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      Mom,

      for naming my crayons and giving them backstories

      for filling my childhood with books

      for letting me dress the cat

      and for taking the time to teach rather than smack

      

      I hope the next life is kinder
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        “I hesitate even to keep a journal. The smallest clue could give me away, but customs must be kept.

        I’ve always understood that better than her.”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        

      

      “It’s a good butt,” mused Jesna.

      Elle’s best friend stabbed her shovel into the ground, leaned casually on the handle, and flicked her long blonde braid over her shoulder. Elle followed her gaze across the dappled clearing to where Kaiserian was grooming his enormous midnight horse.

      He’d finished brushing it and was now making his way around the creature, lifting each wicked hoof and peering intently at it.

      Elle’s cheeks flamed as she noticed what Jesna had noticed, that the foreign lord wore rather tight pants. And that they fitted him very well.

      She bit the inside of her cheek, trying to hide her smile, and hit Jesna’s shovel with her own. It only made her friend cackle louder.

      Kaiserian turned to look at them, and Jesna immediately stopped laughing to scowl at him until he went back to the hooves.

      “I mean, he’s a power-mad, fire-breathing foreigner who’s invaded our home, but he has a good butt.”

      “Jesna!” hissed Elle.

      “You didn’t notice?”

      Elle rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were still burning. It had been so long since she’d noticed any man. Shaking her hair back, she said, “Of course I noticed. He’s been living in my hearthome for a week.”

      Jesna waggled her eyebrows at her, and she giggled.

      “Stop! And he’s not power-mad. At least, he doesn’t seem to be.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. You wanted to talk about how you’re stuck inside a magical wall of roses while an evil fire wizard tries to take over your city?”

      “I definitely do not want to talk about that.”

      It had been a week since Jago and his Ashlords had come galloping out of the Everwood, sanctioned by Annaria to arrest Elle. The rose-briar wall had been the first defense that came to mind, the only thing that Elle could erect quickly enough to safely seal off her hearthome, Sylve, from the forest—and the people who wanted to hurt her.

      And now it was the thing that cut her off from the rest of the Vale, while the Pyromancer roamed free.

      Elle made a face. She might be safe from evil fire wizards in here, but she was by no means alone. Aside from Kaiserian and his good butt, and Jesna, who had only just arrived, Tyress had also elected to stay, along with her secretary, Saskia.

      And Elle was almost out of nerves.

      The old woman kept popping up to interrogate Kaiserian about his brother’s plans, and when he managed to give her the slip, she hunted Elle down to try and dictate their next steps. As if they were a band of heroes in an adventure story.

      “It is a good wall though. Very pointy.” Jesna shifted her arm to display the long scratches along her bicep.

      “You’re not getting any pity from me.” Elle picked up her shovel and used the sharp edge to cut a neat square in the turf. “I warned you about the roses. They’re feisty.”

      Echo had carried messages back and forth between Sylve and Ystellia, but Jago and his murderous cronies were lying low, and Annaria, as usual, was playing her cards very close to her chest.

      Adron and Jesna hadn’t been able to dig up much. They knew Tainn was missing, possibly hidden away by Annaria, but they couldn’t find even a whisper of his location.

      Without information on what was happening in Ystellia, Elle was at a loss. Technically, she was no longer Grace. But Magla, her replacement, was only a pawn in whatever great game Annaria was playing. Elle needed to be smart in whatever she chose to do next. She’d been avoiding Tyress not only because the woman set her teeth on edge, but also because she had no idea where to start unraveling the mess she’d helped create.

      Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She had one very clear task, and she was very glad Jesna had come from Ystellia to help.

      “But they’re so pretty.” Jesna pouted at the wall of roses, and with a long-suffering sigh pulled her shovel from the ground and started digging again. “Pretty things aren’t supposed to hurt you.”

      “I’m sure I’ve heard those exact words from Ystellian girls. About you.”

      Jesna winked at her, and Elle turned back to her square of turf with a smile. She lifted it gently, shaking it loose from the soil below while trying not to disturb the roots too much. It went onto a nearby patch of lawn, next to the other three squares she’d carefully excavated. She wanted this to be as perfect as she could make it.

      The rose wall in question rustled in the breeze. It was never fully silent, as if it truly did possess some kind of life of its own. But Elle was happy for it to make as much noise as it liked if it kept the Pyromancer out.

      “So Tyress…” said Jesna.

      “I’m going to kill her,” said Elle. “I’ll pretend it’s a side-effect of her weird, incurable illness. But really it’s a side-effect of her personality.”

      “None of the things Adron suggested worked?”

      “Stars, I wished they had.” A week had given Elle time to try out a myriad of cures on Tyress’s mystery illness. “Then I could have packed her back up to play with her friends on the Synod.”

      Jesna grimaced. “I have a few more suggestions from him. Hopefully one of them works.”

      There was a strange intensity to her voice, and Elle knew it wasn’t because she cared deeply about whether Tyress was healed.

      “What’s wrong?” Elle stopped her digging, and turned to face her friend. “It’s spreading, isn’t it?”

      Jesna bit her lip. “Yes.”

      “And none of Adron’s cures are working?”

      “He’s hoping they might work if you make them.”

      Elle nodded, and they kept digging. The square hole was about ankle deep now. Jesna didn’t push her for answers—she had absolute faith in Elle’s ability to figure out anything to do with the Godstars.

      And Elle couldn’t quite describe how this time the magic felt different. The healing starmarks should have come easily now that she’d bonded Onkryn, the Godstar of healing, but they were slippery and hard to conjure.

      For now, she focused on the digging, falling into a rhythm with Jesna. It felt good to finally be doing something useful. She’d been going quietly mad what with avoiding Tyress (aside from her failed healing attempts), sussing out Kaiserian (not that she’d admit it to Tyress), and spending the rest of her free time trying to figure out what to do next.

      She didn’t need to be digging. She could have cleared a deep hole with the wave of her hand—nature spells were at least something that came effortlessly—but it felt right to dig. To put her sweat and time into this.

      The ache in her hands and shoulders made her feel useful. She was doing something, even if it was none of the things that clamoured for her attention.

      Tempers inside the briar wall were beginning to wear thin. She needed to make a move, and soon, before being stuck inside the wall did Jago’s work for him. She’d tried four cures on Tyress, and each one had failed to have any impact on the woman’s symptoms. Everything from her fever to the strange markings that swirled across her skin was still firmly in place.

      “How many others are sick?”

      “Not too many yet, about ten.” Jesna pulled a face and said softly, “But one or two aren’t from Ystellia.”

      “So it’s spreading to the other villages?”

      “Just in the Everwood.”

      But for how long?

      Elle wiped sweat from her brow and jumped out of the hole they’d been digging. It was deep enough now.

      Jesna stabbed her shovel into the ground next to Elle’s and leaned against her, hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder. Their earlier banter had dissolved with the news of the spreading disease—and the weight of the task that came next.

      A cough sounded behind them.

      Elle’s body tensed instantly. She had forced her jaw to relax, and only Jesna’s quick squeeze of a hug helped calm her enough to turn and face Tyress.

      The old Synodwoman was leaning against Saskia, her cheeks red with fevered heat.

      “Why are you out of bed, Tyress?”

      Tyress started to answer, but her voice broke and dissolved into a coughing fit. Saskia patted her on the back absently, her eyes cast skyward, a long-suffering look on her face.

      Saskia’s cheeks were flushed, and her blonde hair was stringy and pulled back into a messy bun. It was not a good look for her.

      “I told you I’d try Adron’s latest suggestions this afternoon, Tyress.”

      “Are you—” Another bark of a cough, “trying to kill me?”

      “Quite the opposite, you—” Elle stopped the insult before it could escape. “I haven’t forgotten the terms of our deal. I heal you in exchange for the location of your Godstar.”

      Tyress harrumphed.

      “Of course, you could always just tell me anyway…” Elle looked expectantly at the old woman, even though she knew she wouldn’t budge.

      “And have you go haring off to get yourself killed before you heal me?” Tyress shook her head. “I’m old. Not insane.”

      Elle took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. “I’ll find you this afternoon, to try Adron’s latest suggestion, but I have things to do now.”

      “Yes,” Tyress coughed, “I know. And I don’t approve of it any more than I did yesterday. You’re just as stubborn as your mother ever was.” Another coughing fit. They waited, Jesna rolling her eyes, while long-suffering Saskia thumped on Tyress’s back. “I’ve come to be here for that. If you won’t wait for the families—”

      Elle’s hands curled into fists. It was impossible to stay calm around this woman. “Don’t talk to me about my mother. And you know why I won’t wait for the families. Those hearts are seeped in pyromantic power. Just because I can’t understand it, doesn’t mean I can’t feel it. We can’t afford to leave them somewhere accessible.”

      “You don’t know that burying them will solve the problem. At least Ellentyre was logical—”

      Elle growled, but a quiet voice cut her off.

      “She does.”

      The women whipped around.

      Kaiserian stood behind them, his copper skin gleaming from the effort of grooming his horse.

      Tyress sniffed. “Well, I suppose you’d know. You were a part of bringing down the Mistwall with those poor hearts.”

      The nine hearts that Elle had reclaimed from inside the Mistwall had succeeded in repairing the tear in the ancient barrier, but it hadn’t rid the organs of whatever spell had animated them in the first place. They were dormant now, locked in the magical ice Elle had conjured, but they needed to be dealt with. Kaiserian had helped with some ideas of how to mute the dark magic infusing the hearts, and he’d helped build the metal boxes they now rested in.

      Tyress’s sharp words never seemed to bother the outland lord, who shrugged and said, “I’ve provided what advice I could. Elle, can I help you move the boxes out here?”

      She nodded, trying not to get flustered under the gazes of the other three women, and determinedly ignoring the small smile dancing at the corners of Jesna’s lips.

      Elle turned stiffly and set off for the greenhouse, which was nestled between Sylve’s great roots at the back of the hearthome. She heard soft footsteps behind her as Kaiserian and Jesna followed her.

      He had been modest when he’d said he’d offered advice. He’d spent most of the week building small metal boxes from scraps.

      Elle had then enchanted them as best she could with starmarks for peace. She couldn’t dispel the pyromancy that lay curled in the hearts, but she could layer over it with the kindest spells she could muster.

      The boxes were also layered in silence spells. Elle hadn’t been lying when she’d said the reason they needed to bury the hearts was to keep them from the Pyromancers. Her spells should mute the pyromantic resonance, and stop them from being dug up to be used in foul magic.

      There were nine small boxes, and Elle, Jesna and Kaiserian carried them out one at a time, three trips back and forth each. Saskia looked as if she wanted to help, but she couldn’t leave Tyress’s side. The old woman looked dreadful, but no amount of suggestions from Elle to go to bed would have any effect.

      A chill wind trailed through the clearing, setting the briar wall rustling, and bringing the sweet, floral scent of spring with it. The bright freshness of the day seemed somehow inappropriate to Elle. Funerals were meant to be dark and sad. Certainly rainy.

      But then she thought of Sephanie, and small Raitel, both creatures of light. Maybe the sun was appropriate after all.

      Once the nine boxes were placed neatly in the freshly-dug hole, Elle walked around them—facing the others—and spoke the elegy to set the dead free:

      From the Stars, you were born,

      To the Stars, you return.

      You were

      Are

      Will be

      Stardust,

      Lost to us, but never to the world.

      Walk with the Godstars.

      Until we meet again.

      “Until we meet again,” echoed the others, Kaiserian’s voice low and solemn against the chorus of female voices.

      They took turns filling in the grave, one slow spadeful of dirt at a time. Even Tyress contributed, although Saskia made sure to scoop up only the lightest dusting for her to sprinkle.

      They placed the four squares of turf neatly back over the tamped down dirt, only a small hillock marking the grave.

      Elle knelt down and took a handful of seeds from her pocket. She sprinkled them over the ground, then followed them with a handful of starmarks.

      The goldenrod seeds sprouted and grew, spreading and webbing across the ground until the small grave was covered in yellow blossoms, each winking with a gentle inner light. Elle had infused as much luck magic as she could into this herb, magnifying its innate qualities. She hoped the extra dose of magic would help to guard the hearts against any outside influence.

      Tyress sighed loudly and looked sternly at her.

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll tell you about my Godstar.”
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        “She’s gone mad with the knowledge. I thought that, as the priestess, she would be sympathetic about Cygnelle’s song. Instead, she is possessive. She wants the Godstar for herself.”

        Elena, 25th Grace

        

      

      They made their way to the back of the enormous hearthome, toward the greenhouse that was tucked among Sylve’s roots. Old, cloudy glass was embedded deeply into the flesh of the giant roots, the hearthome growing itself around the structure set by an ancient Grace.

      Surrounding the greenhouse were extensive gardens, which produced a variety of vegetables all year round. High up in the canopy, Sylve’s branches had been trained to grow around in a wide, open circle, allowing sunshine through to warm the ground.

      That same sunshine filtered into the greenhouse, warming the air inside, and the herbs and flowers strained toward the lit glass. The air was full of quiet, botanical industry.

      The warm brightness shaded to a dim, earth-scented space at the back of the greenhouse, deep in Sylve’s trunk. Elle had set up her very own stillroom in the dark space. Shelves of jewel-bright bottles stood alongside chaotic walls of plants that preferred the dark and the hodgepodge collection of metal and ceramic clutter that served as the basic tools for any potions maker.

      Jesna swept straight for the jars that held flamemoths, dropping in sugar cubes for the moths, their waking wings lighting up the cozy space.

      The rest followed, Tyress leaning heavily on Saskia and collapsing with a grunt into Elle’s reading corner. Kaiserian, for all his clear curiosity, had politely avoided exploring too far into Sylve, and he gazed around the greenhouse-cum-potions room with his usual wide-eyed wonder.

      He hovered a little away from them, face deep in a bed of herbs, ignoring the bustle in the dark potions corner.

      Saskia had located a teapot and some cups, and there was already steam coming from the spout. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out how the Artefacts worked, and she took every opportunity to use them. Elle wasn’t complaining—it meant a steady stream of snacks and warm drinks for which she didn’t need to lift a finger.

      “All right,” said Elle, taking a seat opposite Tyress. “What Godstar do you embody?”

      “Oh,” said Tyress, “Have you already made the latest cure?”

      Elle ground her teeth and was very proud of herself for not lunging at the old woman. “You said—”

      “I said I would tell you about my Godstar.” Tyress took a handkerchief out of her sleeve and blotted the sweat on her forehead, “And I will. But since you have a new suggestion from Adron, doesn’t it make more sense for you give it a try first?”

      The old woman tilted her head, like a small owl about to devour an innocent field mouse. “I would have thought it was implied. Goodness Ariella, if I have to spell everything out for you, how will you ever defeat that horrible Pyromancer?”

      She was going to have no teeth left soon, thought Elle, jaw clenched, as she stood stiffly and walked over to the high, scrubbed work table. Jesna was already waiting for her, a small silver flask in her hand. She offered it to Elle with a grin, but Elle shook her head. Volstra might calm her nerves, but it might also give her the courage to smother Tyress.

      She knuckled her back and turned to her shelves of potions ingredients, gathering the basics. When she turned back, Saskia was waiting with a steaming cup of coffee. The blue-eyed woman wrinkled her nose in sympathy and reached for a silver-bladed knife, but Elle thanked her and shooed her away. Stars knew she deserved a break after tending to Tyress for a week.

      Saskia smiled weakly at her, and wandered back over to the reading corner, plopping herself down on an ottoman and drinking deeply from her own cup.

      Slim, tanned fingers closed over the knife, and Jesna raised an eyebrow at her. One look at her friend’s stubborn face had Elle sliding some laurel roots across the table.

      “This needs to be crushed,” said Elle. Laurel was always a good base for fever but beyond that… “What did Adron suggest I try next?”

      Jesna patted her pockets and pulled out a piece of parchment, handing it over to Elle. It was covered in Adron’s careful writing. “It depends on how Tyress’s symptoms have progressed.” She twisted to look over her shoulder at the two exhausted women in the corner.

      Tyress’s head was tilted back and she seemed to be dozing. Her forehead glistened damply in the dim light of the flamemoth’s wings. Jesna picked up a smaller laurel root and lobbed it at Saskia. It hit her skirt with a soft plop, and the small woman started, her coffee slopping a little. She squinted at Jesna and then sighed as the Cythian gestured toward Tyress.

      Her reluctance to wake her elderly charge was clear, but she stood and softly shook Tyress’s shoulders. The old woman woke with a small snort and sat up straight as a fence post, as if to pretend she’d never been asleep at all.

      “Tyress,” said Jesna. “How are the marks progressing?

      “What marks?” asked Kaiserian sharply. “Can I see them?” So, the outland lord hadn’t been as absorbed in the greenhouse as he’d pretended.

