back to it, either.” He looked at her again in alarm. “Is that what’s going to happen to us?”

      Skiff tried to smile reassuringly, but there was worry behind it. “That will be for the Magisters to decide.”

      Seherene turned her gaze towards the village with a wry smile. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a post office here, do you?”

      “We used to use messenger birds to contact the High Council. The notes were written in a secret code that only the three Elders knew. I suppose we could still use them. But anything you wrote would likely go straight to your mother.”

      “I figured as much,” Seherene said. “Well, there’s no point sending my account of events to her. She’d only feed it to the fire, like everything else she disapproves of. But that begs the question . . . you’ve all gone to such extraordinary lengths to protect this place, and no one could deny it’s been effective. But the Spektors know of it, which means the Mistress must as well. Has she never tried to plague or persecute you?”

      Skiff’s usual spritely energy was dimmed by a look of disquiet.

      “She’s tried, of course. Others know better than me exactly how. But . . . we’ve endured.”

      Ink shifted uncomfortably, then patted the bench beside him with an encouraging word to Archie. The dog leapt up between him and Skiff and settled down, desperately tired but insistent on keeping an eye on his master in case he should move off again. A thoughtful silence fell on the group, each finding a spot in the distance to gaze at while the thoughts and questions continued to swirl in their minds. After a while, Radburn took a little piece of whalebone from his pocket and tamped down the tobacco in his pipe.

      “You know,” he said with a soft smile, “when you get to be as old as me, you think you’ve seen it all. You think you’ve got most of the world figured out. People, too. You’ve accepted what is and done away with the rest.” He glanced at Skiff. “I thought I’d die in that boathouse. Either of a heart attack or a slaver’s gun, like Tompkins and Brannon. But here I am. Sitting in the heart of a secret island governed by a secret order, mysteries ‘round every corner, and the whole of the Spirit World yawning open around us.” He chuckled. “By the saints. Sometimes I wonder if I haven’t dreamed it all up myself.”

      “You’re a credit to us all, Mr. Radburn,” Seherene said. “I don’t think any of us took the news half so well when we first heard it. I’ve seen people do desperate things to convince themselves not to believe.”

      He shrugged a thin shoulder. “Well . . . when it comes down to it, I figure I’d rather have sight than go about blind. Even if the views are sometimes hard to take.”

      Ink frowned as he remembered the words of the Spektor in Ban-Geren. His eyes have been opened. And so they had. But would he have chosen to see the truth if he’d known what would happen? Where it would lead? Not the old Ink. The old Ink would never have gotten involved in such things. He’d probably still be in the North Country somewhere, half-starving as he staggered from one town to the next. Of course, that also meant the Spektors wouldn’t have gone after him. He’d never have opened his big mouth and named Caradoc as his enemy, and bound himself to the infernal Wickwire Watch.

      But then . . . he would have lost his chance to drift through the clouds on a moving village. He wouldn’t have sailed through pirate-infested waters, or leapt aboard an airship, or looked into Otherworlds. The old Ink might have avoided all dangers, but the new Ink realized he was lucky to have faced them, since no other route would have led him here.

      If only Caradoc wasn’t in danger. If only he could be all right again. Then they could finally have peace. They could be happy in this place. He glanced back at the Council House. The lights still burned in the windows.

      Radburn shifted forward, resting an arm on his knee as he glanced at Seherene. “You planning on trying to sleep tonight?”

      She, too, had been staring at the Council House. “Not particularly. But I don’t mean to keep the rest of you from bed. It must be very late by now.”

      “I’m not tired,” Skiff replied.

      “Me neither,” Ink said.

      Radburn tilted the bowl of his pipe and glanced down at it. “I’ve still got some baccy left. Can’t let it go to waste.”

      The Entress looked between the three of them, as if trying to make up her mind about something. Eagerly, she stepped down from the railing and sat on the bench next to Radburn.

      “In that case, I have a question for you, Mr. Radburn. Something I’ve been wondering about for a while. You and Daniel knew Isaac long before I did. When he was in his twenties, I believe.”

      “That’s right.”

      “And what was he like back then?”

      Radburn began his reply with a short laugh, which made the other three smile.

      “Not too different than he is now. Stubborn. Tough. Hard-working. Reckless enough to keep getting himself into trouble, but clever enough to get out of it again. Back when we were simple smugglers, he was always determined to see a shipment get through, no matter the danger. He’d come up with these crazy ideas on how to dodge or outrun patrol ships. Once, when our clipper was being repaired, he even managed to get himself hired onto a pirate crew and hide our goods in the cargo hold ‘til we could hand ‘em off to the right merchant.” He shifted the pipe in his mouth with a wry smile. “I thought for sure he’d be discovered and get his throat cut. But as it turned out, he blended in so well with the pirates they never gave him a second glance.”

      Skiff laughed. “Well, that explains why his Sidas Ramm performance was so realistic! He was drawing on previous experience!”

      “Was he that good at it?” Seherene asked.

      “He was,” Radburn replied. “He actually made Daniel jump halfway out of his boots one time. I saw it.” He shifted on the bench and stretched his long legs across the gazebo floor. “The other thing that sticks out in my mind about him . . . was how curious he was. Always asking questions about everything and everyone. I told him it would get him in serious trouble one day, but he just said, ‘Oh, I’m always ready for trouble, Radburn. Don’t you worry.’” He pushed the round rims of his spectacles further up the bridge of his nose. “I remember the last time I saw him as a young man, the day he rushed back home to see his father. I had a bad feeling about his leaving but nothing to found it on. Sure enough, he gets arrested and thrown up in front of the court. I was praying they wouldn’t send him to Talas. They didn’t usually punish simple smugglers that way. But then the word ‘treason’ started coming up, and arguments about him breaking trade sanctions and all that. And him not saying a word about the others he worked with. Then it was Talas for sure.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Ink asked.

      Radburn nodded. “The entire place is set into a huge chasm that formed when an earthquake split the cliff face a long time ago. They put the offices on the surface, but the cells are beneath the earth, all the way down to the Talas Sea. You move about by these narrow stairs and ledges they cut into the rock, with only a rope on one side to hold yourself steady. If you’re lucky, you get a cell in one of the upper levels. They get fed first. Have a decent breeze for ventilation and such. Probably even a view of the sky. But it’s worse the further down you go. The water in that chasm starts to stink, especially in the summer. In spring, the high winds make it impossible to sleep. The bottommost level is for the most serious offenders. It’s not uncommon there for high tide to bring the sea right into your cell, and sickness and disease along with it.”

      Seherene gazed at him in concern. “You talk as though you’ve been there yourself.”

      He sat back against the bench. “I worked there three years as a younger man.”

      “What?” Skiff said. “You never told us that.”

      “I’ve never really wanted to talk about it. I still go back there sometimes, in dreams. Most of the time it’s those bridges I see. The ones they built connecting the two sides of the chasm. Those were always popular spots for jailers to play games. They’d hang prisoners over the side by their wrists or feet. Or force them to stand at the very edge all night so that if they got tired they’d risk plummeting down into the freezing water.”

      “Don’t they try to escape that way?” Ink asked. “Seems to me like someone would risk diving into the water the first chance they get.”

      “Aye, some do. But most don’t survive. They hit their head on the rocks or freeze to death. Besides that, you’ve got to be strong enough to swim the proper distance not to be caught again, and most are too weak for that. Far too weak. But there’s always someone willing to try. One of my duties was to go down in a rowboat and collecting the ones that floated back up to the surface. I only ever knew of one escape attempt that actually proved a success.”

      Skiff sat forward. “How’d they manage it?”

      The old man looked to the mountains, the moonlight showing every line and wrinkle in his weathered face. His pipe had gone out, but he didn’t seem interested in reviving it.

      “I don’t like going into the details,” he finally replied. “But there were these two prisoners who got bullied and roughed up more than any of the others. Treated like the lowest of animals. I don’t know why exactly. But one day, I saw my chance to do something about it. I got ‘em down to one of the rowboats late one night, hid ‘em as best as I could, then rowed like the Devil was after us. I figured the East Country was our best chance to disappear. I stayed with the two fellows ‘til I felt they could take care of themselves, then went off to start a new life for myself. Ran into the smuggling crew a few weeks later.”

      Seherene looked at him in awe. “Few others would have had the courage to do what you did. Not to mention the compassion. Were the wardens not aware of what was going on? Did no one ever send a complaint to the Assembly?”

      “I don’t think it was common knowledge,” Radburn answered. “But even if it were, I doubt the Assembly would intervene. They don’t much care about prisoners so long as they’re out of sight and not causing further trouble. The wardens are very much the same way.”

      “They should try it themselves a little while. See how they like it,” Ink said. “I bet they wouldn’t last one day before crying to get out.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Radburn said. “But in my experience, it makes things worse to get the higher-ups involved. Especially politicians.”

      “Why do you say that?” Skiff asked.

      The old sailor scratched his stubbled jaw. “Well . . . I ran into an old workmate of mine several years ago. He told me about this secret order that came down from the Assembly. From Commissioner Marlas, in fact. It was supposed to be off the records, but my mate overheard one of the wardens gabbing about it. It was a directive to start gathering people up from hospitals and infirmaries and bringing ‘em all to Talas.”

      “What?” Seherene said. “On what grounds?”

      “Being Colonist-sympathizers. At first they were only to be questioned as suspects, but I guess Marlas started feeling so much pressure from the Assembly—and from the public being so up-in-arms about Damiras—that he changed his mind and just had ‘em all convicted.”

      The Entress put a hand to her brow. “Saints above.”

      “That’s horrible!” Skiff cried. “And everyone just let him do it?”

      A touch of sadness came to Radburn’s eyes. “You weren’t on the mainland then, Skiff. Those first few years after the massacre, you could get arrested simply for looking at a constable the wrong way. Everyone was afraid. Acting out of anger and panic. There were family members who went to Talas or the Great Hall to protest for their loved ones, but they were shut up quickly enough, and after a while it was like nothing had ever happened. At least to those who hadn’t lost anyone.”

      “Mr. Radburn,” Ink said, his heart nearly leaping out of his chest. “How long ago was this? Do you remember?”

      “About six years, I think.”

      “Did your friend say if anyone came from Green Glade? Green Glade Sanatorium? Did any prisoners come from there? Any at all?”

      “Well, he didn’t mention any places by name, but I’m sure there were. They came from all over. No clinic was safe. Not even the smallest ones.”

      Ink looked at Seherene, who met his gaze with a knowing and equally astonished look. It was unbelievable. All this time, thinking his parents were still in a hospital somewhere. All those years he might have spent looking in the wrong places. And they had been taken to Talas. Talas! It was horrible! His stomach churned at the thought, but his heart also rose with hope and joy. It was far more than a hint. Far more than a clue. For the first time in his life, he had a lead! A good, solid lead! He could almost laugh for delight!

      “Well,” Seherene said, still looking at Ink, her eyes bright with shared excitement and determination. “That is something we’ll have to address at the first opportunity.”
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      They stayed another half hour in the gazebo, the conversation turning to other subjects. Ink hardly said another word. He could think of nothing else but what Radburn had revealed. Think and hope—with all his might, every fiber of his being—that his parents had survived their captivity.

      When Skiff and Radburn finally stood to go to bed, Skiff promised to ask the Magisters to examine Blackwood’s bracelet as soon possible. Seherene thanked her but didn’t look particularly hopeful. Not even the Magisters knew how to break a black spell, after all.

      Once they said goodnight and retreated to the temple, the Entress gave Ink an encouraging smile. “Oh, Ink. What news! Of course it’s a terrible circumstance. I might have known Marlas would stoop to something so low. But now we know where to look!”

      “Yes. Finally some useful information.”

      Her smile faded as she marked his downcast expression. “So what’s wrong? We have everything we need! I can ask the Magisters for permission to leave the island and return with them!”

      “But you’re forgetting. Wanted criminals can’t just waltz into Talas. Not even you.”

      “Then we’ll send the Keepers. Skiff would be more than willing to fetch them. I could even send her with a message to the Assembly explaining everything, get the rest of them released⁠—”

      “The Assembly ain’t gonna help. They wouldn’t dare release a prison full of Colonist-sympathizers. Not with an angry Entrian army on the horizon.”

      “We’ll think of something. At the very least, we can find out if your parents are all right. Or if they’ve moved on somewhere else. I’ll talk to the Magisters about it as soon as I can.”

      “They won’t allow it. It’s getting too dangerous⁠—”

      “Ink. I made you a promise and I will see it kept. You leave the details to me, and the worrying. All right?”

      He pressed his lips together, then finally nodded. It was tricky. He had hope now. Real hope. But he was also well aware of how easily and how quickly he might be disappointed. It had happened before, after all. By his reckoning, it was best to keep a level head about it and not expect too much. Or anything at all.

      Seherene pinched the bridge of her nose with a sound of revulsion. “Oh, that despicable Marlas. Just when I think he can do no worse, I hear something like this.” She shook her head. “I met one of the prisoners from Talas. She begged me to help her. Swore she was there on false pretenses. Coram tried to assure me it wasn’t true, but I was never fully convinced. I should have looked into it myself. Not relied on anyone else.”

      Suddenly, Archie rose from the bench, growling at something outside the gazebo. Ink and Seherene looked out to see a shadow moving along the far side of the stream in their direction.

      “I come in peace, Archie!” a voice called out.

      Seherene and Ink both let out exasperated sighs. The Entress put a hand to her heart.

      “Isaac, for pity’s sake!”

      “Leave it to you to creep up on us like that!” Ink cried. “You trying to scare us to death?”

      “You almost had me wishing for my knife belt!” she said.

      Caradoc laughed. “Oh, come on. A little fright now and then is good for you. Keeps you on your toes.”

      He came to where the bank crossed under the pier and hopped up to it. He was carrying a book in one hand. As he approached the gazebo, Archie jumped down from the bench and ducked behind Ink’s legs.

      “What’s the news?” Seherene asked. “Have you made any progress?”

      “Nothing yet,” he answered. “I’ve mostly been catching them up on the whole story, as far back as when I first heard about the Key. At first, they wanted to wait for the other two Magisters to get here but they couldn’t help asking questions. We’re to resume the discussion first thing in the morning.”

      “They ain’t said nothing more about the . . . container?” Ink asked.

      “Not a word. They seem almost afraid of it.”

      Seherene furrowed her brow in dismay. “Wasn’t there any new insight?”

      “They do have an Archives building, between the Council House and the Foundry. Apparently it contains the testaments of all the Keyholders who’ve gone before. Or at least the ones they could recover.”

      “What?” Ink cried in astonishment. “You mean there’s more Keyholder Books?”

      “That’s incredible!” Seherene said. “There must be answers in one of them!”

      “They’ve never been read. They’re still under enchantments. Only Keyholders can open them. All the Magisters could do was collect them and keep them free of dust.”

      The Entress folded her arms. “I don’t imagine you’ll be leaving the Archives very often, then.”

      “Already got myself a bed in one of the study rooms.”

      “Can’t we help you?” Ink said. “Once you’ve opened ‘em, couldn’t we help you read through ‘em all?”

      “You didn’t even like me walking up in the dark. I’m not letting you read page after page of terrifying stories.”

      “Oh, come on!” Ink turned to Seherene for help. “Is that fair?”

      “Actually, I think he’s right, Ink.”

      “What? But he frightened you just now as well!”

      “Yes, but she is taller than you,” Caradoc said with a smirk.

      “Oh, hang it all, just try me! Read me anything out of that book there.”

      “Oh, this isn’t a Keyholder Book.”

      “What is it?”

      Caradoc gave him a searching look before answering. “I think it’s best we sit down before I tell you.”

      Ink frowned, curious, then stepped back to the curving bench where they all took a seat. Caradoc donned his reading spectacles, opened the book, and glanced down at one of the pages. It had been marked with a narrow silk ribbon. From what Ink could see, it was no diary or journal but a long list of some kind.

      “This is a record,” Caradoc said, “of all the Keepers who’ve ever served in the High Order. It shows when they were recruited, if they stayed or left, if they had families. The Magisters asked me to look through it and see if I’d ever come across any of the ones who left. Not many have, but one name did stand out to me. I’d like you to take a look at it, just this one page here, and tell me if anyone sounds familiar.”

      He held out the book. Ink took it, still frowning, and read the page eagerly.

      
        
        Lavinia Brightwood, Keeper – departed March 15th

        David Alladarn, Keeper – departed August 29th

        Eamon Revore, Keeper – departed December 2nd

        with son, Samuel (10 yrs)

      

      

      He read it again, then a third time, shifting to make sure the flickering lantern light wasn’t playing tricks on his eyes. Over and over he scanned the names, almost refusing to believe what was staring back at him in black and white. Finally, he forced himself to look up and caught sight of Seherene’s worried face. Without a word, he lifted the book, which Caradoc caught and handed to her.

      She read the page, then looked back at Ink in speechless amazement. Caradoc remained quiet but didn’t seem at all surprised by the reaction. Ink let his gaze fall to the ground as he struggled to understand it. Granddad. A Keeper? Why hadn’t he said anything? Why had he left the island? What did it mean?

      When he realized they were waiting for him to say something, he licked his lips, took a deep breath, and tried to speak without letting his voice quiver.

      “My . . . my granddad. Eamon’s my granddad.”

      Caradoc nodded. “And Samuel’s your father?”

      Ink stared at the book, still in shock. “Yeah. My dad.”

      Before he knew it, he had stretched out his arms again for the book. Seherene passed it back to him. He held it in his lap and gazed at both names.

      “He’s dead, my granddad. For a long time now.”

      He didn’t have to tell them anything more. He couldn’t.

      “And your dad?” Caradoc asked.

      Ink shook his head. A lump formed in his throat, but he swallowed it down and tried his best to answer. The words came out barely above a whisper.

      “I don’t know.”

      Caradoc and Seherene exchanged a glance. Ink saw it out of the corner of his eye.

      “But it’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “This . . . this don’t mean anything. And it don’t change anything, neither.”

      “It’s all right if it does,” Caradoc replied softly.

      “No! It’s not! ‘Cause we don’t need any more change! It has to stop. Right here. No more trouble for us. No more being separated. Or tricked or shot at or drowned. I want everyone to be safe. To be happy. And I want you to be all right again. That’s the only change allowed. You have to be all right again. You have to . . .” Something trickled down his cheek. He wiped at it and stood, clutching the book to his chest. “They’re holding a vigil for you. By the stairs. Did you know that?”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Ink couldn’t help his voice quivering now. “It’s ‘cause they care about you. They care a lot. And these people who left?” He lifted the book. “These people who abandoned you? They’re nothing. They mean nothing.”

      He paused to wipe at his eyes again. He caught Seherene doing the same. Caradoc stood and took a step towards him, reaching out as if to touch his arm. Ink drew back instinctively.

      “I’m all right. I’m all right. I’m just . . . I’m just tired is all. I think I’ll go back to bed now. Can I . . . can I take this with me?”

      “Of course.”

      Ink hurried down the pier, across the curving porch, and back to his mattress in the corner of the temple. It was too dark to read, but he wanted the book close by so that he could look at it again first thing in the morning. Until then, he would have to sleep on his stomach, his face close to the pillow.

      He wouldn’t let anyone else see him cry. Not even God.
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      Seherene stood from the bench as Caradoc turned back to her.

      “What can I do?” she asked.

      He shook his head sadly, but tried to smile despite it. “Just having you here . . . means everything in the world.”

      She moved closer. They held each other by the arms, halfway to an embrace.

      “Of course I’m here,” she said. “You took me captive. Remember?”

      He smiled, this time without sorrow. “I think it was quite the other way around.”

      Ten years ago, after a line like that, she would have kissed him. She wanted to now, desperately and with abandon. She thought of what Margaret had said about second chances. What Simon had said about being honest. About putting her hand above his hip and drawing him closer. There had never been a more perfect time.

      Except that he had already glanced away, overcome by another wave of worry and doubt. And just like that, the wall of glass was between them again.

      “Now that we’ve made it here,” he said, “I don’t mean to keep any of you bound to this place along with me. There’s no reason the rest of you can’t continue on as planned.”

      She shook her head, pushing away her disappointment over the missed moment.

      “On the contrary, Mr. Caradoc. There’s a very good reason. It is not the place to which we are bound. Or haven’t you realized that yet?”

      A pained look creased his scarred brow. “I can’t promise this is going to end well.”

      She tightened her grip around his arms, tears welling in her eyes again. “I know. But you don’t have to promise anything. Just don’t give up hope. All right?”

      They drew together in a close embrace. She pressed her cheek against his.

      “Don’t give up.”
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      “Riva. Riva, wake up.”

      She frowned. Someone was shaking her shoulder.

      “Hm?”

      “Wake up.”

      Riva opened her eyes. It was still dark. There was only a pale, gauzy light from the window. She couldn’t quite see the face above her, but the voice was Emma’s.

      “Get up, dear. Put your robe on. The doctor’s come to see you. He says it can’t wait.”

      Riva forced the covers away from her and did as she was told. Emma lit the lamp on the bedside table, then went to the door and pulled it open. As soon as Dr. Tyrus stepped inside, she closed it again after a quick glance into the dark hall beyond. He was dressed for traveling.

      “What is it?” Riva asked. “Has something happened?”

      “It’s about to. Which means the time has come to put our plans into action. I received word this evening about several new edicts which will be published in tomorrow’s papers. The most relevant of which involves taking any suspected Colonist-sympathizers straight to Stalikos, putting your parents in imminent danger.”

      Riva reached for Emma’s hand, seeking support with a choked sound of distress.

      “But there must still be a chance to save them!” Emma said. “Why else would you be dressed for riding?”

      “There is a chance, but it will vanish as soon as the sun rises, which is why I must go at once. While I am gone, you must make yourselves ready as well. The other danger is that the borders are to be closed by noon tomorrow. No one will be allowed passage in or out of the West Country without special permission. My position on the advisory council should be enough to get us through, but we must act without delay. As soon as I return with your parents, we make for the mountain pass.”

      “But won’t it be suspicious?” Riva said. “You going to see them in the middle of the night?”

      “Not if I take a signed copy of the edict with me, and insist that the consul demands their immediate arrest, which I am ordered to carry out. My duties have often involved escorting suspects to Stalikos. The soldiers should not question it. I will ride first to the chief constable’s office and have them accompany me to the house with a jail coach. That should make a solid show of things.”

      “And then what?” Emma asked.

      “I enter the house, have them hide, lay clues that they forced their way out of the cellar or some other place, then burst out in a rage claiming they’ve escaped. The soldiers and constables will scatter to track them down. I admit it puts them in some danger of accusation, but I should be able to argue in their defense if necessary.” He reached forward and put his hands on theirs. “But you must watch at the window. Watch and be ready. If it goes well, you will see me riding back down the lane with a second horse following close behind, supposedly riderless. If it goes ill, you will likely see a host of soldiers instead. Then you must alert the rest of the house. All must flee, as quickly as possible. There will be no hope for anyone who is caught.”