      Tyress rolled her eyes. “It’s of no consequence.”

      “You don’t know that,” snapped Elle. She turned to Kaiserian, “Why do you ask?”

      “Your mother would never discuss the symptoms of one of her patients with a stranger,” spluttered Tyress.

      “I am not my mother.”

      “Thank the Stars,” muttered Jesna. Elle spared her a tight smile.

      Tyress sniffed and looked at Saskia. “Will you help me?” The blonde secretary took Tyress’s proffered arm and began undoing the short line of tiny buttons that secured the sleeve of her dress.

      Elle moved closer and she felt Kaiserian come up behind her. His tall presence calmed her, and she unclenched her hands. Everyone watched silently as Saskia began to roll up Tyress’s sleeve.

      A thick dark line came into view, and then another, and another. The old Synodwoman’s arms were covered in dark symbols, the skin that formed them thick and ridged, as if her own blood was trying to speak to her.

      Behind her, Kaiserian hissed. Elle twisted, looking at him in surprise. “You know what this is?”

      He nodded. “It’s what would have happened to you if you hadn’t healed yourself. This is a very advanced case of pyromantic fever.”

      Voices exploded, Tyress’s snorts of “nonsense,” louder than anyone else’s questions. Elle flapped her hands at the women and they quieted, but didn’t move away from where they’d clustered behind her. Jesna, although appreciative of Kaiserian’s bottom, was still suspicious of his presence. She doubted her friend would take well to any information that Kaiserian offered.

      He looked a little flustered—the first time Elle had seen him anything but calm since they’d entered the Vale—but he nodded and gestured at the collection of soft squashy seats.

      Everyone took the message, and they sat, waiting as he cleared his throat.

      “I don’t understand how this could be happening. Pyromantic fever is normally a by-product of war, or of initiation. But either way, it is only possible when a pyromantic substance comes into contact with a person.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Jesna. “There’s nothing pyromantic in the Vale. That’s the whole point of the Vale. For us to be safe from you lot.”

      Elle felt her friend’s eyes on her as she said it, but she refused to make eye contact with Jesna. She knew that her friend didn’t approve of her decision to save an Illyzian, never mind bring him into the Vale, and into her home.

      Kaiserian ignored the jab and shook his head. “In war, this is caused by an infected wound—something caused by pyromantic steel.” He looked over at Tyress, “I assume you haven’t been cut by anything metal in the last few weeks?”

      “Only my own kitchen knives, boy. And if those were pyromantic I would have been dead years ago.”

      He nodded. “Then the only other way I know for the fever to start is to ingest pyromantic material.” He hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with his hostile audience. “Pyromancers will give their blood to initiates. If they survive the fever, then they have been deemed worthy of the Brotherhood.”

      “Are you saying that I did this to myself?” asked Tyress. “The idea that I would drink anyone’s blood, never mind that of a—”

      “I’m not suggesting anything,” said Kaiserian. “I’m telling you what I know of pyromantic fever. And I’m no expert, these are things any Illyzian knows and watches for.”

      “How much blood?” asked Elle.

      Jesna and Saskia turned to stare at her as one, their expressions of disgust so identical that it was almost comical.

      Kaiserian nodded at her and took a deep breath, grateful to be rescued from Tyress’s anger. “Not very much. A drop, maybe two.”

      He sighed, and said slowly, as if the words were being pulled from him, “I’ve also heard stories where unwilling initiates are unwittingly fed the blood when they refuse the invitation of the Brotherhood.”

      Elle couldn’t hide her horror, and he grimaced. “Pyromancers usually get what they want.”

      “Well,” said Elle, “Not today.” She walked back to her table and began to dig out all the herbs she’d used in previous versions of the potion for Tyress—dogslove for muscle pain, figwort for fever.

      She had a terrible feeling that she knew what the missing ingredient was. Her own pyromantic fever had been healed directly by bonding the Godstar Onkryn.

      “Once people have had pyromantic fever, can they get it again?” she asked Kaiserian.

      He shook his head. “Those who survive it are immune. Mostly, it’s soldiers. Blood-seasoned, we call them. It makes them valuable on a battlefield. The few with any spark of magic becomes Pyromancers.”

      Jesna’s eyes went comically wide and she pointed wordlessly at Elle.

      “No, no,” said Kaiserian quickly, “The fever never ran it’s course with Elle. She healed it before it could change her.”

      Elle hestitated. She hadn’t even thought… but it was unimportant now. Clearly she wasn’t a pyromancer. She nodded, focusing on the fact that immunity was possible. And right now, the only immune person she was certain of was herself.

      Jesna patted her on the shoulder as she resumed her place at the table and finished crushing the laurel roots, sliding them over to Elle, who frowned as she read Adron’s notes. His main suggestion had been to try goldenrod in the hopes that luck would paper over any missing ingredients, but it would take more than luck to root out dark magic.

      The laurel roots, along with other ingredients Elle had prepared and mixed over and over again this week, went into a small, copper-lined bowl, the quantities changed slightly according to Adron’s suggestions.

      She added goldenrod, just in case, but the potion looked as it always had, a dull and murky purple that fizzed slightly, but didn’t come together into the tell-tale viscous gleam of a finished potion.

      She closed her eyes for a second, wondering if maybe she had gone crazy in the past week, but she wouldn’t add the final ingredient without Tyress’s agreement.

      “I’m going to use my blood.” She looked up at the old woman. Tyress held her eyes and then nodded. Her mouth pulled down slightly, but then, that was her default expression. Saskia looked faintly ill.

      Elle took the small knife from Jesna. It was stained with the juices of the laurel, but that wouldn’t make a difference. Holding her hand above the copper-lined bowl, she pricked the point of her baby finger and let one, two, three drops fall into the potion below.

      The room held its breath.

      Elle had eyes only for the potion in front of her. She stirred once and watched the dull violet lighten to a shimmering purple. The disparate ingredients, that only seconds before had been lumpy and unappealing, melded into a thick paste.

      Elle let out the breath she’d been holding. It looked like it had worked.

      The potion kept transforming, the lilac liquid turning opalescent, glimmering with an inner light.

      A soft noise escaped Saskia, and Elle looked up to see light refracted across the ceiling of the potions corner, like sunlight glinting off a lake.

      “About time, girl,” grumbled Tyress, pushing herself upward in her chair and patting her forehead with her ragged, soaked handkerchief.

      “Yes,” agreed Elle, carefully spooning a small amount of the potion into a teacup. The diamond light on the ceiling followed her as she made her way across to Tyress.

      But she didn’t hand over the cup.

      “Time for you to keep up your end of the bargain.”

      “After.”

      “You mean after you’re healed, and there’s no incentive for you to tell me?” Elle shook her head, “I don’t think so.”

      Tyress coughed into her handkerchief, and Saskia handed her a glass of water, gently patting the old woman on the back until the coughing stopped. She held Elle’s gaze for a second as Tyress’s coughing calmed.

      Elle felt a twinge of guilt at holding the cure for an old sick woman hostage, but the secrets of the Godstars, and the power they held, were more important than any one woman.

      “Fine,” grumbled Tyress.

      Elle was so surprised she almost dropped the teacup. She’d expected the fight to be much more drawn out.

      “But not in front of this lot. Especially not him.” Tyress harrumphed, “Some things are still sacred.”

      Elle turned to the others, only to find Jesna already shooing them out, hurrying them through the sunlit raised beds of the greenhouse and out into the clearing beyond.

      The clang of the heavy metal-lined door was followed by an echoing silence.

      Tyress cleared her throat, and Elle pushed the glass of water that Saskia had poured a little closer to the old woman.

      “Cygnelle is my Star,” said Tyress.

      Elle sat up straight. The Godstar of Love. It had been the emblem of Cythia, the ancient city of the Graces, now a crumbling ruin in the Crystal Cliffs.

      Tyress smiled slightly. “So you see, not immediately useful for you. And maybe not useful at all.” She shook her head, “No Grace has bonded it in over two hundred years.”

      “Since the Decline.”

      “Just so.”

      Magic had been slipping away from the Vale of Astyria for generations, each one with less of the spark than the one before. Talents, like Jesna’s for sewing, or Adron’s for healing, were increasingly rare.

      And that decline had paved the way for sweeping change—not all of it good.

      “It was our fault all along,” breathed Elle. The Graces, perhaps naturally, had been blamed for the Decline, and the family had shrunk in both size and power. Where once the Grace had ultimate rule over the Vale, now she shared power with the Synod. And if she was unlucky, she became only a figurehead that harkened to times long past.

      Tyress humped a shrug. “Maybe, maybe not. We still don’t really have a clear picture of what happened in the rebellion. All we know is that the Oracle went mad and Cythia fell. Maybe the Cygnelle focus went down with the city. Of course, the Clans were involved, but if they’ve kept a record of what really happened, they haven’t deigned to share it with us.”

      “So the Cygnelle focus is in Cythia?” Elle concentrated on the most relevant piece of information. She couldn’t afford to think of a long ago disaster, there was an all too fresh one happening right on her doorstep. The only important thing was that she bond the Godstars. But she would question Jesna later for her knowledge on the fall of Cythia, and the descent of the Vale into the Decline.

      “Maybe.”

      “Tyress…”

      “I’m not trying to avoid the question. The focus was in the city. But no one knows if it is still whole, or if the Godstar still consents to be bonded. With Cythia fallen and the Oracle mad, your ancestors didn’t dare return, not when they had a fledgling home on this side of the Vale to care for.”

      Elle pushed the teacup over to Tyress.

      It wasn’t the information that she’d hoped for, but it was a start. One less mystery to be solved. Bonding all the Godstars was the goal, but if Cygnelle really was destroyed, she’d make do with eight instead of the mystical nine.

      But that meant she needed to find out the locations of the other four Godstars she hadn’t bonded yet.

      “I need to talk to the rest of the Synod.”

      “Girl, you’d be mad to try. They’ll turn you into Annaria. Who will turn you over to that Pyromancer.” Tyress shook her head and picked up the teacup.

      The light spilling from the cup danced across her features. She paused for a second, gathering herself, then downed the liquid in one loud gulp.

      The room held its breath. Echo jumped up onto the small table and nosed at Tyress’s arm.

      The ridged blood swirls flattened into Tyress’s skin, and the old woman gave a shudder of relief. They grew lighter, as if the light from the potion was eating away at the strange markings.

      Elle let out a sigh and sat back in her chair. It had worked.

      Even Tyress’s sour mouth quirked up in a small smile. Echo turned to her with an inquiring merp, and she scratched his chin. “Yes, please, if you don’t mind. I’m sure Saskia is beside herself.”

      The small white loren disappeared with a pop. He’d gone to fetch the others.

      “So,” said Elle with a smile, “Our bargain is done.”

      The door clanged loudly as Saskia came rushing back through the greenhouse, her rumpled skirts caught up in one hand.

      “It worked?” Her blue eyes were wide with fear.

      “It worked,” said Elle gently.

      Saskia’s shoulders slumped and her whole body sagged as she stumbled the last few steps to Tyress’s side. Elle hadn’t realized how much the tension had been keeping her animated. Relief left her deflated, her exhaustion exposed now that it didn’t need to hide behind duty.

      She took Tyress’s forearm gently, turning it slightly to check that all the marks had indeed disappeared. Slowly, she folded back down the old woman’s sleeve and fastened the tiny buttons. She gave Elle a tearful smile and nodded in thanks at her.

      A hand landed softly on Elle’s shoulder and she turned, grinning up at Jesna. Her friend was nodding as if the result was expected, but Elle could tell from the tiny, turned up corners of her mouth that Jesna was just as delighted as she was.

      They had a cure to pass along to Adron now.

      One tiny victory against the Pyromancers.

      “So, I’ll brew up some more of the potion, and then tomorrow after Saskia’s had some time to rest, I’ll escort you both back to Ystellia.”

      The explosion of voices surprised Elle and she flinched, raising her hands. “What’s wrong with all of you?”

      Glances were exchanged across the group, and Jesna spoke first. “It’s too dangerous for you to go to Ystellia. If Jago or Annaria sees you—”

      “And I don’t know why you think I’m going back to that town,” sniffed Tyress, “It’s hardly safe.”

      Elle’s jaw dropped open, “So you’re just planning to stay in my house until… until what…?”

      “Well, clearly you’ve got some sort of plan. I have no doubt you’ll find some way to pester the secrets out of the other council members.”

      “But you just said—” began Saskia.

      “She can’t go back to the city!” snapped Jesna at the same time.

      Only Kaiserian wasn’t objecting, simply watching her. He stood in his usual slouch, hands in his pockets, but Elle could tell he didn’t take the idea of her encountering his brother lightly.

      He inclined his head to her. He would follow her lead on this.

      Elle clapped her hands once, sharply, and the squabbling stopped. Jesna tucked away the finger she’d been pointing at Tyress.

      “Adron needs this cure. And the information that this is pyromantic fever.”

      “But I—” started Jesna.

      “I know you would take it to him,” Elle smiled at her friend, “And I’m glad that you can slip in and out of Ystellia unseen. At least for now. But I also need to find the locations of the other Godstars. And for that, I need to talk to the Synod members.”

      Saskia’s eyes slid sideways to Tyress, and her jaw tightened. So there was something Tyress was holding back. That was hardly a surprise. And Elle was tired of fighting the old woman.

      “And,” she said, directing her words at Tyress, “If you don’t go back, Annaria will appoint someone else to your seat on the Synod. Maybe even Jago.”

      Tyress grunted. “Annaria’s already welcomed him with open arms. My presence in that town won’t make a lick of difference. Besides, that creature has already seen me here, with you. I’m no safer near him than you are.”

      “Some Synod member you are. Do the people who voted for you know what a coward you are? You owe it to them to counter whatever Annaria is planning. Jago is a visitor, and, to the rest of the Vale, a peaceful one. He’s cunning enough to know hurting a sitting Synodwoman is a bad idea. It would only undermine his position.” Elle shook her head, “No matter. You can stay here for one more night so that Saskia can finally get some rest. Then you’re going—”

      She held up a hand to stave off Tyress’s objections. “Our bargain is done, Tyress. You’re healed. If you choose to run away from your responsibilities, that’s up to you.” She sighed. “You don’t have to go back to Ystellia, but you can’t stay here.”

      She wasn’t sure she could do what needed to be done if she didn’t at least have some peace in this place, her refuge. Having Tyress here would mean guarding her back at all times. The woman had held up her end of their bargain, but that didn’t erase the years of her working alongside Annaria to undermine Elle’s power.

      She was a spider, and Elle was done playing the fly.

      Saskia was talking softly to Tyress, her hand under the old woman’s elbow, as if she were trying to hustle the woman out of the room.

      Tyress slapped away Saskia’s hands.

      “I’ll make you another bargain.”

      Elle turned away from where she’d been gathering up potion ingredients with Jesna.

      “There’s nothing else I want from you Tyress. Unless you know the location of another Godstar.”

      The old woman hesitated. Then she pushed her shoulders back, and said, “I know who your real mother was.”
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        “There’s no going back. I might only have an old tree and a sniveling child to my name now, but the greatest heroes come from humble beginnings.”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        

      

      It was quiet in the greenhouse. A chill spring wind rustled the canopy outside, but inside everything was still.

      Too still.

      Elle couldn’t breathe. She stumbled through the rows of raised beds, away from Tyress’s words, and strode straight for the sunlit garden outside. There was no air.

      But the words chased her.

      I know who your real mother was.

      She made it into the garden before her legs gave out, and she stumbled to her knees in the soft grass.

      Memories flooded in, clouding her vision.

      She was six and hiding in the pantry, cheek pressed to the door she’d found in the floor, begging it to let her through, to hide her. Ellentyre had dragged her away and set her to heal a bird’s broken wing. It had died and she had gone three days with no food.

      She was eight, and Tyress was visiting. She’d been hiding behind the couch in the Rose Room, reading an old journal she’d found. Her foot had slipped and given her away. Ellentyre had cut her palm with the cake knife.

      She was fifteen, and Echo had just found her. She’d nursed him back to health, and together they’d found the library. Elle had refused to open the library door for her and Ellentyre had kicked Echo so hard she broke his ribs.

      That had been the first time Elle had fought back. She’d been sent to Pyscoria to foster.

      She was sixteen, with Prell’s shadowed body lying on the ground before her.

      That had been when she’d stopped fighting, when she agreed to marry Tainn.

      Ellentyre had taken her to the hunting grounds, to face a shadowcat—

      Her mother, lying the in the snow, her face twisted in pain, shadows creeping up her neck.

      I know who your real mother was.

      Elle let out a shuddering breath.

      “I had a daughter once too.” Tyress stood a few steps away. Mercifully, she was alone, although likely Saskia had had to sit on Jesna to stop her from coming out.