      Emma put a worried hand to her face and glanced towards the door. “This is a large house. No one will be ready at a moment’s notice. Perhaps we ought to warn them now.”

      Tyrus let out a crestfallen sigh. “I was planning to send my wife and son away to visit relatives later in the month, then dispatch most of the servants on various errands. I didn’t mean to put the entire household at risk.”

      Riva nodded. “Then we will warn them. But we’ll only say you’ve gone out on Madara’s orders to make an arrest, and that they should be ready in case . . .”

      “In case the Colonists decide to strike again,” Emma finished. “As they did when Riva was rescued. Or so everyone believes.”

      “Agreed,” Tyrus said. “But whether the plan succeeds or not, you will need a safe harbor once you do cross the border.”

      “I had thought to go to Mastmarner.” Panic rose in the young woman’s voice. “I had a friend there once who might have helped. But now the papers say she’s fled . . .”

      “Focus, Riva. Concentrate,” Emma said, pressing a hand on her shoulder. “Where else can we go?”

      She wrung her hands and glanced around the room. Her gaze fell on the newspaper.

      “Jaston,” she answered. “That’s where the Plumsleys are. I’m not sure they’re in any less danger than we are, but they’re the only other friends I know where to find.”

      “Jaston is good,” Tyrus said. “It sits exactly on the eastern slopes of the Lockhorns, only a few days’ journey from here. But you should know, Madara did call for the sisters to be brought back to Stalikos. A unit of soldiers was sent to retrieve them some weeks ago. To my knowledge, they haven’t yet returned, but I imagine it won’t be much longer before they do.”

      “Are they traveling by coach?” Emma asked.

      “I believe so.”

      “Then we’ll keep an eye out for soldiers between here and there, and you can intervene if we suspect they’re carrying prisoners.”

      “Yes. But if all goes to plan and we do reach Jaston in time, you cannot stay there. You and the Plumsleys must flee further east, as fast as you can. When war is declared, that city will be on the frontlines.”

      Riva clutched at his arm. “When it’s declared?”

      A look of regret passed over the doctor’s face. He nodded, then glanced at Emma.

      “I tried to find your daughter, to track down where she might have been sent to. I did not find her name in any of the arrest records. I hope it means she was able to escape.”

      Emma pressed an anxious hand to her breast. “Thank you, Doctor. I’ll cling to that hope with all my strength. Good luck to you out there.”

      He turned and hurried to the door.

      “Thank you.”

      Pausing, he glanced back in surprise. Riva was half surprised herself to have spoken the words. But for the first time, she felt genuine gratitude towards him. She couldn’t read his face, nor did he answer. He only waited a moment longer, then slipped out into the hallway and shut the door behind him.

      As soon as he was gone, the two women dressed and gathered what few possessions they had. Riva hurried to take her family crest jewel from its hiding place, then stared at the emerald stone with a growing sense of dread. She tried not to think of all that could go wrong, of her parents, of Mavie, or even if Madara’s edict would extend so far as to put the other Colonists’ families in danger. She couldn’t do anything for them now. Not yet.

      But there was plenty she could do for the Tyrus household. Even if the plan did fall to pieces, no one would go to Stalikos for her. Not if she could help it.
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      Forty minutes later, Tyrus rode in sight of Lord Kaden and Lady Athalia’s residence on the outskirts of Ciras. The jail coach followed behind. As he’d guessed, there’d been no trouble in procuring it. The chief constable had even been eager to oblige him, which was the expected response when it came to orders from the consul.

      As Madara had commanded, there was no immediate evidence that the occupants of the house were under guard. Tyrus knew, however, that there were at least a dozen pairs of eyes watching from the nearby houses. The only person he did see was a man smoking a pipe on the porch of the small cottage across the lane. He wore a brown coat patched at the elbows and a green cap which sat low over his eyes. As Tyrus dismounted and motioned for the jail coach to wait, the man got to his feet and hurried towards him with an anxious frown.

      “Good evening, Doctor. We, uh . . . we weren’t told to expect you.”

      “Nor am I expected, Sergeant. Stand at ease. You’re not in trouble.” He reached for the folded piece of paper in his pocket and presented it. “I’m here on the consul’s business. They’re to be taken to Stalikos tonight.”

      The soldier hardly glanced at it before he was nodding again. “Yes, sir. But, uh . . .”

      “But what? Am I not allowed to enter?”

      “Oh, no, sir. You’re free to pass. It’s just a bit confusing. The situation, I mean.”

      “The situation?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t say more, sir. But you’ll understand once you go inside.”

      Tyrus couldn’t tell whether the soldier’s words boded ill or not, but as he saw no other signs of anything amiss, he determined to go on with the plan. He thanked the young man, folded the paper again, and headed for the front door.

      Inside, the hallway was dark but a cheery light flickered through an open door nearby—the parlor room, no doubt. He stepped forward, removing his riding gloves as he called out.

      “Hello?”

      He came to the open doorway and looked through. There, a man and a woman sat beside the modest hearth. As their faces turned towards him, Tyrus felt the breath catch in his lungs and his heart seize up with sheer horror.

      It was Lady Madara and Lord Drystan. There were also two soldiers, one in each corner of the parlor, both holding rifles. As he gaped at them, a third came around the corner and stood by him in the hallway.

      This was why the sergeant had been so bewildered by the ‘situation’. And why he had not been allowed to say more.

      “There you are,” Madara said. “Come. Sit down.”

      Tyrus tried to think of something to say, even the humblest greeting. But nothing came to mind. He staggered to a chair across from them, wondering if his strength would hold before he could reach it. The soldier in the hall followed and stood behind him as he sat. Madara’s piercing gaze did not leave his face. Drystan frowned, but there was a kind of reluctance in it.

      “There is no need to waste time with excuses,” the pale woman said. “I know why you are here. And what you are because of it.”

      Tyrus remained silent and glanced at Drystan again, who dropped his gaze.

      “Oh, no,” she continued. “It wasn’t Colonel Drystan who told me. I knew that if anyone would try to free the traitor’s parents, it would be on this of all nights. I had only to wait and see who would come to take the bait. I admit I did not guess it would be you. But I have also learned not to be surprised by betrayal from any side.”

      Tyrus took a deep breath and clenched his fists to hold his nerves steady. “Though you will not believe it . . . I am still a friend. I am still loyal to you, to Atturias, to Seherene and Darian. To the family who once honored truth and principle above all else, no matter the political or personal cost.”

      Madara nodded at the soldier behind him. Tyrus was hauled to his feet, his hands brought behind his back, and a pair of handcuffs locked around his wrists.

      “I warned you,” he continued, “I warned you not to be overcome by your grief, for fear it would compound your bitterness and harden your heart.”

      The soldiers in the corners of the room stepped forward. One of them took something from a bag hanging at his side. There was a flurry of motion around him, though he paid no heed to it. He was fixed on her eyes, and the light of the infernal hearth fire reflecting in them.

      “And now,” he said, “you make that grief your whipping post and punish all the world on it. You will barrel across the earth on a cloud of misery and rage, raining down fire until there is nothing left. And no one will have the courage to stop you.”

      These last words he spit towards Drystan.

      “Stand upon the chair, Doctor,” Madara said.

      He frowned at her, confused by the odd reply to his accusations.

      “What?”

      “The chair. Stand upon it.”

      He glanced down. It was only then he noticed the rope around his neck. The other end had been thrown over the beam running through the center of the room. One of the soldiers tightened the noose until it closed around his throat. The others grabbed him by the arms and hauled him upwards. He only just managed to find his feet before tripping, which might have ended things even more prematurely. He thought of Helena and Kieran, Riva and Emma, and all the many friends and colleagues who would remember him with only shame and disgust.

      “Thirty-five years,” he said, his eyes filling with tears. “Thirty-five years we have known one another . . . and you will say nothing more? And you, Drystan, knowing me as you do? Knowing I have never once acted out of hatred or selfishness or spite? Will you also say nothing?”

      “There is nothing more to say, Doctor,” Drystan replied. “I’m sorry.”

      The soldiers withdrew, with one remaining behind the chair. Madara stood and clasped her hands before her. Drystan did likewise but looked as though he might be sick.

      “Lord Tyrus,” she said in a sharp, clear voice. “In regard to the work you have done in the name of our new government, to the duties you fulfilled as official physician to all Colonist prisoners, and to your very long employment to the Atturias Estate⁠—”

      “Employment?” Tyrus echoed bitterly.

      “Receive now your payment. For services rendered.”

      The consul nodded a final time. Tyrus gasped as the chair was kicked out from under his feet. The world went dark. Spots and flashes of light burst in his vision. A taste of blood was in his mouth. His neck hadn’t broken but the cutting rope promised he would soon asphyxiate. He pulled at it as he opened his mouth, desperate to take in what air he could but choking so badly that none would enter. His body twitched and shuddered, his legs flailing for a foothold he knew wasn’t there. Madara spoke again, her voice hollow and distant.

      “Captain, take your soldiers and go at once to his estate. I will send for Captain Nira’s regiment to join you, but do not delay. I want every last person arrested.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship.”

      Tyrus shuddered again, losing all strength to keep thrashing or tugging at the rope.

      “I want his body hung in the very center of the city. From the clock tower. Let it be a warning to all who look upon it.”

      “I will see to that, my lady,” Drystan said.

      He continued to speak, but his voice faded away entirely as Tyrus lost all sense.
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      “Come on, Doctor.”

      Someone was pushing him. No. Someone was hitting him in the chest.

      “Come on. Open your eyes. Come on!”

      Was he dead? Was this an angel trying to slap him awake? He coughed. Oh, that was painful. He tasted blood again.

      “That’s it, Doctor. That’s it. Look at me now. Look at me.”

      Tyrus opened his eyes. It was dark. He could see only shadows at first. Then came a flickering light, and a hand pressing down on his wrist.

      “Drystan?” he said weakly.

      “Yes, Doctor. It’s me.”

      Tyrus drew in deeper breaths, wheezing as he did so. He brought a shaking hand to his neck. The rope was gone, but there was a raw indentation in his flesh where it had been.

      “Madara?” he gasped.

      “She’s gone, along with her soldiers. Come on. Try to sit up now. We have to go.”

      Drystan helped him up with an arm around his shoulder.

      “What . . . what happened?”

      “A miracle, really. I cast a reinforcement enchantment to keep your spine from breaking, specifically concentrated on the bones in your neck. The cervical vertebrae, I believe it’s called.”

      “That’s . . . ingenious.”

      “To be honest, with the state my nerves were in, I wasn’t sure it was going to work.”

      He pulled up the chair Madara had been sitting in and helped Tyrus lean against it. Tyrus could feel his breaths coming easier. There was a still a sharp pain in his throat but that would fade in time. He looked at Drystan with a bewildered frown.

      “Why are you here?”

      Drystan sat beside him. “Because I had the same thought as the Lady Madara. After our last conversation, I began to suspect you knew more about Riva than you were telling. I wondered if it was possible that you had been moved to help her due to your guilt over administrating the hallucinogen. The more I thought about it, and about your disdain for the judgment of our consul, the more probable it seemed. And when I heard about the new edict, I figured there was a good chance you would come here tonight. I tried to reach the house as soon as I could, but my timing was unlucky. Or maybe very lucky, depending on how you look at it. I met Madara’s carriage as she was coming down from her estate. I told her my command ship had just landed, which was true. Said enough to make her believe I was headed to my own house. Then she asked me to accompany her in catching a traitor.”