      Elle pushed herself to her feet, she wouldn’t kneel before this woman.

      “I never had the coloring myself, you know. My mother did. Her hair would glow even in the light of the dimmest candle. There is nothing like it. She couldn’t do any real magic, but she could find anything that was lost, and we always had the most glorious garden.” Tyress sighed. “I didn’t have a drop of magic either. Whatever our connection to the Graces was, it was long lost in the memories of the dead. But the gift told true in my daughter. The strongest healer I’d ever seen.” The old woman cocked her head. “It was the one thing she had that you didn’t. I suppose that was why she was so obsessed with seeing you fail at it, often and publicly.”

      Elle shook her head. “My mother…” she stopped, swallowed, “Ellentyre. The woman who pretended to be my mother. She was your daughter? A Graceling?”

      The world had shifted. Everything she had thought was true about her mother…

      Tyress squinted into the early afternoon sunshine. “You have anything stronger than tea in that greenhouse?”

      Elle led the way.

      Kaiserian and Saskia had disappeared somewhere, but Echo and Jesna were watching the door like predators.

      Elle swallowed, “Could you give us some privacy?” she asked gently. She caught Jesna’s eyes, and her friend nodded, although the look she gave Tyress was pure murder.

      There was a small stash of alcohol next to the potion making equipment, and Elle poured two large glasses of Adron’s honey wine.

      Tyress accepted hers and sipped delicately. Elle drained hers and then poured another, half-steeled for Tyress’s judgment. But none came. The old woman let out a sigh and settled back into the same armchair she’s occupied only minutes before.

      Before she’d upended Elle’s whole world.

      Draining her second glass, Elle thumped it down and looked at Tyress. “How?”

      “That’s the real question, isn’t it?” The old woman shook her head. “I never found out her plan until it was too late, until you were a tiny, helpless baby and your mother, your real mother, was gone. The resemblance between Heskia and your mother was uncanny, even closer than you and Magla. And a Grace is seldom close to anyone, is she?”

      Elle shook her head, “That was her real name? Heskia?”

      Tyress nodded, “After my grandmother. It’s a strange, foreign name. She never liked it. It was too different from the name she thought she should have had.”

      From the name she’d worn for Elle’s whole life.

      “And no one noticed?” Elle was incredulous, “Surely my mother—my real mother—wasn’t as unkind as—”

      “You have to understand, your real mother was a bit of a recluse, even for a Grace. And after your father died, she stopped coming out altogether. It was perfect for Heskia’s plans. She could never accept that, for an accident of birth, she could have been the Grace. She was obsessed with your mother, but I only saw her determination to be your mother’s friend. I never imagined she would try to take her place,” A pleading note had entered the old woman’s voice, “Who would?”

      But Elle didn’t want to hear it. Tyress had no right to look for atonement from her. “And no one noticed that your own daughter had disappeared?”

      “She asked me to fake her death. My husband was a Hunter, so it was easy enough to claim a shadowcat attack.”

      “And you did it?” Elle tried to pour herself another glass of the honeyed liquor, but her hand was shaking so much she spilled it on the table.

      “Of course I did it! There was no Grace, just a tiny baby who may or may not grow into her powers. The Vale was still recovering from the Cythian War. If they’d found out their last Grace had been murdered, who knows what might have happened?”

      Elle had so many questions, it was impossible to pick one. Anger was simmering below the surface, contained, for now, by her sheer exhaustion, by confused grief for the life she could have had. For the life she should have had.

      She wasn’t the daughter of a monster.

      The woman who had subjected her to years of abuse was related to her by only the slimmest thread.

      And it wasn’t only her who had suffered. Magic had been waning since The Decline, but now the sharp downward turn it had taken in the last two generations made perfect sense. The whole Vale had suffered because of Ellentyre’s—Heskia’s—desire for power.

      Elle straightened her spine. Her mother’s legacy had lain like a shadow over her life, a legacy of pain, and of deep shame. The time for that was over now. Over for her, and over for the Vale. It was time for her to claim back what had truly been hers all along.

      “You can stay,” she said coldly, “For now. And since you’re in such a sharing mood, you’d better start talking about which Synod members I need to speak with to find the rest of the Godstars.”

      It was time to become the Grace in truth.
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        “The only way to hide a secret for good is to get rid of the evidence. But I can’t bring myself to do what needs to be done. I want to keep this last part of him. If I time it right, perhaps I can pass it off as Stevan’s child.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      The ride into Ystellia was quiet.

      Kaiserian might very well end up being the power-mad, fire-breathing foreigner Jesna thought he was, but at least he was polite enough not to try and pry into her business. Or maybe he was just overwhelmed with the petty drama that had overtaken Elle’s life.

      Jesna had agreed to stay behind and keep an eye on Tyress. The rose wall should keep anyone unauthorized from getting in, but Elle didn’t trust Tyress not make off with a few well-chosen Artefacts. She didn’t like leaving the woman there, but she had no doubt that there were plenty more secrets that Tyress was keeping. Perhaps it became a habit after a while—easier to keep everything secret, rather than remember what was secret or what wasn’t.

      Of course, Jesna had grumbled at being left out of the fun.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea for you to be seen in Ystellia?” asked Elle, who wasn’t sure that any of this was a good idea at all.

      She felt Kaiserian shrug. His body was warm, and very close, behind hers. There was no room for personal space, even on a horse as big as Aquilon. Elle was slightly less suspicious of the beast now, but she also didn’t protest the arm Kaiserian had looped loosely around her waist. The ground seemed too far away.

      “I don’t think anywhere is safe for anyone right now,” he said, his voice light.

      “If your brother sees you—”

      “I’ll leave, and head straight back to Sylve. Aquilon can outrun any of the Ash Guard’s horses.” And Elle hoped that the Everwood would be on his side, even without her presence.

      Right now it was unfolding a clear path toward the tree city. Ground cover and roots curved out of their way, and Aquilon trotted happily along the smooth ribbon of dirt.

      She still had mixed feelings about accepting Kaiserian’s offer to escort her. But he was right. They both needed information—her from whichever Synod member she could corner, and he from an Ashlord he claimed was friendly. Elle had a hard time seeing any of those slaughtering bastards as friendly.

      “You’re sure they’ll talk to you?”

      “I trained with them,” he shifted behind her as if the admission made him uncomfortable, “And their loyalty to Jago is not a natural thing. Pyromancers don’t leave anything to chance if they can help it.”

      “How—” Elle frowned, “If their loyalty is compelled, won’t that stop them from talking to you?”

      And ruin their plans. They needed insight into Jago’s movements. Into whatever he was plotting with Annaria.

      “Distance helps. If Jago is not near them, if he’s attending this…”

      “Anthia’s Festival,” supplied Elle. “It’s to celebrate the start of spring.”

      Kaiserian snorted but didn’t mention the cold wind sighing through the trees. His omission was very loud.

      “Bit warmer in Illyzia I guess?”

      “I’ve never been so cold in all my life. I think I might have lost half my toes to frostbite already.”

      “You have very good balance for someone who only has half his toes.”

      “As good as my butt?”

      “Jesna,” growled Elle, her cheeks flaming. Kaiserian chuckled, the feeling of his laugh against her back making it all the more infectious.

      She tried to remember Jesna’s warnings, and that this man was far too good looking and therefore not to be trusted, but Kaiserian tightened his arm around her waist and she let herself lean against his chest, their laughter echoing through the forest.

      There was something nice about losing herself in the warm comfort of another person—just for a few minutes.

      It was twilight, and the Everwood hadn’t yet begun to bloom with its nightly bioluminescence. For now, with the sun gone and the trees only just beginning to shimmer awake, everything felt quiet and calm. Still, but pregnant with possibility. Right now she was just a girl, leaning against a too-handsome boy in the dark.

      The lights of Ystellia appeared all too soon, and Elle straightened her spine, pulling herself upright and back toward her responsibilities. The weight of what she still had to achieve tonight settled back onto her shoulders, and Kaiserian, in response to her movement, slipped his hand off her waist and clucked at the horse.

      The great beast’s gait slowed, the sound of his hooves somewhat muffled by the thick, rich dirt of the forest. The Everwood had brought them back to the part of town Elle knew best, the darkness surrounding The Whisperers.

      Elle had hoped that the Pyromancer and his merry band of murderers would have been relegated to some makeshift prison, but since Annaria had welcomed them with open arms, there was only one place grand enough—and with room enough—to house visitors.

      Kaiserian peered around her at the massive bulk of the three giant, melded trees that formed the body of The Whisperers. He let out a low whistle. “That’s even bigger than Sylve.”

      “I wouldn’t mention that to her if I were you. She’s very proud.”

      He was off the horse in a flash and grinning up at her, then, without warning, he lifted her easily and set her gently on the ground.

      Too handsome, Elle reminded herself, forcing her focus on his oversized nose, but it only made her think of eagles. And how majestic they were.

      They’d decided earlier splitting up made the most sense—they didn’t want Jago to know Kaiserian was no longer camped beyond the Mistwall, but they especially did not want him to know that they were aligned. Elle felt a strange reluctance to leave Kaiserian. The niggling doubts that she still had about him had been bolstered by Jesna’s suspicions, and now she wondered if she would see him again, or if he’d simply been playing her.

      If he had been, Jesna would be insufferable.

      “You sure they won’t kill you?”

      “Almost,” said Kaiserian with a casual grin. But it slid off his face when Elle didn’t smile back. “Every man in the Ash Guard is plucked from the Royal Guard. They are, quite literally, the best of the best. The instinct of protecting me—of obeying me—should be very deeply ingrained.”

      “But they chose to follow him—”

      “No one chooses to serve in the Ash Guard,” said Kaiserian, his face grim now, that spectacular jaw tight. “The Ashlords are chosen, and refusing a position is not an option. It’s the biggest honor a soldier can receive.”

      His tone left her in no doubt about what he really thought of that honor. “Once they enter the Ash Guard, they’re bound to serve a particular master. The guards that are here are bound to Jago’s will, they have very little control when they’re close to him.” He sighed and squinted through the branches into the darkness beyond. “But distance weakens the spell and being bound to him in body doesn’t mean bound in spirit. I’ve found, more often than not, the Guard is the perfect place to recruit allies. They hear everything, and Pyromancers cannot quite conceive that their magic doesn’t extend to souls.”

      Elle felt sick at the idea of Kaiserian mixing with those men. Everything about them just felt wrong. But she had her own tasks. Adron needed the potions she’d spent the entire afternoon brewing, and she wasn’t leaving Ystellia without the location of at least one Godstar.

      She could move unnoticed far more easily alone. Neither of them was exactly inconspicuous, but Kaiserian would draw unwanted eyes.

      “Until moonrise then,” she said, squashing down her doubt, ignoring the feeling that she might never see him again.

      “Moonrise.” He nodded at Elle and then started toward The Whisperers, leading his huge beast of a horse behind him.

      Elle shivered in the cool of the night. With each Star she bonded, the less she felt the elements, but a chill rode on the wind, like an icy gust of foreboding. She pulled up her hood to cover her distinctive copper curls and slipped along the border of the town, avoiding any eyes for as long as she could.

      Adron would be at his home or at the hospital, but the two were so close, to go to one was to practically be at the other.

      The dim grey twilight hid her as she moved from the border into the town proper. She walked quickly, helped by the empty streets. Most people would be at the Anthia Festival, but Adron avoided any social occasions he wasn’t absolutely required at.

      Despite the celebration of spring tonight, winter still clung to the town. Many of the window box gardens were still frosted with ice, the winter squash looking like strangely shaped gems. Beautiful, but useless.

      She decided on Adron’s home first, just to rule it out before heading to the hospital.

      His hearthome was wide and squat, with only two floors, but large, airy rooms on each. It seemed to suit him, like most hearthomes suited their owners. He was short and plump, just like his tree, and loathed stairs.

      The treehome was dark, but Elle tried the door anyway. It resisted her push, but when she hissed, “It’s just me” into the wood, the door gave a little shudder. With a soft click, it unlatched itself and swung inward. Elle tumbled into the dark, quiet sitting room.

      She breathed a sigh of relief and eased the door shut behind her. Being out in the open of the silent town had made the spot between her shoulder blades itch.

      A faint light drifted down the short staircase. It was enough to illuminate the squashy lumps that covered the lounge floor.

      Small boys were tucked into piles of blankets, and the air was heavy with the gentle odor of unwashed child. The light from the staircase illuminated some of their faces and Elle saw one she recognized—little Timony. His hair was tousled with sleep and he clung to a stuffed toy shaped like a loren.

      The rest of the boys must be orphans as well. What were they doing here?

      Elle picked her way across the floor, careful not to stand on any of the small lumps. She padded gently up the stairs and headed straight for Adron’s workroom. The door stood slightly ajar, light spilling out onto the landing.

      She pushed her way into the room cautiously. You never knew what experiments Adron had lying around.

      Adron was slumped at his workbench, his back to the door, head pillowed on crossed forearms. He snored gently amongst a jumble of flasks, urns, and open jars of potions and herbs. Several bottles steamed at the edge of the table, experiments forgotten but not thrown away.

      He looked frustratingly thin, his face gaunt with weight lost too quickly. He was a shadow of the man she’d last seen less than two weeks ago.

      Sighing, Elle plopped herself down next to him on the bench. His appearance should have been more shocking, but she had seen it too many times.

      Whenever sickness burned through the town, Adron worked himself to the bone. He never stopped—always here or at the hospital, researching, testing, comforting. And it was all he did, unless someone forced him to do something else.

      A silver tray lay nearby with a stack of squat blue porcelain cups and a teapot. All dirty of course. She pulled it near and touched a fingertip to it. The coffee stains faded and the porcelain cups sat shiny and ready to use. Adron was one of the few other people with an Artefact like this. Elle touched the lid of the pot and said, “Coffee”.

      Within seconds, curls of earthy steam rose from the pot. Elle poured and waited for Adron to wake, it never took long when there was coffee around.

      Adron’s nose twitched first and he cracked open an eye.

      “Mhpmmm.” He grunted, seeing Elle. Swallowing, he pushed himself upright and knuckled the bottom of his back as he continued to eye her.

      “Alright then, my girl?”

      “Have some coffee.” She pushed a cup close to him and took a sip from her own. It was strong. Adron’s pot never made it any other way.

      “Planning to stay alive?” mumbled Adron as he took a gulp from the steaming cup.

      “And I also plan for the infected to stay alive.” Elle reached for her bag. She’d brought several wrapped bottles of the potion that had cured Tyress.

      Adron’s hand closed over hers before she could take any of the vials out to show him. “Elle, I want you to stay alive. Surely you’ve heard what’s here looking for you?”

      Elle felt a cold trickle down her spine, but she didn’t show it. Why did everyone think she was so shadows-damned delicate?

      “I have responsibilities, Adron. I never let Annaria stop me, I’m not about to be intimidated by an angry twig.”

      “So you’ve seen him then.” Adron’s eyes, already ringed with shadows, looked haunted. “Did he see you?”

      Elle shook her head, images of the slaughter on the Illuminated Path coming all too easily to mind. She swallowed down the bile that rose whenever she remembered that horrific scene. “He didn’t see me, but he knew I was there. We were hidden, but somehow he knew. I almost think… I think he slaughtered the Guardians half as show for me.”

      There it was. Arrogant or not. That ten men had died all for the purpose of terrifying her.

      “So they are dead. That part’s true at least.” Adron shook his head, “There are rumors flying around saying you killed the guards. Annaria’s denying them, but in her usual way. She wants people to believe you did it.”

      “I would never—”

      “I know,” Adron’s heavy hand rested on hers, “I know. The only reason I mention it is so that you can be prepared.”

      Elle nodded, and gave him a tremulous smile. She could tell he wasn’t fooled, but he let go of her hand and they both sipped their coffee, pretending Elle wasn’t being accused of murder.

      “And what about Tainn? Is he also being accused?”

      Adron shook his head, the lines of worry in his face growing deeper as he frowned into the depths of his cup. “He hasn’t been heard from since your escape.”

      “This makes no sense. I sent him back to Ystellia as soon as it was safe to move. He should have made it back to warn the Synod.”

      “If he did, no one is talking.”

      “You don’t think—“

      “I wouldn’t put it past her.” Adron drained his cup and put it down heavily with a sigh. “It would be just like Annaria to keep him hidden until this trouble blows over.”

      “Or until whatever scheme she’s brewing with that evil noodle brings her the power she’s after.” Elle chewed her lip. She didn’t think Annaria would hurt Tainn—he was her golden boy, her pride and joy. And her ticket to adding a sheen of legitimacy to the power she’d seized, once she married him off to the Grace. “You’ll keep an ear out for Tainn?”

      “Just send Echo whenever you need an update.”

      Elle pulled the vials of cure out to show Adron, and he broke into an ear-splitting grin, “I knew you’d figure it out.”

      “I know there’s not much, but it should be enough for all the infected. I only gave Tyress a few drops.”

      Adron ran his fingers over the vials, his restlessness already bubbling up. He wanted to be off administering the cure.

      “Now if only I can figure out what’s causing it,” he muttered to himself.

      “I might be able to help.” Elle shifted uncomfortably. She trusted Adron. He was like an older brother to her. But housing Kaiserian still seemed… disloyal. Traitorous. “It’s pyromantic fever.”

      Adron frowned. “Is it? How do you know? How on earth would it be triggered here, of all places?”

      “You know what it is?”

      It was Adron’s turn to look guilty. “I have to keep the books hidden, but I only keep them out of interest. Not that I’m interested in becoming a Pyromancer of course, it’s that—”

      “Adron,” interrupted Elle, amazed, “You have books on Pyromancy?”

      He nodded. “It’s amazing what the Cythians have dug up in that old city.”

      “Those books are likely to become extremely relevant very soon.”

      “Yes, I actually put one aside for you.” Being careful to move the vials of cure away from the edge of the table, he pushed himself up from the hard workbench with a groan.

      The walls surrounding the door were all shelf, and Adron’s collection of books ran from corner to corner, the books squeezed so tightly together that Elle wasn’t sure how you could ever extricate one without causing a papery avalanche. Somehow, Adron managed, and he pulled out a slim black volume.

      “Best place to store things you don’t want anyone to find is right in plain sight.”

      The black cover was mottled and warped, the title stamped in flaking gold leaf. Achieving the Flame. Elle shuddered. She very much did not want to touch the book, let alone read it, but it was clear that they were dealing with things beyond anything either of them had ever imagined. She slid the book into her bag.

      “I need to go,” she said and squeezed Adron’s arm. “Let me know if you need any more of the cure, and I’ll mix some up for you. Jesna is still at Sylve, but she’ll be back soon. I asked her if she minds running messages.”

      “Yes, I don’t imagine she does. The last thing she would want is more Pyromancers around the place.”

      The final stage of pyromantic fever for anyone with a spark of magic. Elle shuddered at the thought. She paused at the door, remembering the squashy lumps in the dark downstairs. “Adron, why is your lounge filled with orphans?”

      He sighed. “Promise you’ll keep yourself safe?”

      “Adron…”

      “Don’t go doing anything rash. I’m meeting with some of the Synod to try get it back. This is just temporary.”

      “Get what back?” Elle went hot with outrage. “Laurel House? They kicked the children out of their own home?”

      Adron flapped his hands, and Elle gritted her teeth, biting back the anger that wanted to boil out.

      “Lizbet, Adam—not all of the Synod members are as firmly in Annaria’s pocket as she thinks. And no one likes the fact that the children have been banished from their home.”

      “But what are they doing with it? I thought Jago and the Ash Guard would be staying at The Whisperers?” That’s where she’d left Kaiserian. If the Guard wasn’t there, who knew what kind of trouble he could be getting himself into.

      “They are staying at The Whisperers.” Adron sighed and rubbed his hands over his face. “But that Jago has something going on at Laurel House. Send Echo in a few days, I hope to know more then. Or even better, have the children back home.”

      Elle wished she could be as optimistic as Adron, but she simply agreed, smiled at his reminders to stay safe, and gave him a quick, hard hug. She shouldered her bag, heavy with its forbidden book on pyromancy, and slipped past the sleeping children back into the quiet night.

      It was time to talk to the Synod.
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        “Mother saw no harm in allowing them to establish their cults for the Godstars, but she doesn’t see how the priestesses dilute their power.”

        Erathe, 11th Grace

        

      

      The best place to find the Synod would be the Tangle.

      Every major event in the city was held on the great stone maze, its swooping arches and little hidden nooks perfect for markets and parties. Open spaces combined with secret corners. Elle was more of a secret corner person herself, but tonight she would need to stick to the open spaces, she couldn’t afford to let herself get trapped.

      The quiet streets of the town, as good as they were for remaining unseen, were unsettling. They reminded her too strongly of the night she’d been deposed. It felt like she was walking into a trap of her own making.

      Even Jesna, impulsive, consequence-proof Jesna, had pushed for more of a plan, but Elle couldn’t take the time.

      Wouldn’t.

      Too much had already spiraled out of control. Who knew what could happen by tomorrow?

      In the week she’d been cooped up in Sylve, the Pyromancer had wiggled his way into Annaria’s inner circle and displaced all the orphans. And Tainn was missing.

      Elle shook her head.

      No, she wanted to speak to someone on the Synod tonight, caution and propriety be damned.

      The hum of the celebration was audible long before she got to the Tangle. The noise was a relief and her shoulders dropped, at least the Festival seemed to be operating as normal.

      Elle entered the Tangle from the south end, where the stone arches and walls were tightest. The Synod would probably be clustered near the more open northern side, but that was also where Annaria and Jago would most likely be.

      Elle tugged the hood of her scarlet cloak forward, making sure any trace of her hair was hidden.

      She’d considered wearing the shadowcat cloak Tainn had gifted her, as oily and horrible as the thing felt. But moving through crowds while invisible was difficult, and if she’d needed to take it off, her hair would give her away immediately.

      No. As risky as it felt, hiding in plain sight was the smarter move.

      She stepped onto the stone base of the Tangle and whispered a little prayer to Feloren, the Godstar of luck, that at least one of the Synod members was interested in the stalls on the south side of the Tangle.

      Jars of flamemoths were hung liberally from low branches and bunting was strung up everywhere. It was undeniably festive, but Elle could feel a tension in the air, despite the color and the light.

      A dull ache started at the base of her skull but she resisted the urge to rub it. She couldn’t afford to dislodge her hood. If anyone saw her hair, Annaria would get a second chance at locking her up.

      The only copper-haired person allowed at the Festival tonight would be Magla.

      Elle tried not to grind her teeth at the thought of her replacement. It wasn’t the girl’s fault that Annaria was using her as a puppet. After all, hadn’t Elle allowed herself to be used in the same way? Magla probably wanted what any of them wanted—power. But Elle wasn’t about to allow anyone else to get hurt just so that Magla could play at being Grace.

      She slipped through the stalls lining the low stone walls. Food and drinks were always the most popular and the smell of roasted lamb made her mouth water. There had been so little lamb since trade with Pyscoria had stopped. She wondered where this merchant had gotten the meat, but she couldn’t stop to ask. Couldn’t stop at any of the stalls, no matter how much her stomach rumbled.

      The dull ache in her skull intensified as she moved steadily northward through the stalls, slipping through the crowd like a fish. So far she hadn’t spotted a single member of the Blood, never mind one of the Synod. She huffed out an irritated breath. She would need to get closer to the more exclusive stalls and relaxation areas that would have been set up for the Blood.

      Music drifted on the chill night air, a jaunty tune that seemed handpicked to coordinate with the bunting. Every appearance of celebration, of welcoming spring and new growth.

      But underneath it all, a deep thrum of tension that even music and drinks couldn’t dispel.

      Elle slipped past stalls selling all manner of wares, enchanted jewelry there, potions here—Elle was tempted to stop and inspect the quality—and tucked in a corner…

      She bit down hard to stop the groan from escaping. The pain that had been thudding away at the top of her spine spiked into her skull, she had to clench her fists to stop herself reaching into her cloak to grab her head.

      She breathed deeply, trying to let the pain wash over her, as she’d learned to do so long ago. She stumbled toward the edge of the path, ignoring the tutting of two older women who passed her. If only she were merely drunk.

      Keeping her head down so that the hood kept her face in shadow, Elle looked around at the surrounding stalls.

      At the end of a low stone wall was a stall selling small golden objects. One of the items scampered across a dark tablecloth to a pile of nuts. Elle squinted, and the golden blur resolved into a small squirrel. It grasped one of the nuts in its tiny paws and squeezed. The shell cracked, and the small clockwork animal finished deshelling the nut, then presented it in outstretched paws.

      A small child clapped in delight and the mother, with a fond smile, started to haggle with the stall keeper.

      Elle moved closer to the stall and the pain intensified.

      She’d never reacted that way to clockwork before. But then, she’d never been in the proximity of more than a few clockwork objects. The stall was packed with whirring creations, from tiny animals to more prosaic household items, like miniature kettles.

      Breathing through the pain, she inched past the stall, carefully not making eye contact with anyone. One turn, two, and the pain in her skull ebbed. She let out the shuddering breath she’d been holding and ducked into a shadowy alcove.

      It seemed Annaria’s alliance with the Clockworkers had kicked up a notch if they were at the Festival, selling trinkets to the populace. Elle had half counted on the tensions with Pyscoria to keep the Guild and their unnatural creations out of the city. Tensions with the river city had reached fever pitch over the winter, and trade between the two had all but dried up.

      It seemed that the Clockworkers Guild at least had no interest in what their Mayor thought or did.

      But this was a distraction. Elle had bigger fish to fry. What the Clockworkers made was a perversion of the Star’s power, but it was nothing compared to the violence of pyromancy.

      The walkways grew emptier and the stalls larger, more luxurious. This was where the Blood would be celebrating. It was lucky that the night was cold, Elle’s velvet cloak blended right in. On any other festival night, she would have stood out against the ruffled monstrosities favored by the Vale’s aristocrats.

      A small squat figure caught her eye, and she carefully slid past Wendell as he browsed fine silk scarves. She wondered which woman he was buying for.

      She needed to be cautious about who on the Synod she approached. Of the nine council members, some were firmly in Annaria’s pocket, like Wendell. Others, like Tyress, had enough support that they were loose cannons.

      Unfortunately, not one of them had ever sided with Elle, but she was hoping to find Lizbet or Adam. If Adron was right, and they were indeed outraged by the capture of the orphanage, they might be more sympathetic.

      She was nearing the northern section of the Tangle, the arches growing taller and the walls more undulating. Lots of shadowy pockets, some filled with giggling couples.

      An elegant drinks stall nearby was almost empty, except for a short blonde woman sniffing at a glass of fizzy wine. Elle caught her breath at the sight of her—Lizbet.

      Just beyond her lay a wide open space, metal lanterns strung across it, filled with the fluttering light of flamemoths. Elle moved past the Synodwoman and stopped in the closest shadowed spot. It didn’t take long for Lizbet to pay and turn back toward the center of the Tangle.

      A quick glance around confirmed that this stretch of the Tangle was quiet, everyone engaged in their own secret conversations or trysts. Taking a deep breath, Elle pulled her hood back just enough to show her face and hairline and then stepped in front of Lizbet.

      “Are you mad?” The small woman grabbed her elbow and towed her back to the dark corner, turning so that Elle’s back was to the pathway.

      “I didn’t know you cared.”

      “Don’t be glib,” said Lizbet, her soft face stern. “That’s always been your problem. If you could have just been a little more—”

      “Obedient?”

      “Respectful. None of us would be in this position now.”

      “Does this mean you’re not happy with your new Grace?” Elle raised a hand to her chest in mock shock. “Does Annaria know?”

      “Of course she knows, we’re not all sycophants like Wendell. But she also doesn’t care.” Lizbet took a sip of her bubbly drink. “She’s got want she wanted, a little Grace in her pocket.”

      “And yet not one of you stepped in to stop her.” Elle could feel a hint of shame tinging her cheeks, but she refused to acknowledge it.

      She had tried to be the Grace in truth, but none of the Synod had ever done anything to help her. Far from it, they’d let her be a pawn in Annaria’s game, stringing her along with promises of the secrets of the Godstars to encourage her to behave. “You don’t get to hold me responsible for the mess you’ve caused.”

      Lizbet’s eyes flashed. One blue, one green. Anger didn’t suit her, it simply made her look petulant.

      “Look, I didn’t come here to pick a fight,” said Elle softly, reigning back her anger. She wouldn’t win Lizbet over by being childish.

      “What did you come here for?” Lizbet shook her head and peered around Elle’s shoulder. Elle resisted the urge to follow her gaze. Not being able to see behind her was making her itchy, but she needed Lizbet to believe she trusted her. “Like it or not,” the small woman continued, “What’s done is done, and I’m not about to get in the middle of whatever feud you and Annaria are having.”

      “I have no interest in Annaria. She’s hardly the biggest threat right now.”

      Lizbet swallowed loudly and downed the rest of her drink.

      “You let a shadowcat into the house, Lizbet, and now he’s getting hungry.” Elle caught the older woman’s eye. “The orphanage is only the start. I don’t know what Jago’s plans are, but I do know pyromancy goes against the very fabric of the Vale.”

      “It’s a trade delegation.”

      “Only if it’s blood you’re looking to trade in.”

      Lizbet’s nostrils flared and she set her glass down on a nearby table with a clunk. Elle grabbed her arm before she could slide away.

      “I need your help, Lizbet. I need the location of your Godstar, and of any other Godstars you know of.”

      “You think you can still be Grace?”

      “I am still Grace.” Elle put as much conviction in her voice as she could summon. There could be no sign of weakness in front of this woman or any of the other Synod members. They needed to believe in her if she was going to win their help.

      “For now.” Lizbet crossed her arms and peeked behind Elle’s shoulder again. “Annaria plans to start touring with Magla soon. On the surface, to introduce her to the leaders of the small towns in the Everwood and to make peace with Pyscoria. Apparently the new Mayor is more open to negotiations, she seems like a sensible woman. But the real purpose of the visits—”

      “She’s going to make sure Magla bonds the Godstars.”

      “Not all of them, of course. She would never allow a puppet of hers to have that much power. But enough to make Magla legitimately Grace.”

      “She’s going to be disappointed.”

      Lizbet stopped fidgeting and speared Elle with her crystal gaze. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve begun the bonding.”

      The small woman froze, her eyes widening. “Prove it,” she breathed.

      Elle watched Lizbet carefully as she reached into the neck of her shirt for the necklace she never took off, but the woman didn’t bolt. Elle felt a spike of hope as she pulled out the nine-pointed star. Maybe her plan really would work.

      The star lay heavily in her hand. Its four lit points were bright in the darkened corner they stood in.

      The light danced over Lizbet’s shocked face. “You have been keeping secrets, Ariella.”

      Elle looked up with a grin. The Synodwoman reached out a tentative finger and gently touched one of the gleaming points of the star.

      “Four,” Lizbet breathed, “You’ve already bonded four of the Godstars.” She snatched her hand back and stood up a little straighter. “And you never bothered to tell any of us. You didn’t even tell us you had the necklace. Your mother spent years looking for that.”

      Elle gritted her teeth at the mention of Ellyn… of Heskia, but let the comment pass. “You nine aren’t the only ones who can keep a secret,” she replied with a shrug and slid the necklace back into her shirt. She risked a glance behind her. The pathway was a little busier than before.

      Lizbet grunted and picked up her empty glass again. “I suppose I deserve that.”

      “So, will you tell me the location of your Godstar? Which one is it?”

      “Lupona.”

      It was Elle’s turn to let out a breath. The Godstar of truth. That would be… very useful.

      “Hmmm,” murmured Lizbet with a knowing smile.

      Char.

      Dread balled in Elle’s stomach, crushing the hope that had blossomed there. Had she really thought Lizbet would just tell her?

      “I’ll tell you,” Lizbet’s mismatched eyes narrowed, “But first I need something from you.”

      “Oracle’s teeth, you’re as bad as Tyress.” Elle flopped down onto one of the low tables next to Lizbet, but she was careful to make sure her hood was up. She was tired. She stared out toward the path that wended past their shadowed alcove. “Can’t any of you just do the right thing?”

      “My son is missing,” hissed Lizbet.

      “Shadowshit,” muttered Elle. Shame heated her cheeks.

      Lizbet nodded. “And, like Tainn, he disappeared right around the time Jago and his thugs arrived in town.”

      “So I find your son, and you’ll give me the location of the Godstar?”

      “Even better, I’ll give it only to you. Annaria can take her plans to rule and—”

      “Alright,” said Elle hastily, shocked at the sudden viciousness in the small woman’s voice. She stood again and gathered her cloak around her, peering up at the thin canopy above them. The night sky was lighter. Almost moonrise. Almost time to meet Kaiserian.

      “You’ll do it?”

      “I think about it.”

      Elle turned to leave, but Lizbet grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?” she hissed, “Do we have a deal?”

      Her hand was tiny, but her grip was fierce. Elle shook her off, “I told you, I’ll think—”

      A tinkling laugh. A flash of gleaming copper waves.

      Elle looked up, already knowing what she was going to see.

      Magla, clad in shimmering white, was gliding down the passageway toward the open space, a herd of young Blooded men trailing her.