      “And indeed you did catch one,” Tyrus said. “So why bother reviving me?”

      Drystan looked away, shame-faced. “Because you were right, Doctor. About her. About us. About this whole damned mess we’ve created. A few days ago I learned that only Lady Annyulan knew exactly what was going to happen at the Council House that morning. Probably because Madara knew she wouldn’t resist the idea, while the rest of us would. Then I began to wonder what else she’s chosen not to tell us—not only of future plans, but the past as well. You and I only joined the Blue Flames after what happened on Damiras, and we accepted everything we were told about it, as did the rest of the world. But . . . when I finally gathered the courage to be honest with myself . . . I realized it’s never made perfect sense to me. Madara calls out ‘Colonists, arise’, the world goes dark, chaos erupts, and a group of Cassrians are to blame? Even if it was one of them who shot Darian, we were the ones calling on the Mistress for help. But Madara always brushed that detail aside. She made us focus on the fugitives, as if wanting us to look anywhere else. I will admit I was eager as any for vengeance. Or what I thought was vengeance. In truth, I’m still not entirely sure what to make of the Colonists. Riva was ready to lay down her life for them, but it was easy to dismiss that devotion as a young woman’s overzealous love—foolish at best and deranged at worst.” He shook his head. “But the Lady Seherene? She was the most perceptive and judicious person I ever knew. And if she has truly laid down her sword of reckoning and joined their ranks, I think their innocence must be seriously considered. As well as the depth of our own wrongdoing. I will beg her forgiveness someday, as I will Riva’s, and as I do now for yours.”

      In answer, Tyrus reached for his hand and clasped it between his own with a weak smile.

      Drystan’s own grateful smile changed quickly into concern. “How is Riva?”

      “Well enough. Disguised as a servant in my house, along with another woman who helped her escape.” His eyes widened in alarm. “The house! Saints above, they’re headed straight for it! I told them to be on the lookout for soldiers and to flee at the first sign. She was to warn the rest of the household as well!”

      “We can try to meet them,” Drystan said. “Make a wide berth around the property.”

      “No. No, they’ll be long gone by then. We agreed to head for Jaston. That’s where they’ll go. That’s where I must go as well, before the borders close. But her parents? Lord Kaden and Lady Athalia? Where are they now? Are they here?”

      “Madara had them moved to a jailhouse three days ago, there to await the next ship bound for Stalikos.”

      “Then they are lost!”

      “Calm yourself, Doctor. There is still time.”

      The noise of clip-clopping hooves and rolling carriage wheels sounded outside the house.

      Drystan got to his feet. “Come on. We must move quickly.”

      He reached down and helped Tyrus to stand. The doctor was unsteady on his feet but Drystan kept an arm around him as they headed for the hallway. Just as they reached it, a man in uniform held the front door ajar with a nod. A few steps beyond him, a second officer stood by a waiting carriage.

      “More soldiers?” Tyrus said in a low, anxious voice.

      “No. These are the airmen who accompanied me here.”

      “And I’m walking out right in front of them?”

      “It’s all right. Trust me.” He raised his attention to the airman at the door. “All clear?”

      “All clear, Colonel.”

      Tyrus avoided looking at the man as they passed him and focused on hurrying down the front walk and into the carriage. His heart beat in terror, certain he was being watched from every shadow. The pipe-smoking sergeant was nowhere to be seen, however, nor the jail coach with which he had first arrived.

      As soon as they were both inside, the second airman hopped in beside Drystan, while the first hurried up to the driver’s seat and urged the horses into a brisk trot.

      As the carriage surged along the lane, Tyrus cast a wary glance at the officer who’d joined them. He could see it was a woman, but she wore the brim of her cap so low over her face he could make out little else.

      “It’s all right,” Drystan said, almost laughing. “Go on, Lieutenant. Introduce yourself.”

      She pulled off her cap with a smile. “Hello, Doctor.”

      Tyrus’s mouth fell agape. “Lady Athalia! But . . . you’re in a jailhouse!”

      “Until tonight, that was true,” Drystan replied. “When my airship landed, I thought to grab a few spare uniforms and stop by there before I came here. Managed to smuggle them out. Had to use a few enchantments to do it, but there weren’t nearly as many guards as Riva had.”

      “And Lord Kaden?” Tyrus said. “What, is that him driving the horses?”

      “It is,” Athalia said. “We were lucky the consul paid us no heed when she arrived tonight. She hardly acknowledges any of the soldiers until she wants them for something.”

      “It was still a terrible risk!” Tyrus said. “Someone could have recognized your faces!”

      “I’m not sure they could. The soldiers were only tasked to keep us from leaving the house and be on the lookout for Riva. None of them ever actually stepped inside. But tell me, is Riva all right? And the woman who helped her? Emma?”

      “They should be as we are now, on the run towards the border. They were prepared for trouble, and I imagine your daughter will have little difficulty outwitting a group of unseasoned soldiers. She is a Colonist, after all.”

      Athalia’s worry turned quickly to a look of shame. Tyrus leaned forward.

      “I mean that as a compliment, my lady. You do not know it yet, but when you hear her story from beginning to end, you will come to learn—as I did—that the term is a true badge of honor. But tell me now . . . why did you come back for me at all? Even if Drystan here felt compelled to look after me, you could have commandeered his carriage and run for the hills.”

      She reached for his hand in gratitude. “We had a debt to pay to you, Doctor. For saving Riva. Having even the smallest hope that she was still alive kept us going, even through our darkest days.”

      “It is Riva herself who deserves the full credit,” he said. “If her tender heart had not begun to expose the bitterness in mine, we would not be here now. None of us.”

      The carriage rounded a bend in the lane, setting them eastward.
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      Many miles away, Madara stood beside her own carriage, staring ahead. A reflection of fire danced in her eyes again, mirroring her growing rage.

      Tyrus’s estate was in flames. The remnants of spelltraps hung in the air like colored smoke above the wounded soldiers scattered about the grounds. Others broke windows and kicked down doors in search of a way inside, but they were met each time by a whirl of billowing fire or a sudden lightburst.

      Finally, the house was given up for lost and the remaining soldiers ordered to search the outbuildings on the property. Madara watched as green and yellow lights blazed from each one, followed by cries of pain. She clenched her teeth. Each moment lost gave the traitors an even greater head start.

      Captain Nira ran back to her, his damp face streaked with ash.

      “They’ve gone, Consul,” he panted. “The house and grounds are empty. The stables as well.”

      “Then they are headed for the border! Go after them!”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible. Most of my soldiers are wounded.”

      “This is outrageous! You were taught to scout ahead for traps, were you not?”

      The captain worked his jaw nervously before answering. “We were called out before our training was finished, ma’am.”

      Madara let out a cry of disgust, paced away with a hand on her forehead, then paced back again. “Well don’t just stand there! Get that fire out! No use letting half the city burn because of your incompetence!”

      “Yes, my lady. At once.”

      As he turned and hurried away, she set her gaze once more on the inferno.

      “Go on. Run,” she said. “Even to the depths of the sea, the roots of the mountains. The ends of the earth. Soon there will be no corner of creation out of my reach, nor anyone in it.”

      There was a great groan and a sound of cracking timbers. The next moment, the roof collapsed.
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      Ink woke to the noise of a creaking door. He rolled over and glanced towards the front of the chamber. Beside him, Archie raised his head and perked up his ears.

      “Sorry,” Evering said. “Didn’t know it would make so much noise.”

      “What is it? What’s going on?” Ink’s words came out slurred, his mind still in the fog of sleep. “Did something happen?”

      “No, no. I just came to fetch my coat. Looks like there might be rain soon.”

      Ink pushed himself upright, scratching his head and tousling his disheveled hair. The ledger was still next to his pillow, opened to the page bearing his father and grandfather’s names. He reached out and slammed it shut. Evering glanced over his shoulder at the noise.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing important. Where’s everyone else?”

      “Out in the courtyard. The Keepers are setting up breakfast in the Council House for us. You were sleeping so sound no one wanted to wake you until it was ready.”

      Ink rubbed his arm across his face. He wouldn’t have called it a sound sleep. It certainly hadn’t felt like one. “What about Caradoc? Is he all right?”

      Evering nodded as he tugged on his coat. “They fixed up a room for him in the Archives. He’s still asleep. I think him and the Magisters stayed up most of the night talking. Didn’t find any answers, though. Least not yet.” He came over to the mattress and crouched down to scratch Archie on the head. “They’ve asked to speak with us all. One by one, like they did with Caradoc. They want to gather as much information as they can.”

      “Today?”

      “As soon as the other two Magisters get here. Today or tomorrow. From what I heard, they were absolutely gobsmacked to learn about Cassrians helping with enchantments. They say it shouldn’t be possible. That Drea woman seems almost frightened by it. She’s out there talking with Sarah about the whole thing.”

      “Well, it is pretty barmy,” Ink said. “No sensible person would believe it ‘til they saw it in action.”

      “I suppose not. They had the same reaction when Caradoc told ‘em about you.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re a mystery as well, Ink. Remember? We still don’t know why the Spektors are really after you. Or if they still are. Last few times they showed up, they seemed awful familiar with you.”

      Ink looked away and shook his head. “Only ‘cause I’ve gotten so good at pretending not to be afraid of ‘em.”

      Evering gave the dog’s head a final pat, then straightened his lanky legs. “Well, come out to the courtyard when you’re ready. Breakfast should be soon. Oh, and one other thing. We’ve all decided not to use our spyglasses while we’re here, if we can help it. We can still look through ‘em. Keep watching for signals from the others. But best not send any up ourselves.”

      “Why not?”

      “Martin pointed out that if Mavie or Riva saw one and tried to reach us, they might hit that spelltrap Skiff told us about. The violent squall. But there’s good news about that, too. We’ve been talking with some of the Keepers about rescuing them, and most seem eager to help us—if the Magisters allow it, that is. But I think our chances are good. So that’s hopeful, eh?”

      He turned and headed back towards the door. Ink was glad he hadn’t been pressed to respond. Nothing seemed hopeful this morning. The worry and confusion of last night’s revelations still hung over him like a cloud.

      “Evering . . .”

      The young man had just opened the front door again. He paused and looked back.

      “I don’t want you to be the bait,” Ink said. “I don’t want anyone to be the bait.”

      Evering looked touched for a moment, then lowered his gaze with a conflicted frown. “Well . . . we might not have a choice. But I appreciate you saying that, Ink. I really do.”

      The door creaked shut behind him. Alone once more, Ink reached into his pocket and pulled out the Wickwire Watch. He held it up by its chain, as he’d done so many times before, and watched it slowly turn in front of him, changing from one beautiful color to the next. He was curious to see what the dark Otherworld would look like now that he was leagues away from where he’d first seen it. The harbor town was surely well out of sight, as well as the dead sun half-sunk in the sea.

      He let it drop into his hand—safeguarded by the handkerchief in which he kept the watch—then brought it close to his mouth and whispered.

      “Open, Wickwire.”

      As the case split apart, he noticed two distinct changes inside. The first was the strange gold runes on the right side. Ever since he had named Caradoc as his enemy, each one had been changing shape at its own irregular interval. Now, half of them had returned to the form of a circle, as if something had reset them. He still had no idea what they meant, only a guess that they must be letters in the First Language.