      Elle hardly dared to breathe as the new Grace and her entourage passed their shadowed alcove and swept their way toward the center of the Tangle. Then, as if hypnotized, Elle stepped into the pathway and began to follow Magla.

      Lizbet was trailing her, hissing something, but Elle couldn’t help herself. It was like watching a slightly thinner version of herself.

      Magla accepted a glass of something from one of the men and sashayed into the center of the open section of the Tangle.

      The band was at the top of the empty stone space, just before the Tangle met the grassy clearing. Beyond, the bulk of The Whisperers loomed darkly. All around the circle was exactly the scene Elle had expected to find. Aristocrats, young and old, flittering from one side of the makeshift dance floor to the other, forming, breaking, and then reforming into small groups. This was where politics were played. This was where the fate of the Vale was decided. And in the center, like a vortex in a whirlpool, shone Magla, laughing and flirting and generally holding court.

      Annaria couldn’t be happy about that.

      Lizbet had caught up to her and now gripped her elbow. “Fine, fine. I’ll tell you, but please Elle, I need your help.”

      Elle nodded, but she wasn’t listening.

      Out of the shadows stepped a tall, muscular man, striding straight for Magla. He wore long, sweeping robes, but it was his distinctive hawk-like profile that made Elle catch her breath.

      It was Kaiserian.
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        “It was always supposed to be Enna. I wanted it to be Enna.

        Being Grace is what little girls dream of, but it’s become my reality. A nightmare come true.”

        Erin, 21st Grace

        

      

      Kaiserian grasped Magla’s waist and spun her toward him.

      Her crowd of suitors vanished, leaving her caught up in his arms like a present. She melted into him, sliding her arms around his neck and batting her eyelashes. Elle made a note never to do that. She looked ridiculous.

      Kaiserian grinned fiercely and slid a lock of her copper hair behind her ear—that same, telltale hair that she shared with Elle. Then, with slow deliberation, he bent down and captured her mouth with his own. He kissed her like he was starving.

      Elle felt sick. She swallowed and turned to find Lizbet still clinging to her arm like a loren cub. The woman’s eyes were wide with panic and she leaned in close to Elle. “Look in the High Reaches. Lupona is in the High Reaches.”

      Elle shook her head, that was a massive area. “Where—”

      “Find Lupona. Survive.” Lizbet gritted her teeth and looked back to the center of the Tangle. Something fluttered over her features, and Elle realized she was terrified.

      “Lizbet, wait—”

      “Survive. And find my son.” The woman took one, two steps back and looked from the center of the circle to Elle. “We’re not all bad. But we’re not all brave either.” Then she fled into the crowd.

      Elle took a step after her before realizing she’d probably already drawn too much attention to herself. She was surrounded by the Blood, and Annaria wouldn’t be far away.

      She needed to get away, before Annaria found an excuse to lock her up in the Whisperers again, like she’d done after the coup. She needed to get back to Sylve and process everything she’d heard. At least there was no point in waiting for Kaiserian. Jesna would win her bet.

      Making sure to keep her hood up, Elle risked one more glance… and found herself looking into a pair of dark eyes.

      Kaiserian was staring right at her while Magla hung off his arm, laughing at something. He disengaged himself from her grip and began walking straight for Elle.

      Shadowshit. Panic fluttered in her chest, and Elle looked around for the closest free path through the crowd. She needed to get across the circle, up through the clearing and past The Whisperers. She couldn’t be caught here.

      But Kaiserian was still striding to her. As if he could sense her panic, he smirked, arrogant pleasure stamped across his face.

      Elle froze.

      That wasn’t Kaiserian’s smile.

      She’d known how similar they looked, but Jago had been far, far thinner the last time she’d seen him. In the one week that had passed, his sunken cheeks had filled out and his tall frame was now packed with muscle.

      It was impossible.

      Too late, Elle realized that she should be running and not gawking. Then Jago was in front of her, his dark eyes roving over her face as he lifted her chin with one hand while he slid her hood off with the other. A rustle of whispers passed through the crowd, and then silence.

      Jago leaned in close and breathed deeply, inhaling the scent of her.

      “I killed the last man who smelled me.” Elle’s voice held steady and she wrapped her shaking fists into the folds of her cloak.

      “Murderer!”

      Elle jerked her chin away from Jago’s grip to look for the source of the voice.

      Magla stood with one finger pointed straight at her, her face pale and tight.

      Stars, the little idiot really believed the rumors. Elle couldn’t help her eye roll and was surprised when Jago let out a soft, high huff of a laugh. He was watching her closely, his hands now conspicuously clasped behind his back.

      He winked at her. “Ariella Grace, I am delighted to officially meet you.”

      “Horrible to meet you. Must be going.”

      Elle tried to step around him but his hand shot out, grabbing her arm in an iron grip.

      “So soon? We haven’t even had a chance to get to know each other yet.”

      “I know everything I need to about you. Monster.”

      “A pet name already?” Jago winked at her. “You are going to be more fun than your cousin.” His playful words belied his intense, dark gaze. He held her eyes and murmured, “And I insist you stay.”

      Elle felt a strange pull, as if a string had appeared, tying her to the Pyromancer. Her limbs felt heavy and she grunted at the sudden weight on her body.

      He smiled knowingly and slowly unfurled his fingers from her arm, as if testing his spell.

      Stay.

      What a foul, foul magic these Pyromancers practiced.

      Confident that she couldn’t run, Jago turned back to the party where Annaria was bearing down on them. Oracle’s teeth. Just when she thought it couldn’t get any worse.

      Magla bobbed in Annaria’s wake, her chin raised and her pout turning sulky as she looked from Jago to Elle. As if Elle had wanted some evil creature’s paws on her.

      “We agreed,” hissed Annaria, cutting her eyes toward Elle while keeping her face neutral. Ah yes, the last thing she would want tonight was a scene. At least, one that she hadn’t orchestrated herself.

      Movement in the dark clearing beyond caught Elle’s eyes. She slid her gaze sideways. The light from the Tangle cast everything beyond as shadows on shadows, but that looked very much like a horse and rider.

      Elle breathed out, letting Jago and Annaria’s bickering wash over her.

      “We agreed she would be mine if I could find her.”

      “But not like this.” Annaria was smiling brightly, no sign of the argument on her face. Anyone who didn’t know her would think she was delighted to see Elle.

      “What do you think I’m going to do out here in public?” Jago’s high pitched voice turned vicious.

      The moon had risen fully, its white bulk just visible through the canopy. Elle slid her foot backward. The weight of Jago’s spell made her muscles heavy, but not immovable. Now the next one—a small, soft movement. Nothing to alarm Annaria—or Magla, who couldn’t seem to decide if she wanted to glare at Elle or simper at Jago.

      The next step backward was easier, as if fighting against Jago’s spell was simply a muscle that needed to be warmed up. Elle dared a glance behind her. The damn place was cluttered with people watching Jago and Annaria squabble. Almost no one was watching her.

      Except for Magla.

      The new Grace’s eyes were narrowed as Elle backed away, but she said nothing.

      Elle really, really hoped the shadow was Kaiserian.

      Magla seemed to be gathering herself, doubt playing across her features.

      Elle spun and ran, the last vestiges of Jago’s failed spell falling from her.

      Shouts went up behind her, but she didn’t dare look to see if she was being chased. She ran up the stone slope toward the shadowy clearing.

      Aquilon stamped his hoof and snorted. Elle had never been so happy to see the beast. Kaiserian was watching the Tangle behind her, so Elle focused all her attention on getting to the horse. Then he was holding out a hand and pulling her up into the saddle in front of him.

      A wave of noise ran through the crowd behind her and she looked down into a sea of faces, all staring at her.

      Worst of all was Jago. The Inferator had turned, expecting to find her behind him. He was glaring at the horse, the smile finally gone. She never thought she could wish for that horrible smile, but the fury stamped across his face was terrifying.

      Elle gripped the saddle in front of her. Without a word or breath of hesitation, Kaiserian wheeled the horse and they were away, before Jago could move, galloping through the shadowy forest.

      Away from the people Elle had sworn to protect.
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        “I didn’t know. I couldn’t have known. I should have known.

        I can only hope the gift—or the curse—of his father, isn’t borne by my son.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      Elle’s eyes were watering from the chill wind by the time Kaiserian slowed the horse to a walk. The Everwood, which had been racing to open a clear path for them, seemed to rustle with relief, the bushes slowing in their backward curving.

      Her jaw hurt from gritting her teeth and her fingers ached from gripping onto the saddle. It turned out horses were even more terrifying at full speed, but she hadn’t risked saying anything to Kaiserian. His body was stiff and his anger infectious.

      How dare he? What right did he have to be angry?

      He was part of the reason why that monster was here in the first place. A carbon copy of the Pyromancer. A chill ran through her at the thought. They were brothers. And she had let him into her home, almost without question.

      And now she was alone with a stranger.

      An invader.

      The wall of briars loomed in front of them and Elle’s fingers moved quickly, out of habit, sending starmarks spinning through the air to splash against the tangled branches and roses that blocked their way to Sylve. As the golden spellmist touched them, the briars began to move, forming a low arch. Elle had to duck to not get her hair caught in the thorns.

      Aquilon came to a halt in Grace’s Clearing. The Everwood twinkled more brightly here, away from the dark secrets that wreathed The Whisperers. The soft shifting light of the fluttering blooms in the canopy was at odds with the ugly mix of emotions writhing through Elle’s veins.

      Kaiserian didn’t bother trying to help her off the beastly horse this time, dismounting noisily behind her. She grunted as she struggled to slip down its sweaty side. This char-damned horse was a constant threat to her ankles.

      Kaiserian’s dark head was bowed as he fiddled with Aquilon’s saddlebags, the buckles clanging as he dug through them, and came out with a heavy brush. His movements were tight and brusque. Even his boots sounded angry.

      Aquilon snorted, dancing sideways as Kaiserian began brushing him. Elle bit her lip and reached out a hand to pat the poor thing.

      She opened her mouth and Kaiserian’s shoulders tightened at the sound. She snapped her jaw shut again and glared at the top of his head, the ugly roil of emotions in her belly crystallizing into cold anger. Turning on her heel, she stalked back to Sylve. If he wanted to be a child…

      “I didn’t take you for a fool.”

      His shout reached her as she pushed open Sylve’s door. The crack of splintering wood made her turn.

      Kaiserian was glaring at her, horse brush broken and discarded in the ground at his feet. Aquilon snorted uneasily behind him and began to sidestep his way toward an empty patch of grass.

      Elle could feel Kaiserian’s anger from across the clearing, but it only stoked her own. She didn’t owe him anything. Jaw clenched, she stepped into the hearthome and slammed the door behind her.

      Or, at least, she tried to. Sylve caught the door before it could bounce off the frame and swung it gently open again.

      Elle growled in frustration and stomped up the stairs. Why did Sylve never co-operate when she needed her to?

      “In and out. That was the plan. Deliver the cure, talk to whoever you needed to talk to, and don’t draw his attention.” Kaiserian’s boots clattered up the stairs behind hers.

      Snarling in frustration, Elle increased her pace, ignoring the protest of her lungs as she jogged upward on the hearthome’s spiraling central staircase.

      “Don’t you understand how dangerous he is? What he is? What he’s capable of?”

      Kaiserian didn’t sound the least bit out of breath as he followed her up the steps. It made Elle even angrier, and she tried to breathe deeply but softly, so he wouldn’t hear how winded she was. She kept running upward, not even sure where she was going, just knowing she wanted…

      Space.

      The stairs came to an end at the nexus of Sylve’s trunk and branches. Elle stepped into the conservatory, the top and final floor of the hearthome.

      Six thick branches, roughly equidistant from each other, grew upward and over, arching over the wide, flat platform and forming the structure that the glass was seamed into. Smaller branches grew from the main pillars and these were festooned with pale yellow flowers that shed a soft, even glow over the wide, open room.

      It was a view unparalleled in the Everwood. Even having lived here all her life, Elle still found it breathtaking. After Ellentyre… after Heskia had died, she’d broken the lock on the door and, with the help of Sylve, dragged several overstuffed, soft couches up here. They dotted the platform, overlooking the Everwood.

      She strode away from Kaiserian, leaving him gaping fish-mouthed at the space.

      Her rage melted away in the soft yellow glow of the conservatory, leaving her wrung out and reminding her just how long it had been since she’d had a proper night’s sleep.

      Sighing, she turned to face Kaiserian. “It’s time for you to start talking.” She was proud of how calm her voice sounded. “I let you in here because you said you knew your brother’s plans.”

      He looked at her and shook his head, the wonder sliding off his face. “Elle, you can’t get so close to him again—”

      “I know exactly what a monster that man—your brother—is. I don’t need you to play protector.” Elle shook her head. “I need to know what you know—what you found out tonight. Jesna and Tyress both think I’m a fool for trusting you, and I’m starting to think they’re right.”

      Kaiserian rubbed a hand over his face. He looked haggard. Elle felt a pang of sympathy, but she steeled herself. This man, even with all they’d been through together, was still a stranger.

      Sighing, he began to unbutton his shirt.

      Elle’s cheeks flamed, but she couldn’t tear her eyes off him, even as she scrambled for something to say.

      And then she saw it.

      It was dull, a small lump of black unpolished crystal, and it was set right into his chest, over where his heart would be.

      Kaiserian met her gaze. “Pyromancers have no trust. Their own Brotherhood is full of two-faced snakes, and the fastest way to the top is to simply eliminate your competition.” His mouth turned up at the corners, but the smile was completely devoid of humor. “So over the years, they’ve learned ways to bind people to their will. Some are more horrible than others.”

      His fingers drifted up his chest, resting gently along the seam of black stone against copper skin. “I tell myself I’m lucky. You’ve seen the Ashlords. I could be one of them, little more than an animated monster. Instead, I have this.”

      Elle swallowed. “What is it?”

      “A Tether.” Kaiserian dropped his hand and redid the buttons as if he wanted to be rid of the sight of it. “Not all Pyromancers are made. Some are born. And I was born with a tiny bit of magic. Not much, barely enough to light a fire. But it was enough for my brother to put this in me.”

      “What does it do?”

      That humorless smile again. “The stone slaves my tiny well of magic to his.”

      “And you? Your mind, I mean—”

      “That is still my own. My magic was enough to prevent that at least.”

      “You should count yourself lucky.”

      Elle jumped at the sound of Tyress’s voice and spun to see her standing at the top of the stairs. Her grey hair was released from its skull-clenching bun and it tumbled in long strands to her waist.

      Kaiserian cocked his head at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Magic is no great thing to lose. Not compared to your mind.”

      “What do you know of it, Tyress?” Elle snapped, turning her back on the woman and hoping she’d take the hint.

      “I hate to say it,” came a muffled voice, “But she’s right.”

      Elle twisted to see a half-shaved head appear at the top of the stairwell, and then Jesna popped up behind Tyress.

      “Stars,” sighed Elle, as Saskia appeared behind Jesna, “What are you all doing up here?”

      “You were yelling,” said Jesna as she crossed over to the couches and flopped down. “It sounded interesting.”

      Saskia shook her head quickly. “We wanted to make sure you were ok.”

      “Because I can’t be trusted?” asked Kaiserian, his jaw tightening, the earlier anger back in full force.

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “Jesna!” exclaimed Elle, her cheeks heating.

      Kaiserian swept his gaze across the room and took a deep breath. His eyes were fierce, his chiseled cheekbones making him look hawk-like. A fear uncurled in Elle’s belly—fear that he might leave.

      She clamped it down. If he left, it would simplify her life. It would prove he’d been lying.

      But she wanted him to stay.

      His eyes landed on hers and he held them. His dark gaze stripped her bare and finally, he nodded.

      “Maybe we should all sit down?” he said, and some of the tension leached out of the room, although Jesna was still watching him as if he were a shadowcat.

      Kaiserian sat with his back to the window, and Elle sat on the chair closest to his. She felt strangely protective of him, arrayed here in front of these strangers.

      “If we’re going to work together to stop Jago,” said Elle, “Maybe it’s time for some honesty. Kaiserian, if you could—”

      He sighed but unbuttoned his shirt again. Jesna raised an eyebrow at the sight of Kaiserian’s muscled chest, and Saskia’s face flashed from wan white to deep red. But neither of them could tear their eyes away from the thing in his chest, as he repeated what he’d told Elle earlier.

      “I thought fire crystals were extinct.”

      Kaiserian cut off at Tyress’s soft murmur and he swiveled. “What did you say?”

      Elle frowned. “How do you know what that crystal is called?”

      “My father had one.”

      Elle was glad she was already sitting, because if she’d been standing, she might have fainted. Her mind was swirled with the secrets she’d learned. Her mother had been an imposter, pyromantic fever was running rampant through the Vale, no one knew where Tainn was, and now Tyress was half-Illyzian. Or maybe fully Illyzian.

      “But…” She stumbled, trying to understand how an Illyzian could have gotten through the Mistwall.

      “See,” said Jesna, pulling her knife from her belt and beginning to clean her fingernails, “Interesting.” Saskia said nothing. She was still staring at Kaiserian’s chest and the darkly glittering crystal embedded over his heart.

      “The Gates were destroyed over two hundred years ago,” Jesna went on. “Even you’re not that old.”

      “Thank you, dear,” said Tyress dryly, “But my age has nothing to do with it.”

      “Nonsense,” said Jesna with a growl. “The Gates were destroyed when Cythia fell. Which means—”

      “Which means your Wall is not as secure as you think it is.”

      Jesna slammed her dagger back into its sheath and got up to pace the length of the conservatory, her boots squeaking slightly against the mosaic tiles. Elle watched her friend carefully. The entire Vale held a grudge against the Clans for the fall of Cythia, and Elle knew her friend hated the inevitable reminders and the snobbery that came with them.

      “Or,” said Elle, catching Jesna’s eye, “Some Pyromancers are more cunning—and more subtle—than we thought.” Her friend rewarded her with a tiny smile, and the angry squeak of her boots softened.

      Kaiserian shook his head ruefully. “Well, my brother is definitely not subtle. But the opening of the Mistwall wasn’t his work.”

      “And it wasn’t something he did alone,” murmured Elle. How could she have forgotten? There were too many threads. Elle knew that if she could just catch them, she could trace them back to an answer—to whoever had set all this in motion.

      Kaiserian did up his buttons again and nodded fiercely. The Mistwall had been cleaved opened by someone in the Vale. A Pyromancer was hidden amongst them, maybe more than one, and their influence was spreading. Tyress’s revelation meant Illyzians had been drifting in for decades, maybe centuries. Certainly long enough for someone to have fathered Tyress.

      She shook her head, trying to focus on the most important thing right now—getting information out of Tyress while she was still feeling pliable. “What did your father tell you of fire crystals?”

      “As much as he knew,” the old woman shrugged slightly, “Which wasn’t very much. He was a lord in Illyzia, but not a very important one, so far down the line of inheritance that he didn’t understand why they’d tethered him.”

      Kaiserian sighed and ran his hand through his hair.

      The old woman nodded. “Yes, you understand, don’t you, princeling?”

      Reluctantly, Kaiserian raised his head and met Elle’s eyes. “It’s an old prophecy. No one outside the Brotherhood really believes it, but everyone lives in fear of it.”

      “What does it say?” The cold finger of dread down Elle’s spine warned her that whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good. Even Jesna had stopped her pacing, coming to sit on the arm of the couch where Saskia sat.

      “First, you need to understand the royal family has done everything they can to keep the Brotherhood out of power. For centuries, any royal child—or anyone who could possibly inherit the throne—who is suspected to have pyromantic power is either executed or tethered. With their power slaved to a Pyromancer, their magic is effectively neutered, making them safe to sit on the throne. But still the prophecy persists… that one day, a Pyromancer—an untethered one—will ascend to the throne, and the Brotherhood will be restored to its former glory.”

      “The prophecy of The Flame,” said Tyress sharply and sniffed. “Not knowledge that I thought I would ever have any use for.”

      “I wish none of us had any use for it,” said Kaiserian softly.

      “But what does this prophecy have to do with you?” asked Saskia, her eyes dancing over Kaiserian’s fine leather boots, his simple but elegant clothing.

      And then Elle knew.

      “Because Jago is untethered—and he’s the First Prince of Illyzia. He is next in line to the throne, and he has the full might of the Brotherhood at his back. They want nothing more than to see him achieve The Flame.”

      “Why was he spared? If he was the firstborn, why wouldn’t he be tethered as early as possible?” asked Elle.

      “My mother,” said Kaiserian simply. “She had waited too long for a child to allow him to be killed or hurt in any way. Tethering another’s magic is no small feat, and not everyone survives. She hid all signs of his magic until it was too late, until Jago was old enough to defend himself. The strongest Pyromancer the world had ever seen.”

      “And you—” Elle trailed off.

      Kaiserian laughed softly. “After the burning blaze of my brother, my tiny spark of magic was hardly something to worry about.”

      “But they tethered you anyway?”

      His hand drifted up to touch the stone embedded in his chest. “No, my parents had no part in this. This was all Jago.”

      “And I thought my family had problems,” said Jesna.

      Kaiserian tipped his head back and roared with laughter. “And that’s just my brother. You should meet my father.”

      “Your father,” said Elle slowly, to confirm her suspicions, “The King of Illyzia.”

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe one day we can compare notes.”

      “Oh,” said Kaiserian, “If this is a game of whose parent was worse, I’m going to win.”

      Tyress snorted. “Don’t be so sure of that, boy.” She gestured sharply to Saskia, who bobbed up to help the old woman stand. “Now, if you two have finished screeching at each other, I think I’ll go back to bed.”

      Nobody protested.

      The old woman paused at the top of the stairs and turned back to face Elle. “I’ve kept too many things from you for far too long,” she said, “And it’s time I start putting things right. If you’ll have me, I’d like to help.”

      Elle blinked in surprise. “Uh—”

      “Tomorrow afternoon,” said Jesna. “War Council. It’s high time we start making plans of our own.” Her cheeks were flushed slightly and she wouldn’t catch Elle’s eye. It was a rebuke, but a subtle one, and Elle agreed with her. After tonight, and with all the information she had swirling around in her head, she needed their help to make sense of it, and to start planning how to get rid of Jago.

      Tyress gave a small smile and nodded before berating Saskia all the way down the stairs.

      Jesna finally made eye contact and Elle raised a questioning eyebrow at her. Jesna wasn’t one for committees, but she just shrugged and said, “If you’re going to fight a battle, you’re going to need a General.”

      “You’re hired. The pay is non-existent, and this tree will steal all of your shoes.”

      “And me?” asked Kaiserian, “Do I pass?” He was slumped back in his chair, but the tightness around his eyes gave away his worry.

      Elle took in his tired eyes and slumped shoulders, and the faint smudge under his shirt that spoke of a past as violent and lonely as her own. He shifted under her gaze, and Jesna elbowed her in the ribs.

      She smiled slowly at the outland lord. “You’ll do.”
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        “Talon Clan have written to tell me they will be at a fair in Pyscoria at the end of autumn. I must arrange a trip for the same time.

        I don’t know why the Synod frown on my hobby of collecting Artefacts, but they grow too powerful to entirely ignore.”

        — Aya, 29th Grace

        

      

      The flowering vines that curled across her bedroom ceiling had just begun to dim with the dawn. Elle shoved her feet into her fur-lined boots and stifled a yawn. It was far too early to be up, but she had hardly slept. Kaiserian’s revelations the night before were still reeling around her skull. There was something she was missing, but no matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t see it.

      Her bedroom door creaked loudly as she opened it and Elle winced, pausing in the hallway to see if anyone was roused by the noise. Nothing moved. There was just the soft sound of a home still sleeping. She crept down the hallway, each footstep punctuated by a creak.

      “Sylve,” hissed Elle, “Not now.”

      But the hearthome had her own ideas, creaking and sighing and groaning with every step Elle took to the front door, seemingly determined to sabotage her bid for a little bit of space to think.

      “Please be quiet,” Elle whispered as she eased the front door open. “I’m just going for a walk. I’ll be perfectly fine.” The door swayed back gently and, miraculously, silently. Elle breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped out into the clearing. Alone.

      The door shut itself behind her with a crash and Elle nearly jumped out of her skin. A warm whinny sounded nearby and she spun to see Aquilon sitting, ears pricked, amongst the dogslove bushes.

      Placing her finger to her lips, she backed toward the briar wall, eyes trained on the front door for any sign of pursuit. Aquilon watched her sleepily but made no move to follow.

      “Good horse,” murmured Elle softly and pulled up the hood of her shadowcat cloak. It was a horrid but useful thing. The miasma of darkness that hung over the fur made her skin crawl, but when the hood was up, the cloak turned her all but invisible, the fur blending into the ever-present shadows of any landscape.

      A few golden starmarks later and the thick twisted stems of the briar wall had unraveled themselves just enough to let Elle through into the Everwood.

      The sun had fully risen by now and the trees were dimming, their nightly luminesce fading. Dawn and dusk were the darkest times of day in the Everwood, and Elle planned to take full advantage of the rare shadows to slip away. The rustle of the briars quieted as they finished reforming into a wall, leaving the sleepers in Sylve safe in her absence.

      The Everwood was still deserted. After Jago’s thwarted attempt to capture her, she’d been concerned he’d leave a guard, but Elle hadn’t seen a single glint of armor outside the briar wall.

      The absence of an Ashlord made her a little nervous. Jago hadn’t brought many men, but he hadn’t bothered to leave even one spare to watch her. Which meant that whatever his plans were in Ystellia, they were more important than capturing her.

      Elle shook her head, trying to dispel the worry that dogged her. Kaiserian hadn’t found out anything new last night, but at least they now knew what Jago’s ultimate goal was—to achieve The Flame and claim Illyzia for himself. And he wanted the power of Godstars to help him.

      It did make things simpler for Elle. Whatever else Jago was up to, she needed to find the Stars before he did.

      Lizbet had told her to look for Lupona in the High Reaches. The area was huge and far too big to search in one stolen morning, but Elle thought she could manage to scout one site before she was missed.

      A headache was building behind her eyes and she rubbed her temples as she set off northward. The ache felt familiar and, with a gasp, she remembered—the clockwork stall in Ystellia—that was where she’d felt the same sudden onset. But it was impossible—why would there be clockwork in the forest?

      She turned slowly, eyes narrowed, searching for the telltale gleam of a golden figurine. A twig snapped above her and she looked up in time to see a small, bright bird take flight.

      A thought and a quickly drawn starmark sent the closest, whippiest branches reaching for the clockwork bird, but the dark magic that animated it sent it swerving confidently, heading east to Ystellia.

      So, someone was keeping watch on her, and the bird sentinel hadn’t been fooled by her shadowcat cloak.

      The headache ebbed, fading as the bird disappeared from sight. Sighing, Elle turned to look back at the briar wall. She knew what Jesna would say. What Kaiserian would insist. But she couldn’t face being surrounded by people right now. She was happy to gnaw off her own foot if it meant a few hours of peace.

      Elle drew her cloak more closely about her, ignoring the feeling of shadows against her skin. The forest was growing quiet this early, the birds chirping lazily to each other as they settled down. Like the plants of the Everwood, they were nocturnal, sleeping through the darkness of the day and awakening with the trees at dusk.

      She kept an eye on the trees, but the headache was fully gone now and there was no sign of anything else out of place. There was bad blood between her and the Clockmakers Guild, but they’d never spied on her before. The only reason they would be doing so now would be because Jago or Annaria requested it.

      Another complication.

      A sigh came from behind her, echoing her own, and Elle froze.

      She was being followed.

      Easing off the path the Everwood had been making for her, she stepped behind a tree and unsheathed the dagger Jesna had given her. It felt too heavy in her hand, but she gripped it firmly regardless. Jesna would never let her go anywhere again if she got herself hurt.

      The faintest crunch of a twig let Elle know her tail was now on the other side of the tree. She was annoyed. Couldn’t they leave her alone for one stars-damned morning?

      Dagger at the ready, Elle threw herself around the tree and onto her tail’s back, dagger pressed to their throat.

      Or at least, that’s what she’d planned to do.

      Instead, she knocked the cloaked figure to the ground and fell heavily on top of them. Her dagger went flying. The figure grunted and tried to push her off. Elle couldn’t remember any of the holds Jesna had taught her, relying instead on her elbows and weight to keep the person pinned.

      Regretting the loss of her dagger, she pulled a starmark from the air and shoved it near the figure’s face.

      “Be still,” she warned, “These are marks of freezing so—”

      “Shut up, you sun-addled fool,” growled a voice like dark honey.

      “Jesna?” Elle reared back on her knees in surprise.

      “Obviously.” The hood of Jesna’s cloak fell backward revealing her bright eyes and neat braid. “I think you fractured one of my ribs.”

      “I did not!”

      Jesna groaned dramatically and pressed her hands to her left side.

      “Oh shut up,” laughed Elle, pushing herself to her feet and holding her hand out for her friend.

      Laughing, Jesna took it and pulled herself up. “Looks like those self-defense lessons didn’t really take?”

      Elle grinned. “But if I learned to look after myself, what would you do with all your free time?”

      “How considerate.”

      Elle gave a mock curtsy. “Help me find the damned dagger. I think it went in that direction.” It didn’t take long to find it, the dagger had sheathed itself in the nearest tree.

      “So where are we going?” asked Jesna brightly as Elle turned them northward again. The forest was beginning to slope gently upward.

      “How did you know I was going anywhere?”

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve tried to sneak away. I’m offended you thought I wouldn’t recognize the signs of a caged Elle.”

      The knot of annoyance in Elle’s chest melted and she turned to look at Jesna. Irrepressible, opinionated, lovely Jesna, who would do anything to protect her.

      “I knew I shouldn’t have given any of you tokens,” Elle said with a dramatic sigh. Jesna took the small piece of twisted dark metal out of her pocket and flipped it. It spun upwards into the air, trailing starmarks, before being snatched neatly by Jesna and stowed back in her pocket.

      “Pretty nifty key,” she said. “Are you sure it won’t open anything other than your fancy wall? It is magic after all…”

      Elle shook her head and smiled. “If anything goes missing in Ystellia…”

      “Then you’ll know it’s in a better place,” replied Jesna with a wink. “Now, where are we going? I’ve been waiting out here for ages, I need some excitement.”

      “We’re going to see a place in the Upper Reaches.”

      “Yes,” said Jesna with a satisfied grin, “Godstar search. I knew it. Kaiserian owes me one day with that beast of his.”

      Elle stopped walking, “Kaiserian? You—”

      “Would you have preferred both of us?”

      “Neither of you! I don’t need a babysitter.”

      Jesna shrugged. “Of course not. But now that Jago’s spying on you…”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I saw the bird, Elle.” said Jesna softly, “Were you even planning to tell me?”

      Elle clenched her jaw to avoid snapping at her friend. Because she hadn’t been. She knew it would only make Jesna want to turn around and hide her away in Sylve until the danger had passed.

      “You can’t keep me out of danger, Jesna. There is no safe place right now.”

      “I know,” said her friend softly, her blue eyes sad. “So we might as well go and find your Godstar.”

      “Wait…” Elle couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’re not forcing me to go back?”

      “I doubt I could force you to do anything.” The corner of Jesna’s mouth quirked up. “And you’re right—there’s only one person who can face Jago. There is no safe place for you. But you can bet I’ll do everything I can to make sure you stay alive long enough to face him. Our story can’t end with you falling off a cliff.”

      Elle shoved Jesna gently, “I am not that clumsy.”

      Jesna clutched her ribs and gave a soft cough. Elle laughed with her, and they continued walking in companionable silence.

      They were nearing the place Elle had in mind. It was one of the strange relics of the Vale, one of the many mystical places. Once, these places had been well known and well-trafficked, but as the magic in the Vale had turned, places like these had grown unpredictable. Like the Illuminated Paths, they were dangerous now, to everyone except Elle.

      She looked at Jesna, who was scrambling up a stone staircase set into a small cliff face. Hopefully, her presence would be enough to keep whatever twisted magic that lived amongst the relics from harming her friend.

      Elle was puffing by the time she made it to the top of the staircase, and she gratefully accepted the canteen of water from Jesna.

      “So,” she panted, “You and Kaiserian are friends now?”

      Jesna rolled her eyes. “One bet doesn’t make us friends.”

      “But you did conspire with him about keeping me safe. Like clucking mother hens.”

      “Do you want me to trip you?” Jesna put her hands on her hips. “Maybe a fall off a cliff wouldn’t be the worst thing…”

      Elle handed back the canteen with a smirk and they set off again, crunching along the rocky ground. The Everwood was thinning out as they moved closer to the High Reaches. The thin daylight of early spring was bright enough to make Elle squint.

      A faint chiming floated toward them on the wind. They were close to their destination now.

      “It’s not a betrayal, you know,” said Jesna carefully.

      “It’s… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Prell would understand. He would want you to be happy.”

      Elle shut her eyes against the memory of a young dark-haired boy. That smile, that irrepressible humor. The first time she realized that home could be a person. Those shadows claiming him, too young.

      “It’s not like that. Yes, Kaiserian is attractive, but he’s an Illyzian.” Elle turned to frown at her friend. “And I thought you didn’t trust him.”

      Jesna shrugged. “He did save your life.”