      The second change, as expected, was the view of the Otherworld. Before him was a dry riverbed which snaked through a desolate valley. Clouds of black dust swirled through the air as if carried by a tempestuous wind. As in all the other places he’d seen, there wasn’t a sign of life, only dead trees and weather-eaten rock. This time, however, there were three derelict structures in the distance. He leaned in, peering closer at the image.

      They were windmills, all in various states of disrepair. The two in the distance were harder to make out, half shrouded in blowing dust, but he could discern some detail in the one nearest him. The mill house was built of wood and stood perched on the edge of the crumbling bank. It was tall and narrow, and leaned forward at a precarious angle. Some of the sails were gone, others were ripped and badly frayed, but somehow they still managed to turn. Ink thought it would only take another few good gusts of wind before the whole thing toppled face first into the riverbed.

      Ink snapped the case shut and held it against his chest. For one fraught and fleeting moment, he thought about marching out into the courtyard and showing it to everyone. And then he thought of Drea, now on the verge of panic over Cassrians aiding enchantments. He thought of the Spektor cage in the Foundry, and how he had more in common with the dark spirits than he cared to consider. He remembered Simon declaring him the bravest of them all, Delia insisting he harbored no wickedness, and all the other kind and encouraging words the Colonists had wasted on him.

      Bother his own heart breaking. Revealing what he’d done would break every one of theirs. And that settled the matter. He would keep his mouth shut.
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      By the time Ink stepped out into the courtyard, the Keepers were bringing extra tables and chairs into the Council House. Seherene and Delia stood talking with Drea, the others with Leona and James. Jeremy was in conversation with the Radish King.

      The vigil continued. He could just see the people gathered at the base of the hill. Many had their eyes closed and heads bowed. Some spoke quietly together, glancing up towards the Ecclesium and keeping their hands cupped over their candles to protect the fragile flames. Evering had been right about the weather. Dark clouds swelled towards the west, and the breeze seemed on the verge of building into a blustery wind.

      Ink didn’t feel much like talking, or even eating, and instead looked around for another distraction. Of the four buildings of the Ecclesium, there was only one he hadn’t looked inside, which he guessed was the Archives. He thought for a moment about going to see Caradoc, but if the man actually was asleep, as Evering had said, it was best not to disturb him.

      The only other areas he hadn’t explored were the gardens. One stood between the Foundry and the Archives. The other was just to his right, between the temple and the empty watchtower. He heard the faint sound of water from within.

      “Come on, Archie,” he said as he made for the archway.

      It was a beautiful garden, well-tended and especially lush and green. From where he walked he could see there was another archway on the opposite side, leading to the stream which flowed by the gazebo. In the heart of the garden was a three-tiered fountain. Archie trotted up to it immediately, put his paws on the lowest basin, and took a hearty drink. Ink wandered towards it with his hands in his pockets.

      It was then he noticed the statues. Three marble women and two marble men stood at equidistant lengths around the outer edge of the garden, all wearing armor which had been painted to gleam and glisten in the light. The style was very old, no trousers and coats but breastplates, greaves, and vambraces. The helmets were close-fitting but open-faced, and about each pair of shoulders was a red cloak which fell to the knee. The armor itself was black, and set with elaborate gold patterns throughout—on the helmet especially. Ink thought it odd that none of them carried any weapons, yet bore a shield on the right arm.

      A narrow stone pathway linked them all together. Between each set of statues was an ornately styled lantern built into a pillar of carved stone. As there were no flames in them now, Ink guessed they were only lit at night.

      A sound of movement caught his ear. Glancing towards it, he saw that Harriet was in the garden as well, sauntering along the path and gazing thoughtfully at the statues. He crossed the lawn towards her.

      “Hullo.”

      She turned and smiled. “Oh, hello, Ink. Hello, Archie.”

      He stopped beside her and glanced up at the marble figure she was studying. The man looked very noble, standing straight as a lance and staring ahead with a look of righteous resolve. He had one foot slightly behind the other and held out his left hand at the hip, showing his palm. Ink thought it a very strange pose, until he looked closer and saw a symbol carved into the palm, painted gold. The shield on his right arm bore the same symbol.

      “Ah, so they’re Keyholders,” he said. “S’pose I should’ve guessed that.”

      “Beautiful, aren’t they? It’s almost as though they could come to life and speak. And the armor is breathtaking.”

      “I didn’t even know Keyholders had gear like that. Caradoc never mentioned it before.”

      “He spoke of it many years ago, when he first explained the Key to us. Apparently it only becomes visible if a Keyholder wishes to reveal it, unless they’re traveling through the Veil, where nothing is hidden. I think only Simon has seen Caradoc’s armor. Perhaps Margaret as well, though she’s never said as much.”

      “No doubt she would’ve if she had seen it. It is jolly impressive, even being out of style. Certainly much better than those lumpy outfits the constables wear.”

      She looked at him again. “Did you sleep all right?”

      “Not really. You?”

      “Not at all. I mostly just laid awake, staring up at the stars. It’s been a long time since I felt so useless.”

      They continued down the path to the next statue. This was a female Keyholder who had a long mane of hair flowing out from under her helmet. She stood in almost the same pose as the first statue, except her hand was raised much higher and her shield held tighter to her body.

      “I was talking with Skiff’s parents this morning,” Harriet said. “James told me he often comes to this garden to pray.”

      “What, to the statues?”

      “No. Only for those they represent. Apparently, the Order believes that prayer is the most effective way to protect someone, which explains why the Keepers set up their vigil so quickly.”

      Ink rubbed the back of his neck. “That brings to mind something I’ve been wonderin’ about. If people call on demons for black spells, couldn’t we call on angels to help us? With some kind of ritual I mean, not just prayer.”

      “I don’t believe the holy texts mention any ritual that can summon a holy being. Prayer alone is said to be the best way to entreat God.”

      Ink frowned in frustration. “Then where is he?”

      A quiet sigh left her before she answered. “I wish I knew for sure. But I also have a feeling that a single glance into the Spirit World would make a mockery of that question. To see how much is going on around us all the time, forces working for and against us, the hints of which we only feel as vague impressions in our hearts and minds. It may seem as though we’re forgotten, but nothing could be farther from the truth.”

      “Like Caradoc not knowing about the Order.”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      They gazed at the woman a moment longer, then moved on. The next man had a beard and looked up at the sky as if seeking guidance or inspiration.

      “I wonder what the other garden is like,” Ink said. “Have you been to it?”

      “Yes. It’s dedicated to Defenders. It depicts them as scholars and healers. Some are warriors as well, posed as though they’re preparing to cast enchantments. I’ve noticed the people here hold as much respect for them as they do Keyholders.”

      “Don’t see why. Defenders can’t go through the Veil on their own. Or force Spektors back to the Crypt. Seems to me they can’t do much at all—‘specially Cassrian ones.”

      “Only by appearances. A Defender’s true worth depends on what they carry inside themselves. It may not appear as exciting as what a Keyholder does, but they are the staff of a torch. The hilt of a blade. Sometimes even a lighthouse in the dark.”

      “Margaret said it was about letting your fire and light rise to the surface. Opening your heart, or something like that. I mean, it sounds very nice and all. But if I were a Keyholder, I don’t think I’d want to rely on someone else’s heart to get me through a dust-up with a Spektor. That’s way too risky.”

      “It is that,” she replied. “I suppose you’d simply have to hone your insight and intuition to know who best to choose.”

      Ink conceded the point with a shrug. “Caradoc is quite good at that.”

      “Yes, he is indeed.”

      As they moved on to the next statue, Archie ran a little way ahead, sniffing the grass and nosing among the flowers.

      “How d’you know all this anyway?” Ink asked. “Have you been a Defender?”

      “Not exactly, no. I think standing in the town square at Harroway and not running off when the Spektors came was the closest I ever got. But it’s not really the same thing. I learned a lot from Caradoc, especially while we were separated from the rest of you. We had many long talks together. A great many.” A look of sadness filled her eyes. “How I wish I could talk to him now.”

      Ink frowned. “But why can’t you?”

      She shook her head, as if to dismiss her own sentiment. “He has a lot on his mind. I don’t want to distract him.”

      A wind came through the trees like a great sigh, bringing a smell of rain. They stopped in front of the next statue. The marble woman stood with her knees slightly bent, as if preparing to crouch or jump. She held her shield out farther than the rest and her left arm was nearly straightened, her palm facing the center of the garden.

      “Almost seems like she’s grinning,” Ink said, hooking his thumbs over his belt. “Looks a little like Skiff in that way.”

      A small smile broke through Harriet’s melancholy. “I told her parents how brave it was to send their daughter off on such a dangerous mission. Especially when there were others who hadn’t returned. They said we were even braver for all we’ve done. All we’ve been through. Most of all, for staying with a Keyholder in spite of knowing the danger he faced.” Her smile vanished as she lifted her gaze to the statue’s face. “So why don’t I feel very brave?”

      Ink scuffed the stone path with his boot. “I don’t think any of us do anymore. Not even Caradoc. It’s funny. I think we’re more scared now than when we were trapped on Fenmire, surrounded by all those hunters. I blame that cage. It got us all nervous.”

      “Oh, Ink,” Harriet said, turning to him and putting a hand on his shoulder. “After that argument in the Foundry, I’ve been worrying about you as much as anything else.”

      “Me?”

      “You’ve been through so much at such a young age. Probably far more than you’ve even told us. But I . . . I dearly hope it’s never got you as far as hating anyone. Or despairing. Though I suspect you came near enough to the former when you first came to Riverfall.”

      “You thought I hated you?”

      “For a short time. And it would have been warranted. Looking in from the outside, we were everything the papers said we were—notorious criminals who had kidnapped you.”

      Ink considered this for a moment, then began to nod. “Yeah. I was quite cross about it all. Especially that first morning after I found out who you were. I remember lying there in bed, wondering if I’d live to see the afternoon. I think I’d made up my mind to hate you all—at first.” He smirked. “But you know who stopped me?”

      “Who?”

      “Josephina Plumsley. She came into my room that morning looking for her precious old cat, wearing all this makeup and fine clothes. Cheerful and jolly. Totally opposite of anything I expected. Then later, she’s wearing this great big hat that looks like a rooster’s backside and singing her heart out over a grapevine with her sister.”

      The description made Harriet smile.

      “And I’m not sayin’ I trusted her right away,” Ink continued, “but glory be if she didn’t confuse me so badly I forgot all about the hating part. And meeting the rest of you that day didn’t help my situation. Just made my head so full of questions it couldn’t hold much else. Pretty clever of you all.”

      “I wish we could say we planned it that way. Who knows? Perhaps Josephina knew what she was doing all along. Dear old Jo.”

      Ink glanced back through the archway and saw Keepers crossing the courtyard with dishes and covered trays.

      “There’s breakfast,” he said. “I feel I could eat now. You coming?”

      “Not just yet. I think I’d like to stay here a while longer. But you go on.”

      He threw back his shoulders and saluted her. “Yes, ma’am!”

      She smiled as he turned and marched off, offering more salutes to the statues he passed with grand sweeps of his arm and great stomping strides. Not only was he hungry again, but he felt better. Maybe it was the talk with Harriet. Maybe because the sun had managed a glimpse through the clouds just then. Maybe because he smelled bacon.

      The feeling was woefully short-lived. As soon as he walked through the archway, his arms erupted in goosebumps and the hair stood up on the back of his neck. He stopped dead in his tracks. Archie halted a few paces ahead of him, lowered his head and tail, and began to growl— though not loud enough for anyone else to hear.