      “He did not! And he was the one who stabbed me! I saved my own life—” Elle cut off with a growl, “Why are you defending him?”

      Jesna’s grin slid off her face. “Because you deserve some happiness, Elle. I’m not saying I trust him, not completely, but that thing in his chest…” She grimaced. “His change of allegiance makes more sense now, and he seems to want to keep you alive as much as I do.”

      Elle bit the inside of her cheek to stop her smile from spreading. “Alright.”

      “Alright then.”

      “He still didn’t save my life though,” muttered Elle.

      Jesna let out a bark of a laugh. “Fine, fine. He didn’t save your life. You don’t find him horribly attractive. His eyes do not follow your every move.”

      “They do?” Elle flushed, “I mean, of course they don’t.”

      Jesna glanced sideways at Elle as they squeezed between two thick trees, her own smile broad and just a little bit wry. “What I’m saying is, maybe he is what he seems. And maybe you were right to trust him.”

      Elle grinned, a warm glow rising in her chest. She rolled her shoulders and it felt as if some of the weight piled there fell off. Jesna’s words didn’t untangle the snarl of emotions she had regarding Kaiserian, but…

      “Good,” said Elle. Her cheeks were still flushed, but she ignored them. They needed to learn to behave. “Because we might need him. I’ve only bonded four of the Godstars. And if Jago and Annaria are planning to tour with Magla…”

      Jesna laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. “We’ll find them. Four is basically half.”

      The chiming was louder now, and Jesna’s posture had changed, her shoulders back, her steps light and quick. She was on high alert.

      “And then there’s the problem of where Tainn is,” sighed Elle. She pointed to the left and Jesna obediently turned, eyes focused on their surroundings. “And the displaced children. The boys can’t keep sleeping on Adron’s floor and I have no idea where the girls are. There’s too much to do, and not enough time.”

      Jesna stopped and turned suddenly, taking Elle by the shoulders. “We will deal with it. All of it. But don’t lose sight of the trees for the forest.” Her sparkling eyes turned serious, “And don’t forget you are not alone.”

      Elle rolled her eyes, but grinned widely. “I know,” she said and flicked Jesna’s nose gently. “And speaking of trees…”

      Jesna turned and obediently followed Elle around a particularly wide oak. The ground tilted steeply downward. A few hardy—or foolish—saplings were doing their best to grow on the rocky shelf, but for the most part, the slope served as a kind of margin, the sunlight streaming down unimpeded. It illuminated the winding staircase that led down, and glinted off the tall metal trees that grew in the hollow.

      The chiming was ever-present now, the sounds of metal leaves jangling against their brethren on the gleaming gold and silver of their branches.

      Jesna’s jaw dropped open, her eyes wide and very much not doing their usual duty of inspecting her surroundings. She was utterly captivated by the chiming trees.

      “This is an entire grove of Artefacts,” she breathed.

      Elle nodded. “I didn’t believe bigger Artefacts existed until I found this.”

      “I don’t quite believe it myself. My Clan would—” Jesna stopped herself and shook her head.

      Elle knew she sent money home to the Cliffs every month. She set aside a good portion of anything she earned for her family, especially in winter months, when hunting would be lean and the fairs in Pyscoria, where the Clans sold Artefacts, would be less frequent.

      “Do you think they would try to sell these?” Elle was surprised. The Cythians had a reverence for magic, and magical Artefacts, that few others in the Vale shared.

      Jesna shook her head and started down the staircase toward the grove of metallic trees.

      “No. Maybe a leaf or two, once we’d discovered what they did, but something as precious as this…”

      “They shows you the future,” said Elle. It was hard to draw your eyes away from the trees. They weren’t close enough yet to catch the mesmerizing glimpses that the leaves spun, but even from the staircase it was possible to see glints of light, each containing a smudge of color, a suggestion of shape.

      Jesna came to an abrupt halt and Elle knocked into her. Her amazement had turned into something more hesitant.

      “You don’t have to come down with me,” said Elle. “I don’t even think this is a focus. Lupona is the Star of truth, and the trees…” She shook her head. “It’s confusing. They don’t just show you one future, but flashes of every kind of future.”

      “How did you stand it?” asked Jesna. She was very much a creature of the now, something Elle had long envied her for. Always trying to anticipate the future was exhausting, but Elle didn’t know how to stop.

      “I didn’t,” Elle laughed at the memory. In the early days after her mother’s death, before the Synod had clamped down on her movements, she had chanced across the grove of Artefact trees and, eager to bond another Godstar, stumbled straight in without thinking about it. “I turned and ran before I’d even made it five steps into the grove. The future is not comfortable.”

      Jesna relaxed, the fear that tugged at the corners of her mouth dissolving under a smile. “We’ll do it together then.”

      The metal leaves chimed in the breeze, colors spinning from them. Elle held out her hand and Jesna clasped it.

      They stepped into the grove.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Flashes of Future

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It feels disgusting, as if the shadows are trying to climb into my skin. But the Hunters insist they are safe. More than safe, and, most importantly, utterly miraculous. Maybe invisibility is worth a little darkness…”

        Aya, 29th Grace

        

      

      The trees were not subtle. And the future was not comfortable.

      Elle was grateful for Jesna’s hand anchoring her to the now, because flashes of the future lapped over her mind in endless waves, one after another, with no break.

      Some of the scenes made her cheeks burn. Kaiserian sliding his hands into her hair, tipping her head back. The two of them entwined in steaming water. Desire flared and faded as the images shifted to flashes of armor, the gleam of a sword.

      Fear made her stumble and she shut her eyes against the onslaught. Jesna paused alongside her, her breathing a deep and purposeful sound that ran counter to the tinkling chimes that surrounded them.

      Light played against Elle’s eyelids, the trees eager and impatient. She squeezed Jesna’s hand, and her friend returned the pressure.

      Elle opened her eyes again, and they moved forward. The grove had looked small from the vantage point of the slope, but walking through wasn’t easy. Each step was hard won, a fight to stay half in the now, half in the shapes of the future.

      She was tied down and Jago loomed over her, the gleam of a knife visible in his hand. The colors swirled and she was surrounded by shifting dunes of sand, warm wind whipping her hair. The wind caught fire, and the Everwood with it, and small dark swarm of people fled before it. The shapes reformed into a crowd on the Plains surrounding Pyscoria, the setting sun catching on the blades of raised weapons.

      Her hand was aching and she couldn’t tell whose grip was tighter—hers or Jesna’s.

      It was getting easier to see past the metal trees. A dark coolness was visible through the shimmering trunks, and the bell tones of the leaves were softening.

      “A bit further,” she said to Jesna and she stepped forward, teeth gritted. By now the images were coming so fast it was hard to tell them apart, and she could barely remember what she’d seen. Kaiserian, Jago, and Jesna swirled through impossible scenes. Every part of the Vale flashed past her, and some lands that looked utterly alien.

      Kaiserian’s forehead pressed against hers, the image so vivid she could almost feel it. Sadness swelled in her body, laying like wet cloth over the fear that had woven itself through her muscles. A warm thumb curved across the image of her cheek, wiping away a stray tear. A snatch of sound, as if the grove itself was speaking to her. “I’m sorry.”

      And then they were through, stumbling into the cool darkness of the perfectly ordinary trees that ringed this strange grove.

      Jensa slipped her hand out of Elle’s and Elle used the opportunity to wipe her hands on her pants. They were slick with sweat, not from heat, but from fear.

      “Uncomfortable was an understatement,” said Jesna drily. She was fiddling with her knives, as if they’d moved around during the short, endless walk through the Artefact trees. But even the motion couldn’t hide the faint tremor in her friend’s hands.

      Elle wondered what Jesna had seen, what the future held in store for her friend, and for the Cythians. But she wouldn’t ask. Already most of the futures she had seen were fading. Only a few snatches remained, but Elle thought those might be etched into her brain forever. Whether she wanted them there or not.

      “It was better with someone else,” she said instead, and gently squeezed Jesna’s arm. Her friend stopped her fidgeting and drew a knife from her belt, as if someone was going to step out of the trees and attack them.

      “Did it work? Was that a focus?” Jesna shuddered, “If you have to go through that nine times…”

      Elle shook her head, “It’s not usually like that. I don’t think that was a focus, but I needed to be sure. It’s too strange a place to ignore.”

      “If this were a focus, it would be Lupona? You would know if I lied?”

      “Probably,” said Elle with a shrug. The first Godstars she’d bonded had been entirely accidental, and so had the magic she’d worked with the power they gifted. It was only since bonding Onkryn that the complexities of weaving the various magics together became apparent. Who knew how Lupona’s magic would work?

      “All right,” said Jesna, “Echo is a mangy rat, and I like Sarai better than him.”

      “I don’t need a Godstar to know that’s a lie,” laughed Elle.

      “No sparks? No shiny starlight?”

      “Nothing different. And you’re still a terrible liar.”

      “Oracle’s tits,” swore Jesna and kicked at the ground. “Then we’ve wasted our time. This is the wrong place.”

      “That’s a pity,” said a rough voice behind them, “because I’ve definitely come to the right place.”

      A knife clanged off the Ash Guard’s breastplate before Elle had even fully registered the presence of the cat-helmeted solider. Jesna already had another in the air. Elle grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled her back into the metallic grove. Jesna’s third knife missed its target, but only just.

      Ignoring her friend’s protests, Elle dragged her along at a run, zigzagging through the metal trees. Even just one of Jago’s magic-bound soldiers was too much for them to take, especially unprepared. The river of blood on the golden Path came to mind all too easily. She wasn’t about to end up that way. There was too damned much to do.

      The trees were throwing up colors, filled with a thousand possible futures, but fear of what was following them made it easy to push them aside.

      They could hear cursing behind them and Elle chanced a look over her shoulder. The Ashlord was stamping his way through the tree grove, teeth clenched and sweat rolling down his brow. Taking advantage of his slowness, Elle pushed herself faster, Jesna easily keeping pace. A small white creature appeared alongside them, already running.

      “Echo,” panted Elle, “Get Kaiserian.”

      The little cat kept pace through the forest of trees, snarling, but then popped away again.

      “What good will he do?” panted Jesna as they cleared the metal trees and began scrambling up the stairs. Oracle’s teeth, but Elle regretted her tendency to curl up with a book rather than follow the exercise routine Jesna had given her. Her heart felt like it might burst in her chest, but they couldn’t afford to slow down. The Ashlord was delayed by the flashes of future for now, but he was gaining on them.

      They were lucky he was alone.

      “Kaiserian can’t help,” panted Elle, “But at least Echo is safe.” The loren forgot—or refused to acknowledge—that he’d aged, so Elle did what she could to keep him out of harm’s way, which was not an easy task given how the small cat flung himself so recklessly into it.

      Jesna grunted and threw out a hand for Elle, tugging her up the last few steps. They were out of the sunlight, back in the Everwood, and although the trees were still sparse, it was dark enough under the canopy to make Elle blink. Jesna crashed forward, heedless of their mild dark-blindness, and Elle followed closely in her wake.

      Behind them came the loud, crunching sound of a suit of armor climbing stairs.

      They were losing their lead.

      Elle started spinning starmarks. It slowed her, but having weapons made her feel better. She was no longer confident that they could outrun the Ashlord.

      Jesna shouted, “Star-damned Oracle!” and Elle looked around to see her friend, knives drawn, in a fighting crouch. At first, she couldn’t see what had made Jesna call out. Then it moved.

      Elle skidded to a halt next to her friend and looked up at the tall figure that had appeared in front of them. It was human-shaped, but its face and body was like a loaf of lumpy bread dough, the skin loose and mottled, as if someone had tried to bake it and had burned it instead, leaving some parts pale and others the cracked-black of char.

      “What the—” gasped Elle.

      Jesna, instead of throwing her knives, sheathed one in the empty scabbard at her waist. The other, still held out defensively, shook slightly in her grip.

      “Renton?” she asked in surprise.

      Impossible. This loaf of man-thing was… a person?

      Elle hesitated, unsure whether to throw one of her starmarks or not. But the clanging of armor at speed was getting louder—and out of the dim green twilight of the Everwood loomed another man-thing. She threw the marks.

      Ice splashed onto the skin of the creatures and crawled quickly over their elbows and knees, keeping them from moving. The man-creatures grunted in surprise.

      They had to move, before the Ashlord and his pyromantic sword caught up with them.

      Elle grabbed Jesna’s elbow, tugging her into a run. Jesna fell into step with her and shook her head, as if still trying to process what she’d seen. The clanging of steel behind them was louder—and now joined by the sound of very large things moving carelessly through a forest.

      Their one pursuer had become many, and they were still a long way from home.

      Jesna’s jaw was tight. “We’re not going to make it,” she hissed as they ran.

      “I know.” Elle chanced a glance behind her. Her cloak fluttered, turning the landscape into an eye-wavering palette of there, then not there. No glint of metal or looming human forms that she could see yet, but the sound was getting louder and her speed was flagging. “And we can’t keep this up.”

      She cast an eye over the forest. They were back in the Everwood proper, amongst the lush foilage of trees in their prime, drifts of ferns, and several big bushes of curly moss. Maybe even big enough to hide two, very desperate, women.

      Jesna followed her unerringly into the thick greenery that ringed the bottom of an ancient oak. The plants curved out of their way, allowing them to hunker down with their backs against the tree. The whip-thin branches folded back together, forming a green cage over them.

      The brooch at Elle’s throat was hard to undo with shaking fingers, but she managed it, unslinging the shadowcat cloak from her shoulders. She tucked it over both her and Jesna’s bodies and heads. The cloying darkness made her want to retch, but as the cloak settled, it cleared, and they could see through the shadows.

      Hidden.

      Jesna palm was slick in her own. They didn’t dare speak, keeping all their energy for slowing down their breath. Elle mimicked Jesna’s deep, slow inhales, nostrils flaring slightly, and then the gentle stream of exhaling from slightly pursed lips.

      Silent and still.

      Elle’s foot decided now was a good time to tell her there was something in her boot. Something sharp and very uncomfortable. Something that was hurting and should really be removed, right now, please. Jesna clamped a hand over hers, stopping it from unzipping her boot.

      Metal glinted amongst the green. Elle froze. She hadn’t heard him arrive.

      Behind the Ashlord came three of the misshapen figures.

      Slowly, softly, they breathed, not moving for fear of disturbing the shadowcat cloak and its invisibility.

      The three lumbering man-things went where the Ashlord pointed, docile as kittens. The cat-helmeted Ashlord was anything but. His eyes glittered from under the shadow of the helm, and Elle felt their heavy gaze rake over her. Once, twice.

      Clank.

      Elle’s hand spasmed around Jesna’s, but the Ashlord was walking past them, followed by his strange entourage. Her eye snagged on the thatch of blonde hair coating one of the lumpy heads. Now that she wasn’t running and the fear pumping through her veins had quieted, she thought she recognized the figure. There was something in the height, in the coloring. But she couldn’t quite place it.

      She worried at the nagging sense of recognition, like Echo with a bone, giving her mind something to do until they couldn’t hear the passage of the strangers anymore. And then a bit longer, just to be sure.

      “They’re going to be waiting for us,” Jesna said, rubbing a hand across her face. “When we get back to Sylve.”

      Elle nodded, “Unless we get there first.”

      They stood, and Elle clasped her cloak firmly around her neck again, ignoring the feel of the oily shadows lapping at her skin. She focused on the starmarks she was pulling out into existence, catching them into a golden, shimmering ball in her palm.

      A quick flick upwards, the splash of light against the forest canopy, and the Everwood shifted with a gentle roar. As it had done so many times before, the branches twined into a ramp down to the forest floor. They rushed up, up, up into the tree canopy where the branches had knit themselves into a tunnel.

      The smooth, hidden highway made travel so much faster. The starmarks Elle used were only for shaping, but a smooth, straight path was quicker than weaving through the trees. Much quicker. They dashed down the tunnel, Elle keeping pace with Jesna, eager to beat the Ashlord back to Sylve.

      A few more starmarks—Felo, for luck of course, and an abused Onkryn mark for opening up airways—allowed them to keep making record time. Elle’s muscles were starting to twitch from exhaustion, the magic sapping strength from her as surely as the physical exertion did.

      The path ended a few meters from the briar wall. There was too much of a gap between the surroundings trees and Sylve’s own branches for any chance of going over the wall, but they were high enough up to have a good view of the clearing that was their final destination.

      “It looks fine,” said Jesna, her eyes narrowed as she scanned the forest. Elle’s shoulders dropped with relief and she rolled one, only now aware of the knotted muscles lining her spine. The first starmark she threw onto the floor of the tunnel fizzled out before it could make contact and the second one didn’t fully appear. She hadn’t realized just how tired she was.