      Ink looked around, expecting to see Caradoc. What he saw instead was the elongated shadow of a top hat sweeping across the courtyard. He glanced up, following the angle of the sun, and caught the briefest glimpse of a figure passing out of sight on the roof of the temple.

      Ink looked back into the garden. Harriet hadn’t noticed either the growling or the shadow, but had retreated to a bench near the fountain and now sat with her back to him. Swallowing a lump of fear, he hurried along the edge of the courtyard, watching for signs that any of the Colonists or Keepers had noticed something was wrong. They hadn’t.

      Good. Maybe he could prevent a panic before it began.

      When he came to the temple again, he made a sharp turn to the left and followed along its outer wall. At first, he thought to enter by the side door and then attempt to find a staircase inside, though he didn’t remember seeing one. But before he made it that far, he came across a small alcove in the south-facing wall which contained a spiraling stone staircase. He glanced at it nervously, then took off his own top hat and knelt beside Archie.

      “You stay here, boy. I don’t want you getting into trouble up there, and I don’t think you’d like it very much, either. You just keep an eye on my hat for me. It’s bound to fly off my head if I wear it on the roof.” He set it on the ground near the dutiful dog and stood again. “I’ll only be a few minutes. Just stay here. Understand? Stay.”

      He ended the command with an outstretched finger to make his point. Archie showed no interest in the hat but sat next to it with sad eyes and his head still drooping.

      “It’s too late to tell Delia and Simon now,” Ink said as he backed toward the stairs. “But it’ll be all right. Trust me.”
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      The wind was much stronger forty feet off the ground. As soon as Ink stood on the stone roof, he clutched his coat tighter around himself and bent against the cold gusts of air.

      The Spektor on the far side wasn’t bothered. His rotting hat didn’t topple from his head. His tattered coat hung still in the breeze. He didn’t shiver or pull his collar up around his emaciated neck. He stood, as it were, like a statue, staring down into the courtyard. Ink took a deep breath and stepped across the roof, being careful to keep well away from the glass skylights in the center. He stopped several paces to the Spektor’s left, keeping his distance from both the edge of the roof and the black vapor pulsing fitfully around his grandfather’s shoulders. Then he braced his legs and leaned forward for a glimpse down below.

      No one else had seen or sensed the Spektor, not even the Magisters. They carried on with their conversations, and the Keepers continued going to and fro with dishes and pitchers of coffee and tea. Ink snuck a glance to his right. The disdain in Eamon’s silver eyes was stronger than ever. His thin upper lip was curled in disgust, lifting the grey mustache above it and exposing a sharp silver tooth.

      “So,” the Spektor said in his icy, hollow voice. “That’s the new pack of Magisters, is it?”

      Ink nodded. “Yeah.”

      “They don’t look like much. Out of their depth, no doubt. Still too raw and green to be of any worth. And still wearing those stupid robes, I see.”

      Ink swallowed another lump of fear, then looked out beyond the Ecclesium to the west. From this height, he reckoned he could see almost all of Westbourne, even as far as the bay.

      “So which one of them houses was yours?”

      “Why? You have some emotional connection to it? You want to take it as an inheritance? Make it your own? Or perhaps burn it to the ground?”

      “Just curious. In any case, I s’pose you must’ve been listening to our conversation last night.”

      Eamon answered with a scornful laugh that made the black vapor flare in a burst of curling tendrils. “Ha! Listen to your conversations? Subject myself to further torture and misery? All that mewling about feelings. All that moping and whining. Love and hope and all those other revolting words that make my stomach turn. No. I had only to see the Keyholder headed in your direction with that ledger, and I knew what you would learn.”

      “So what’s the story, then? How’d you come to be a Keeper? And why’d you leave?”

      “I don’t owe you a story.”

      “Aw, come on, Granddad,” Ink said, putting a touch of cheeky impudence to the words. “No house? No story? I’m even missing out on breakfast being up here with you. Ain’t I entitled to anything?”

      “No.”

      “All right. Then how ‘bout I start guessing, and you tell me if I’m hot or cold?”

      Eamon turned towards him so suddenly that the great chains he wore clanked loud against one another. There was a flash of anger in his silver eyes, and the black veins bulged beneath his paper-thin skin.

      “We will speak no more of this!”

      His voice boomed across the valley. Birds fluttered out of nearby trees in a panic. The occupants of the courtyard looked around for a moment, as though they’d heard a noise of distant thunder. Ink’s heart beat quickly in his chest but he stood fast with his jaw set in defiance.

      “Then why are you here? You never come just to chat. Your Mistress won’t even admit I exist anymore now that she got what she wanted from me. Pallaton only ever shows up to gloat. So what’s the game this time?”

      “We are waiting,” a voice answered behind him.

      Ink turned to see Lord Pallaton approaching, a smug smile on his hideous face as strolled to the opposite corner of the roof and clasped his claw-like hands behind his back. Ink felt another chill of horror. He was now flanked by Spektors on both sides.

      “Waiting,” Pallaton continued, “for the next Hour to fall.”

      Ink glanced at the Archives in alarm. There, a row of black birds perched along the front eave of the roof. Each had iridescent eyes.

      Shades. The same kind he and Caradoc had seen in the Middling House.

      He knew he should run. He knew should warn everyone. But he couldn’t seem to do anything but tremble.

      “So it’s . . . it’s soon, then?”

      Eamon, who had also fixed his attention on the Archives, scoffed contemptuously in response. “If you could read the changing runes inside that watch, you would know yourself.”

      Ink licked his dry lips. So the watch was connected to the Sundering. That explained why he heard the ticking noise before each hour, and why the soul marking pulsed and throbbed even when his eyes were open.

      “How is it happening?” he asked. “Do those Shade creatures really have the power to open paths through the Veil? And is it them who’s bringing him back each time?”

      “That is no concern of yours,” Pallaton replied. “But returning to the subject of the watch . . . I am curious to know why you’ve stopped using it. You know the great power it holds. Why do you fear it?”

      Ink’s face flushed with anger. “’Cause I ain’t got no right to go poking about in other people’s memories! No one does, by the way! Not even your Mistress! She’s here, too, isn’t she? Somewhere on this island?”

      “She is everywhere she wishes to be. But you stray from the point⁠—”

      “The point is I wish I never saw the thing! Wish I never spied on a single memory, or opened my big mouth to name my enemy! It’s all evil and nothing good! So you can just forget about me using it again!”

      “You might say so now,” Eamon said, fixing his grandson with a knowing smirk which deeply unnerved him. “But you’ll change your mind again, just as soon as you’ve found another advantage or opportunity in it. You can’t help it. It’s in your nature. In our nature.”

      Ink felt as though he would be sick.

      Eamon moved a few steps to the right and glanced over the edge of the roof again. “I see you got yourself a pet.”

      Ink hurried over and looked down. Archie was still there, lying in the grass beside his hat.

      “Guess I did. And where’s yours? He still around?”

      “Just there.”

      Eamon gestured with a noise of clanging chains. Ink looked and saw the green-eyed hellhound going about the courtyard, sniffing the air as he wound his way between the groups in conversation. But unlike the other times he’d seen it, the creature was a mere ghost of a thing. All but invisible. If anyone below caught sight of it, they might think it no more than a fleeting shadow or a trick of the patchy light.

      Of course. The hound was also a Shade.

      “What’s he doing?” Ink asked.

      “His primary function. Tracking down those who possess the qualities which so appeal to us.”

      “What? They can sense hate and despair?”

      “Some more than others. My hound is particularly gifted. Ah, yes. Look there.”

      The Shade had gone to the front steps of the Archives. There it slowed its pace, fixing its glowing eyes on the young man who sat there.

      “That young fool . . . Evering, I think is the name . . . yes, he’s come very close to being put on permanent watch.”

      Ink gaped in horror. This time, he tried to call out a warning, but no sound came. He thought then of rushing down and driving the foul beast away, but it soon moved off again, continuing its sinister appraisals.

      “Is that how you followed us?” Ink said, finally finding his voice again. “Using the Shades? Is that how you knew where to find us?”

      “No, no. The scent would not have been reliable, not with so many of these islands filled with such . . . interesting people. We were set on a much stronger signal. The perfect beacon, in fact. The same one you keep in your pocket.”

      Ink clenched his fists. He was suddenly struggling to breathe, as if something was closing around his chest with an icy grip. This couldn’t be. It couldn’t. He’d discovered the watch’s tricks. He’d gained the upper hand. He’d taken every precaution possible against it. And still they’d found a way to use it against him? No, not just him. Against them all.

      He shut his eyes to steady himself, but there found Caradoc’s soul marking glaring back at him. With a choked noise of dismay, he forced out a panicked breath and looked for the hellhound again. It had entered the Keyholder’s Garden. His heart pounded as he stepped closer to the edge of the roof.

      It was making straight for Harriet, who was still gazing at the statues. The creature stalked along, skirting the fountain with its ears perked forward. When it came to her, it began a slow circle around the bench on which she sat. Even from a distance, Ink could see its bright eyes and bared fangs.

      “No,” he said in a horrified whisper.

      Eamon scoffed. “What, her? She’s come closest of all, though she would never admit it. Not even to herself. What a sainted little bleeding heart she is.”

      Ink looked at him again, struck by the pure enmity in his voice. A small bell began to ring from the courtyard. The Keepers were calling everyone to breakfast. Ink watched as the Colonists began to withdraw to the Council House, still chatting. No one looked up.

      “Please.” The word left his lips almost before he knew it. “Please, they’ve suffered enough. Especially Caradoc.”

      Pallaton came closer. Ink felt the urge to back away, but couldn’t move his legs. When the Spektor reached him, he leaned down and fixed him with a silver-eyed scowl, the chains biting into his withered flesh.

      “He will never suffer enough.”

      Ink turned his head away as tears pricked at his eyes. With a self-satisfied sneer, Pallaton righted himself and clasped his coat lapels like the courtroom lawyer he’d once been.

      “I know they like to talk a great deal about strength and courage. Striving to the bitter end. Well, that won’t hold for much longer. Even your friend the Keyholder is soon to learn there are no answers to be found here, and that will crush what little fight he has left in him. It matters not what happens now. He has already lost.” He nodded towards the crowd below. “As they have all lost by coming here. None will survive what looms on the horizon. None but the Mistress holds any true strength now. Even my dear murderess is brought low by nothing more than a little bracelet. I would laugh if it were not so desperately pathetic.”

      Ink glanced down again. Martin had entered the garden to encourage his wife to come to breakfast. There was a minute of conversation—she still seemed reluctant—but finally she rose and followed him back towards the courtyard. The hellhound gave out a snarl, then flicked its black tail and wandered away.

      “I don’t know why you keep hanging about with them,” Pallaton said. “You’ve so cleverly discovered how to keep out of our grasp, you don’t need them for protection anymore. If I were you, I’d cut ties now. Better that than stay on a sinking ship.”

      A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. The sun had disappeared again. On the next gust of wind came the faint sound of singing from the vigil-holders.

      “S’pose I could leave ‘em,” Ink said. “I have what I need now.”

      He turned to his grandfather.

      “I found ‘em, you know. Mum and Dad. They’re in Talas. At least, I’m pretty sure they are. But maybe it’s not worth it anymore. Prisons are probably great hunting grounds for Spektors. Maybe it’s too late for ‘em.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Eamon replied, still staring down at the courtyard. “And if it wasn’t Spektors who got them, you can be sure it was sadistic prison guards or uncaring wardens. Or the heartless government overseeing it all. The indifferent society who can’t be bothered. Take your pick. The world is full of monsters.”

      Ink began to step backwards.

      “I know,” he replied. “I’m one of ‘em.”

      The next moment, Pallaton and Eamon gave out strangled gasps. They glanced down and saw their great chains moving and writhing around their bodies, tightening their iron grips until their arms were pinned to their sides. The metal thorns tore through their gray-white flesh and sent drops of black blood oozing down their ragged clothes. They both turned, now barely able to move their legs, and looked behind them.

      There stood Ink, holding out both hands towards them, with his left a little farther forward than the other—just like the statues in the garden.

      Eamon’s eyes shined with rage. “Why, you little—ack!”

      The chain around his chest was forced higher and began to throttle him by the neck. He pulled at it desperately but only caused more black blood to flow. Ink took another step back, jerking his left hand as he did so, as if to pull the invisible tether of energy between them all. The Spektors stumbled forward. Pallaton rasped out a gagging noise which was no doubt a malicious obscenity.

      Ink continued towards the stairs, dragging the hellish creatures along with him. He took deep breaths, trying to keep control of his emotions like an Entrian might. He thought of everything he’d ever heard about Defenders. Every story. Every observation. And especially what Margaret had said.

      Think about Caradoc, he said to himself. Focus on him. Not the Spektors.

      “You stupid halfwit!” Pallaton spat. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t kill us! You can’t banish us to the Crypt! You have no choice but to let us go! And when you do, we will shred you to within an inch of your life!”

      “No,” Ink said, his own steady tone of voice surprising him. “No, you’re gonna stay a while. Both of you. We got a nice room already prepared. What do you say, Granddad? It’ll be just like old times.”

      Keeping his arm outstretched, he glanced over his shoulder. The stairs were only a few steps away.
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      Archie began to bark before Ink had even set foot on solid ground again. He’d forced the Spektors to go before him and now pushed them towards the empty courtyard with slow, deliberate steps. The dog didn’t dare come near but made such a racket Ink was sure the entire island could hear him.

      An older girl suddenly appeared at the top of the steps on the hill, carrying a serving tray. Upon sight of them, she screamed bloody murder and dropped the tray with a crash. Several of the vigil-holders raced to her aid and froze at the edge of the courtyard, stricken with horror. The Keeper in the watchtower nocked an arrow at her bow and aimed at the Spektors.

      “No, don’t!” Ink shouted. “I’ve got them! Just stay out of the way!”

      Pallaton gave out a loud cry. A whirlwind of black cloud suddenly appeared, swirling fast around the entire courtyard and streaked with flashes of strange light. The wind roared in Ink’s ears. He’d lost sight of the buildings. He couldn’t see the vigil-holders or hear Archie barking, but he knew what was happening. The Spektors were trying to flee to an Otherworld.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      He tensed every muscle in both arms until they shook.

      “Inkwell!”

      “Ink! Hold on, we’re⁠—!”

      It was Seherene’s voice. And Simon’s. Other voices of shock and panic soon joined in. He couldn’t see them clearly, only glimpses of silhouettes through the furious whirlwind.

      The next moment, Eamon gave out a roar which shook the very stones of the courtyard. The whirlwind grew fiercer, and the flashes of light began to burst wildly out in all directions. From just beyond it, Ink heard more fearful screaming and saw figures running to and fro. He looked up as a bright light flashed overhead. Ghostly visions danced in the air above, blurring in and out of focus, overlapping and intertwining. There were strange structures, treacherous landscapes, metal objects with massive wings. The ground trembled again, and with a great thunderclap of sound, a huge crack appeared in the courtyard floor.

      Ink felt a streak of pain through his shaking arms. The strength was draining out of him. They had reached the very center of the courtyard, and there Ink stopped his prisoners and tensed the fingers of his left hand until the tips curled inward. The chains could pull no tighter, the thorns bite no deeper. Both Spektors were a mess of black blood and craned their shuddering mouths towards the sky as if gasping for air. Their jaws looked almost unhinged.

      “Tell me!” Ink shouted above the wind. “Tell me how to stop the Sundering! And I’ll let you fly off like the big cowards you are!”

      With a hissing, scraping sound, Pallaton’s twisted jaw slid from one side to the other. A spurt of black blood flew from his lips. His icy whisper echoed in every corner of the Ecclesium.

      “Here it comes.”

      His silver eyes slid upward. Suddenly, a flurry of snowflakes began to drift down between them, growing heavier by the moment. The temperature dropped in the blink of an eye. Ice formed across the stones. And then Ink heard it.

      Tick, tick, tick, tick.

      “No!” Ink cried, then tried to shout to the others around him. “The Third Hour! It’s happening! I can hear it!”

      Ink wasn’t sure if they heard him. The ticking noise was fast building to the full height of its fury, beating against the insides of his skull, tearing through him with every agonizing stroke of its terrible hammer. The soul marking burned like fire against his eyelids. He was desperate to make it stop. He raised his right hand to his ear in pain. There were more bursts of light, cries and crashing sounds. He sank to one knee and heard the Spektors’ chains begin to loosen.

      He couldn’t hold them for much longer. His arms ached all the way to his shoulders. There were snowflakes on his eyelashes, freezing air in his nose and throat. The ticking pounded like a giant metal bludgeon in his head. He couldn’t focus. He was losing control. He had to choose . . . or risk losing them both.

      “You pathetic worm!” Pallaton hissed. “You don’t have it in you! Did you think they would admire you for this? That you would atone for what you’ve done? That she would love you for it?”

      “Shut up!”

      “Have I taught you nothing?” Eamon sneered. “Why do you stand with the weak? And fight what cannot be killed? And waste your time seeking to be good and loving and brave? You are none of those things! You never will be! And the mark you wear is proof!”

      With a great cry of anguish, Ink let his arms drop to his side.

      And then the ticking stopped. Thank God, it stopped. The chains around the Spektors slackened further. He had seconds to decide. He turned his gaze on Pallaton.

      “Get out of here.”

      The Spektor needed no further urging. The black vapor flared around his shoulders, obscuring him like a great pair of wings, then folded itself into the whirlwind, taking Pallaton with it. Ink looked at his granddad, who bared his silver fangs as his own black shroud began to encircle him. Ink shut his eyes, drew in a deep breath, and raised his hands again.

      He thought of Caradoc. He thought of Seherene. Harriet and Martin. Riva and the Plumsleys. Evering, Abner, and all the others. This wasn’t only about a Keyholder. He wasn’t acting in defense of one man alone. No. It was far beyond that. He was defending them all.

      As soon as the thought struck him, there was a great swelling in his chest, and a feeling of such wondrous euphoria and energy he felt as though a passage to the Veil had opened deep inside himself. For a moment, he could even see it with perfect clarity; a brilliant, boundless portal into infinite Otherworlds, each somehow a part of him and he a part of them. His very blood tingled with exhilaration. A galvanizing fire flooded into his heart, into his bones. And all the while his eyes were closed, there was no sign whatsoever of the terrible soul marking.

      It was only when Eamon screamed that Ink opened his eyes again. His grandfather had dropped to his knees, thrashing and flailing against his bonds like a shark caught in a fishing net. Flecks of black blood flew from his mouth, which seemed to grow unnaturally wide. Ink reaffirmed his gesture and moved towards him. The wind howled with renewed fury.

      “You betrayed your duty,” Ink said, his voice overcoming the noise though he did not shout. “You betrayed the last living Keyholder. You betrayed the High Order and everyone in it.”

      A noise of grating metal sounded as the chains tightened again. Eamon lost all strength and fell to the ground. The whites of his silver eyes turned black.

      “Ungrateful wretch!” he screamed. “I gave you everything!”

      “You betrayed me. You betrayed my parents. Your own son. You didn’t blink an eye when I mentioned Talas. You knew where they were all the time. You could’ve led me straight to ‘em. But why do that when you could use it to torture me?”

      The Spektor’s black vapor—pulsing and writhing as if in pain—suddenly changed form and began to fall like drops of rain, hissing as each one struck the ground. The sound of wind began to fade. The visions of Otherworlds flashing in the sky above them disappeared.

      “This is a waste!” Eamon spat, raking his claw-like hands across the stones. “You owe them nothing! The Keyholder is lost!”

      Ink lowered his arms but kept his left palm raised at the hip. His breathing slowed. A calm fell over him. “Maybe he is. But I choose him. I choose ‘em all. Not you. And not what you tried to make me. I may not be good. Or loving or brave. But I’m gonna fight for those things. And everything you gave me? Everything you taught? It ain’t right to live that way. So I’m putting it down. I ain’t gonna carry it no more. And that’s the end of it.”

      The whirlwind dissipated. The last snowflake melted on the ground. He could see the others now—all wearing expression of both horror and astonishment. Drea had a hand in the air, as if holding an enchantment. Some of the other Keepers stood in the same pose, though from a greater distance. Ink guessed they had set a shield around the Ecclesium. There were no more screams or cries. No open panic. Only stunned silence.

      “Ink!”

      Seherene rushed forward, looking as though she would throw her arms around him, but stopped upon closer sight of the subjugated Spektor.

      “Saints above. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. For now, at least.”

      A new chorus of gasps and screams suddenly rose up around them. Ink tore his gaze from his grandfather and glanced around.

      More Spektors had appeared. Dozens this time, all with lean and hungry looks. They leered at the Keepers and Colonists, squinting their eyes and licking their bloodless lips.

      “Anazra!” Eamon cried.

      The strange word had an immediate effect.

      “Anazra!” The cry was carried along by the other Spektors, some in horrified whispers, some in hysterical shouts of pure terror. “Anazra!”

      “Fly!” a Spektor woman cried, half-screaming the word. “Fly or be damned!”

      Cloaks of black vapor flared all around the courtyard, and one by one, the Spektors disappeared. A sound of barking rose above the noise. Ink looked towards the Keyholder’s Garden and saw Archie facing down the hellhound. The Shade was twice as big, but the steadfast dog held its ground. The hound growled and snarled, then slowly backed away.

      When the last free Spektor was gone, the rest of the Colonists hurried towards Ink.

      “Careful, now!” Simon warned. “Ink’s still got a hold on him. Don’t get too close.”

      “Bloody hell, Ink!” Chester cried.

      “How on earth have you done this?” Harriet asked.

      “Never mind that now!” Ink glanced at the roof of the Archives. The birds were gone. “The Third Hour’s struck! We have to find Caradoc if we can!”

      Daniel nodded. “We’ll go after him. Come on, mates!” He clapped Martin and Chester on the backs, who promptly followed him across the courtyard. Evering joined them.

      The three Magisters finally rushed forward, staring in shock at the Spektor, who glared back at them with pure malevolence.

      “Merciful God,” Drea whispered.
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      The Magisters called all the Entrian Keepers to them, and after many enchantments were placed, they proceeded to move Eamon to his new home in the Foundry. As former Defenders, Seherene, Simon, and Margaret kept a particularly close watch on the proceedings, and not until the door of the silver cage had been closed and locked did they instruct Ink to finally release his hold.

      “I suggest a silencing enchantment until we’re ready to question him,” Seherene said to Drea. “A Spektor can use words to devastating effect if allowed.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      As Drea moved to carry out her advice, Delia went to Ink and embraced him.

      “I can’t begin to imagine how you did this. Whatever put the idea into your head? Who knows what might’ve happened to you?”

      “Better me than Evering. Or Margaret or Simon.”

      “But how did you do it?” Harriet asked.

      “Well . . . I saw ‘em on the roof, went up to try and head ‘em off, and then I just . . . did what Margaret said to do.”

      “What I said?” she echoed in bewilderment.

      “Yeah. About finding your light, letting your spirit rise to the surface and all that. At least I think that’s what I did.”

      “That was on the subject of Defenders!”

      “But . . . wasn’t I being one?”

      “No, Ink,” Seherene replied. “There can be no Defender without a Keyholder near. Both must be linked to the Key. One by spirit—as Margaret says—and the other by blood. If I didn’t know better . . . I might have thought you had a Key of your own.”

      Ink could not have been more mystified.

      “That word ‘Anazra,’” Jeremy said to Drea. “The Spektors seemed terrified by it. Do you know what it means?”

      The Magister wrung her hands. “I haven’t the faintest idea. But I can guess the word itself is of the First Language.”

      The next moment, Evering ran inside the Foundry. Everyone looked to him in eager expectation as he shook his head.

      “He’s gone. But we’re searching the whole place, even past the outskirts of the village.”

      Drea raised a hand. “James, Leona, would you stay and help keep watch on our visitor?”

      “Of course,” James said.

      “We’ll light the oil as well,” Leona added. “We dare not have any more surprises.”

      “Agreed.” Drea glanced at the other Keepers who had stationed themselves around the cage. “Be of good courage. Keep in constant prayer as you attend him.”

      Ink lifted his gaze to his grandfather. The Spektor stood in the very center of the enchanted cage, manacled, cowed, and still covered in black blood. His silver eyes, shining with contempt, were already fixed on his grandson.

      Ink had once asked Margaret if the light inside oneself stayed close after it was summoned. As he looked at the creature he’d taken captive—the first father he’d ever really known—it was then he knew the answer for himself.

      The light was all too fleeting.
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      As they hurried back to the courtyard, Ink noticed the extent of the damage caused by the whirlwind. The roof of the temple had caved in, scattering stones all around it. Windows had broken, trees were blown down. The archway to the Keyholder’s Garden had even collapsed. There was a mess everywhere he looked. But at least the hellhound was nowhere to be seen.

      Once the Colonists had explained to Drea that there was no knowing when Caradoc might return, or where, they determined to divide into teams to cover more ground. Harriet and Jasper made for the stables to scour the island on horseback, accompanied by several Keepers. Daniel, Chester, and Amos would hurry back to the Chain Breaker on the odd chance the Keyholder was dropped there again. Drea, Margaret, Skiff, and Simon would go down to the vigil-holders and organize a search of the village. The others would inspect every inch of the Ecclesium and all its wreckage.

      Ink staggered forward, exhausted. He didn’t know where to look. For all they knew, it would be weeks before they saw Caradoc again. Maybe even longer this time. He sighed and began to follow along the great crack that had split the face of the courtyard.

      Somewhere near the center, a small, shiny object caught his eye. He crouched down to examine it, then carefully picked it up.

      “What have you got there?”

      He glanced up to see Jeremy and Delia standing beside him. He stood and held out his hand to show them.

      “Another Spektor tooth. Guess I knocked ‘em around a little harder than I thought. Here. You take it, Jeremy.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “To replace the one you gave Kingsley. I heard you tell Skiff the story of how you got it, when you saved Caradoc’s life that day. You should have it.”

      Jeremy looked at it for a long moment, then reached out to close Ink’s own fingers around it. With a smile, he turned and walked off toward the Keyholder’s Garden.

      Delia rested a hand on her hip. “Mr. Featherfield . . . there’s no arguing you’ve done something extraordinary today, and saved us all a lot of heartbreak over choosing live bait. But if that Spektor in there is who I think it is . . .”

      She trailed off, expecting him to answer. Ink only dropped his gaze.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said. After a deep sigh, she put a hand on his shoulder. “Just promise me you won’t go in there without one of us. I don’t want you facing him alone again.”

      “All right. I promise.”

      “Like you promised you’d warn me or Simon if you saw this particular Spektor again?”

      Ink grinned. “Yeah. Just like that.”

      She held her hand to his face for a moment, worry dimming her smile, then turned and followed after Jeremy.

      Seherene remained near the steps of the Foundry. Ink slipped the Spektor tooth into his pocket and approached her. She gave him a sorrowful smile, then reached for both of his hands.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice full of emotion.

      He blushed and dismissed the sentiment with a shrug. “Can’t say I planned it. I didn’t even know if it would work.”

      “No, I . . . I wasn’t referring to what you did here, though God knows we’re all very grateful for it. I wanted to thank you for what you said last night.” She paused, taking a moment to collect herself. “For telling Isaac how much you cared about him. It meant a lot to him. And to me.”

      Before Ink could answer, a dog began to bark nearby.

      “Archie!” he cried. “I forgot about Archie!”

      “There he is. By the Archives.”

      The black dog stood in the open doorway, facing inside. The swish of his tail indicated a warning, not a greeting. Ink and Seherene had already started for it, but when they came nearer and began to hear a noise of crashing and breaking, they both broke into a run. Radburn and Martin, who had just come out of the Defender’s Garden, caught sight of them and followed.

      Like the temple, the roof of the Archives had also collapsed. Melting snow dripped from above, and the door to the inner rooms had been smashed halfway off its hinges by the falling rubble. Martin hurried ahead and told them to wait while he and Radburn moved it safely away. Archie had joined his master again, but kept firmly behind Ink’s heels rather than taking the lead.

      Once the door was clear, they continued on. The noise of scuffling and clattering had not ceased, and they followed it deeper inside. The place was every bit as beautiful as the rest of the Ecclesium, with great care taken in its design and decoration. There were many lanterns and candelabras, and Ink thought some of them must have been lit before the whirlwind barged its way inside.

      “Isaac?” Seherene called aloud.

      They passed several rows of bookcases and came to a central chamber where there was a long table before a hearth. Books and parchments were scattered across its surface, and many others had tumbled to the floor. The hearth was half full of snow. To the left of the chamber was another door. This was open, and the source of the noise within.

      They rushed forward, hurried through the threshold, and stopped in their tracks.

      It was Caradoc. He was trying to rise from the floor, trying to get his feet under him, but falling and slipping back against the wall. His hair was longer, as well as his beard. He was also wearing his Keyholder armor—the same black and gold-gilt suit Ink had seen on the statues. Only this set was in terrible condition. The breastplate was cracked almost in half. The greaves and vambraces were chipped and gouged. There was no helmet or shield, and the cloak was in tatters. It was also strangely transparent, showing his regular clothes beneath.

      Martin shook his head, bewildered. “What’s happening?”

      “Stay back,” Seherene said. “Give him a moment. He’s still between worlds.”

      The Keyholder didn’t seem to notice them, but kept trying to rise, bracing himself against whatever he could reach but inevitably falling again. There were broken mugs and pitchers on the floor. Chairs and side tables had been knocked over. Seherene moved towards him.

      “Stop!” he cried, holding out a hand. “Don’t come any closer! Not a step!”

      There was terror in his voice. He was shaking, huddling against the wall like a cornered animal. His hair was so long it was hard to see his eyes clearly, but what Ink did see of them was frantic and wild. With a frustrated cry, he tried again to stand, but only made it halfway before falling against a cabinet and knocking a dozen books to the floor. This time, they all moved to help him, but he cried out again.

      “No! Stay back, I said! Stay back! Don’t come near me!”

      Seherene knelt where she stood. “Isaac, it’s me. Sarah. Martin and Ink are here as well. Radburn, too. We’re not going to hurt you.”

      Caradoc’s breaths came in panicked gasps. He clutched at his chest, struggling back against the wall. The armor began to glow for a moment, then faded away entirely. Ink noticed a bandage around his left wrist—the same one he’d been wearing before they’d left Riverfall. Obviously, it was hiding much more than a ‘scratch’, as Caradoc had claimed, but now was not the time to question it.

      The Entress reached out a hand to him. “The armor is gone. You’re home now. Let’s get you out of here.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t . . . I can’t feel the ground. Or my legs. I can’t feel anything.”

      “Dear God,” Martin whispered.

      Seherene reached out again. “Isaac⁠—”

      “No, don’t. Please.” His voice was on the edge of tears. “Don’t touch me. Don’t come any closer. I can’t bear it any longer. They wouldn’t stop. All that time, they wouldn’t stop.”

      “Yes,” Radburn said. “I thought I’d seen this before.”

      Ink looked up at him. “You have?”

      The older man nodded. “This is how prisoners act after they’ve been tortured.”

      Ink glanced at Archie, who was still huddled behind his legs. Perhaps it wasn’t really Caradoc he’d been barking and growling at all week. Perhaps he could simply sense who had been hurting him. Or what.

      “How long were you gone?” Seherene asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know but they . . . they clawed and cut and struck me without end, without rest . . . ‘til everything went numb.” He stared down at his hands, twitching and trembling.

      Seherene drew her eyebrows together. “Tell us what we can do to help.”

      “Nothing,” he answered. “There’s nothing anyone can do.”

      “He’ll be like that for a while, ma’am,” Radburn said. “Best thing we can do now is make him comfortable here, as much as possible.”

      Martin took a few steps forward and crouched down. “Caradoc . . . you say you can’t sense the ground, but can you remember how it felt? What it was like to walk upon it? You still have the strength to do it, it’s only the balance you must go without.”

      “Don’t bother about me!” Caradoc shouted. “There’s no time!”

      “What do you mean?” Ink asked.

      “I heard them talking. He’s coming. Soon, they said. Across the water. Across the wind. With hundreds of them. Hundreds.”

      “Who?” Seherene asked. “Who is coming? Blackwood?”

      Caradoc leaned his head against the wall. A tear dripped down his face.

      “Frederick. He’s her new commander. He’s coming for the Crypt. The Crypt is here.”

      His eyes met hers.

      “The Crypt is here.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for Reading

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you enjoyed The Sundering Hours, please leave a review to help spread the word. It is much appreciated.

      

        

      
        For more books by Jacquelyn Hagen, visit www.jacquelynhagen.com/books.

      

        

      
        To receive the latest news about The Riverfall Chronicles, view a full-color digital map of Eriaris, or sign up for our mailing list, visit www.jacquelynhagen.com.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My deepest thanks to the generous people who gave so much time and effort in helping me to make this book the best it could be. Your friends in Eriaris raise a glass to you as well.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Janice Blackburn

        Michael “Maz” DeMasi

        Courtney Durvesh

        Keith Gilbertson

        Amy Hagen

        Lindsey Hagen

        Stephanie Medina

        and of course, Elizabeth Ward

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Author Image]
        

      
      

      Jacquelyn Hagen is the author of the epic fantasy series The Riverfall Chronicles. She currently resides wherever the U.S. Air Force needs her to be. In her free time, she devours stories in every form (usually while hanging out with her two big fluffy dogs), but has also been known to play in folk bands, raise chickens, and try to improve her bread-baking skills.

      

      Visit her website at jacquelynhagen.com.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/eriaris_map_noborder_b_w300dpi-2.jpg
ERIARIS

yoas—

NoRTHCLIFF

GULF OF
ER HAEN

THE EASTERN

Viera i A 5
b SEA

ACaLamow

Apven § M».
BAY AnrnaVANTIS

THE WESTERN oA o - ) G (Kixa’s Isanp)

Damiras ’

2





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-x-screen.png





cover.jpeg
1]
=
S

=]

o

-
=
o
=

e
o
o2
~ .
mcv
(S

o

-

=4

(©]
[ad
=4

o]

o
[as]






OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-flourish.png





OEBPS/images/logo-transparent-black.png
MASTMARNER
Booxks





OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen.png






OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/headshot.jpg