      “We can make the jump,” said Jesna gently. But Elle shook her head. She would make the marks work. The third manifested, although it was smaller and fainter than Elle would have liked.

      The branches began to untangle themselves and they scampered down the twisted, knobbly surface toward the briar wall, which was already unfolding.

      Kaiserian appeared in the arch of the wall, eyes flashing and sword drawn, as if to defend the hearthome from them.

      “You almost took my eye out,” complained Elle.

      He pushed past her, his free arm thrown out, keeping her behind him.

      “What the—” she twisted, and saw what—or who—he was looking at.

      “Get inside.” Kaiserian’s voice was cold, but there was something else there. Something uncertain, something shocked.

      Jesna’s knife lodged itself into the shambling figure’s shoulder, causing it to grunt and stagger slightly. But the man-shaped lump kept moving.

      “That won’t stop it,” growled Kaiserian through his teeth.

      “It?” protested Elle.

      “You what this is?” asked Jesna.

      “Just get inside. There’s only one way to deal with these.”

      But the blonde patch of hair triggered something in Elle’s mind. As the figure shuffled closer, Kaiserian dropped into a crouch, ready to spring forward but not until he knew they were safe.

      The creature had mismatched eyes. One green. One blue. Just like Lizbet’s.

      “Oh. My. Stars.” Now that she had seen it, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed it before.

      She grabbed Kaiserian’s arm—not the one with the sword—she wasn’t entirely idiotic. “Don’t kill him.”

      Kaiserian shook his head, “Whatever humanity that man had is gone. It will be a kindness.”

      “No,” Elle and Jesna protested together. Elle squeezed his arm and took a step backward, drawing him with her. Jesna backed away in step with him, another knife at the ready, not to kill, but to slow the creature if needed.

      The figure was moving closer, but slowly, so slowly. As if it wasn’t sure what to do with them.

      “Elle—”

      “No,” she breathed, “I promised.”

      Kaiserian let himself be moved backward through the archway of thorns, although he didn’t lower his sword, didn’t take his eyes off of the thing that had been Lizbet’s son.

      Elle placed a hand on the briar wall and the leaves rustled in a sigh. She pushed what little magic she had left into the vines, telling them what she needed.

      The creature started running as he saw the archway close, but the briars moved faster than even Elle could see, snapping back into place. He clutched at the vines, grunting as he tried to pull at them, heedless of the thorns that dug into his palms. His preoccupation with the vines in front of him gave Elle’s magic a chance to work. Silently, briars wove themselves around him, sealing him in a bubble. A living cage.

      One last starmark, and the thorns drew themselves back into the stems on the stalks that formed his cage, so that he wouldn’t hurt himself.

      “You’re going to leave him in there?” asked Jesna, “Not that I want him dead, but that seems a fate worse than Kaiserian’s shiny sword.”

      “That’s Lizbet’s son.”

      Jesna’s head whipped around to stare at Elle and then back to look at the figure standing in the wooden cage. He’d stopped pulling at the vines and now stood quietly, head down. “Oh,” she breathed, eyes wide.

      “I need to find out what happened to him, and undo it.”

      But Kaiserian was shaking his head. “This… I don’t know if this can be undone.”

      “You know what this is?”

      Kaiserian nodded and turned to face Elle, finally sheathing his sword in the scabbard at his waist. His dark eyes were fathomless. “Jago is building an army.”
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        “I’ve filled this place with all of Enna’s favourite things. A library, a greenhouse, a conservatory that’s breathtaking with the view of the Everwood at night. I wish Enna had lived to see this house, but she’s with me in every detail.”

        Erin, 21st Grace

        

      

      Ten steps.

      That was all the room that Elle had to pace in the library. Ten steps toward the shelf crammed with rolled maps and heavy, leather-bound history books. Another ten back toward the shelf crammed with the journals of her ancestors. The black leather volume she’d got from Adron was hidden amongst those journals. She hadn’t been able to make herself open it yet.

      Ten steps each way, hemmed in by history on either side, while she let the endless tumble of worry and fear work itself through her mind.

      The library wasn’t ideal for pacing, but it was the only place currently unoccupied.

      Sylve was an enormous hearthome, more than big enough for a very extended family, and yet lately she couldn’t turn a corner without running into someone. These ten steps were the closest thing she could get to freedom now. Jesna and Kaiserian had some kind of unholy pact where they didn’t let her out of their sight. She’d sneaked away during one of Tyress’s rants, but it wouldn’t be long before one of them found her.

      It didn’t seem to matter that it was almost impossible to step out of the briar wall. One clockwork bird had become many, and Elle had made a game of shooting them with a steady stream of starmarks. But the next morning, they were back, perched just out of reach of the briars. The Everwood was littered with little golden cogs.

      The War Council had fallen apart almost as soon as it had formed, with no one agreeing on the best way to undermine Jago’s work, and eventually, the man himself.

      Elle was torn.

      She needed to bond the rest of the Godstars before Magla could get to them. That should have been her priority, but she couldn’t put the problem of Tainn fully aside, despite Jesna’s dismissiveness. Saskia wouldn’t let her, but neither would her own conscience.

      Upstairs, in the conservatory, they were arguing over whether to focus on the Godstars, rescue the displaced children, or reach out to the Cythians to build their own army.

      Tyress was pushing to extract the remaining Synod members and set up an alternative center of power here, in Sylve. Jesna had laughed so loudly that Elle hadn’t even needed to veto the idea. Not that it stopped Tyress from bringing it up every time they met.

      But there was one thing everyone agreed on—to not mention the creature trapped in the wall, or his brethren.

      The thought of Jago’s army was terrifying. And even Kaiserian didn’t know how to fix the horror Jago had wrought to change those men into shambling, enslaved soldiers. He called them the Empty.

      Not an encouraging name.

      And the thing that used to be a man, still trapped in the briars, was not a comforting sight. She wondered if Jesna had found something that he would eat yet.

      The steps creaked, and Elle stopped her pacing with a sigh.

      Someone had found her.

      She made her way to the leather couches behind the spiral staircase and flopped down, waiting for the inevitable lecture on her importance and why she couldn’t be allowed to risk herself.

      The library was darker than the rest of the hearthome, the vines that spiraled across the ceiling giving off only a gentle glow.

      Elle saw Kaiserian before he saw her. Her cheeks turned hot, and she found herself tucking her hair behind her ear, and then quickly untucking it so it wouldn’t seem as if she were primping for him. Even if that was exactly what she was doing.

      Kaiserian’s tight leather pants disappeared into his impossibly glossy knee-high boots, but his pale tunic was only half tucked in. Together with his tumbling curls, it made him look disheveled, and slightly dangerous.

      Warmth uncurled in Elle’s belly and she shifted uncomfortably. He turned, grinning as he spotted her. She saw he wasn’t alone—Echo was tucked under an arm, the old loren purring slightly, completely unperturbed at being manhandled.

      “The silence is so nice,” Kaiserian groaned, flopping down next to her on the couch. He settled Echo onto his lap, and Elle tried to focus on the little white cat. Tried not to notice where Kaiserian’s thigh pressed against her knee. The warmth of him, this near, was startling.

      He tilted his head back, resting it on the couch, and blew out a huff of relief. Elle watched the motion of his long copper throat and found herself wondering whether his skin felt as smooth as it looked.

      She tucked her hand under her thigh, safely trapping her thumb, keeping it from stroking down the steady pulse in his neck.

      “They’re still arguing?”

      “Tyress really doesn’t know when she’s beaten, does she?”

      Elle shook her head ruefully, “I can’t imagine why she thinks I would let the Synod in here.”

      “You let her in.”

      “I’d been injured!” Elle protested, remembering how Tyress and Saskia had ambushed her after the incidents at the Mistwall. “I was feeling delicate.”

      Kaiserian just raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, don’t make that face at me,” but Elle couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth, a smile that was twin to his. She could feel herself shifting, adjusting, mirroring him.

      “Is Echo your excuse for escaping?”

      “He did appear at a very handy time.”

      “Oh?”

      “Jesna threatened to scalp the next Synod member that stepped foot in Sylve.”

      “Thank the Stars. At least I don’t have to fight that fight.” She shook her head, “As if any of the Synod would defect from Annaria anyway.”

      “I’m not sure Tyress even really wants them here.” Kaiserian stroked Echo and started fiddling with a ribbon around the loren’s neck. Elle hadn’t even noticed it, the pale mint twist lost amongst the loren’s thick fur. “I think it’s really just to stop you from filling up the house with children.

      “Where does she think they should go?” Elle growled. “What’s this?”

      Surprised, she accepted the small scroll of paper Kaiserian pressed into her hand, his fingers leaving burning trails across her palm. She resisted the urge to press that hand to her mouth.

      “Echo brought a message.”

      “To you?”

      Echo gave a small cheerful chirp. Kaiserian shrugged and flapped a hand at her, wanting her to unroll the parchment.

      “But… if he brought it to you… why am I opening it?”

      “I don’t think it’s for me,” said Kaiserian, scratching Echo’s ears.

      “It must be. Echo always brings it to the person it’s intended for.”

      “Who would be sending me something?” He shook his head, “No, you open it.”

      She did. Thin, spidery handwriting scrawled across the page in a language she didn’t understand. She shuddered. “Echo was right. I don’t think this is for me.”

      Kaiserian tried to maintain his casual pose as he caught sight of the writing, but every angle of his body had sharpened, muscles tensing. She watched as his breath caught—and stopped, just for a second—in that silken column of a throat.

      “Jago?”

      He nodded tightly. Echo purred more loudly, as if the sound could unseat the upset.

      “What does he want?” She was caught between wanting to know and wanting to get as far away from that thin sheet of paper as possible. She rubbed one of Echo’s ears and he rumbled appreciatively. How had Jago found Echo? Had he touched the cat?

      “He…” Kaiserian breathed out, “Before you say no, I want you to think about it. His offer… makes sense. It solves many of your problems.”

      It was Elle’s turn to go still. “Tell me.”

      “Promise.”

      “Absolutely not. Now tell me.”

      His dark eyes held her light ones for a long moment, both of them too stubborn to give in.

      “Fine,” he smiled and rolled his eyes. But he didn’t give Elle the chance to revel in her success, “But remember, I have as much of a choice in this as you do.” Elle’s stillness crystallized into fear. “He will give you back Tainn.”

      “In exchange for what?” Asked Elle softly, although of course, she already knew.

      “Me.”

      A single, devastating answer.

      “And you believe him?” Her voice was steady, calm. “You truly believe he would give us Tainn?”

      “Yes.” She couldn’t tell if he was lying. Couldn’t think of what to say.

      “And what would he do with you?”

      Kaiserian gave a humorless smile. “It doesn’t matter. You would get your fiancé back.”

      “He’s not my fiancé.” She meant the words to be light, a casual correction.

      They sounded nothing like that.

      Kaiserian raised an eyebrow at the bite in her tone. “He was. When I was Grace. When we were limping along in the shadow of tradition. He’ll be poor Magla’s fiancé now if they’re keeping up appearances.”

      “Still,” said Kaiserian, “I can’t ask you to keep me safe at the expense of one of your own.”

      Elle bit her lip and help out her hand for the note, neither of them stating the obvious. That she couldn’t read it—and even if she could, the words couldn’t be made to mean anything else. Kaiserian for Tainn.

      She ran a thumb over the thin paper, unrolling the whole of it, even the large blank portion below the message.

      “I don’t understand why Echo was carrying this.” The little loren yawned widely before rolling over on Kaiserian’s lap, belly exposed in an obvious and irresistible trap. He sent an image to Elle, of Adron attaching the scroll around his neck, but that didn’t help her understand how—or why—Adron would accept any correspondence from the Pyromancer. “Maybe Annaria…”

      Elle stopped and squinted at the paper. At the bottom of the message was a small doodle. She’d thought it an ink blot, but now, looking closer, she could see it was a tiny nine-pointed star. Elle touched the ever-present pendant under her shirt, running her fingers over each of the nine, sharp points. It didn’t seem this message was only for Kaiserian.

      Kaiserian leaned over, his warm shoulder bumping into hers. “What is it?”

      “This star,” Elle frowned at the blank section under the message. An unusual waste of paper. “I wonder…”

      Secret messages weren’t anything new in the Vale. Elle had spent a large portion of her childhood stealing her moth… Heskia’s… letters, the only way she could get information about anything that was going on. Loren not only made for excellent messengers, but they also provided the means to create—and expose—secret messages.

      The library had a small store of stationery. All the usual things, papers, envelopes, inks, but it also held some more exotic and magical items. Elle fetched a small paintbrush and a tiny jar of clear liquid. Loren tears seemed to have similar properties to shadowcat fur—it turned anything it covered invisible—and exposed anything that was already invisible.

      She dipped the brush lightly into the viscous liquid and smoothed it over the blank section at the bottom of the parchment. Like a rain-spattered cloak, the paper began to change, spots of scribbled black seeping through white paper.

      Elle’s breath caught.

      “Who is it from?” Kaiserian picked up the jar of loren tears—utterly dwarfed in his hands—and gently screwed the cap back in place before holding it up to the light. His indifference was almost as studied as hers had been earlier, each of them carefully feeling around, trying to find the boundaries in this new, fragile relationship.

      “It was Annaria who gave this to Adron to send,” said Elle, “and she added a note for me.” She shook her head slightly, not quite believing the words even as she said them. “She says not to take Jago’s deal. That she will help me… she promises that if I rescue Tainn, she will give me the location of the Godstar she embodies.”

      Kaiserian raised his eyebrows, “Is it one you’ve already bonded?”

      “No. It’s for Trinae.”

      “Is that a good one?”

      It should have been a strange question. From any Astyrian, it would have been. The Godstars were held in equal reverence, except maybe for Cygnelle, the Swan Star. But Elle had always thought of them in terms of more and less useful. Onkryn had been the one she’d been desperate to bond, healing had been the magic Heskia had taunted her so long for not having. But as she’d bonded others, she’d realized they all had different strengths, even if it didn’t seem that way at first.

      Feloren had given her luck and the little quirky starmarks that seemed to bind her spells, making them stronger. Anthia, the first Star, had given her control over nature, something she never thought she’d want, and yet it was thanks to this that they sat in relative safety, protected by the briar wall outside.

      She shrugged. “I don’t really understand it, to be honest. It’s the Godstar of emotion.”

      “Oh,” said Kaiserian, frowning. She could almost hear him weighing up the risk of rescuing Tainn against the dubious strength of a star which was somehow connected with emotions.

      “I know,” said Elle. “This isn’t one of the showy ones. But they seem to build on each other. With each Star, I get stronger. The magic comes more easily.”

      “And you can’t afford to let even one fall into Jago’s hands,” said Kaiserian, as if he were trying to convince himself. “It might be easier if you just swapped him for me.”

      “No.”

      “Annaria’s offer could be a trap.”

      Echo snored gently in Kaiserian’s lap, utterly relaxed. That old ache opened up in Elle’s chest and she sighed. “It almost certainly is.” She looked up at Kaiserian and saw he understood. “But it’s one we need to spring anyway.”
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        “There is nowhere safe left in this world. I must create a new one.”

        Astyria, 1st Grace

        

      

      The wind was warm, the promise of a summer still to come carried on a gentle breath through the Everwood. Elle tipped her head back and let the air run its spring fingers through her hair. She always thought this was what freedom felt like.

      They had a little bit of it today, standing at the edges of a large gap in the briar wall, the Everwood spread before them, the air busy with the industry of spring insects. With no clockwork birds in the trees surrounding Sylve, it almost felt like a freeday. Jesna was whistling cheerfully as she tossed a dagger into the air, and Saskia was laughing with Kaiserian over a joke.

      It could also be because they were, at last, taking some action. The endless conversations had worn them all down. The only person not happy about today’s events was Tyress, who was sulking in her room.

      “I hope Adron remembers my sewing kit,” murmured Jesna, coming to stand near her and peering through the trees.

      “You sew?” asked Kaiserian suspiciously.

      “She’s the best seamstress in the Vale,” said Saskia with a grin. “She has a real Talent.”

      Kaiserian raised his eyebrows and grinned at Jesna. “And do you sew clothes, or just the people you cut with those knives?”

      “If you’re not careful,” said Jesna with a quirk of her lips and a swift dagger flip, “You’ll find out the hard way.”

      “I’d rather be an observer.”

      Saskia sighed. “And you might get a chance.” The joy of the previous moments fled with another rustling breeze. “Sorry,” she went on, “I just can’t help thinking about Annaria’s request. It must be a trap.”

      “Why is everyone so sure of that?” asked Kaiserian. “Wouldn’t any mother ask the same?”

      The women exchanged looks, and Elle shook her head. “You don’t know how hard Annaria’s worked to undermine me. She’s the one who staged the coup and set up her own puppet as the new Grace.”

      “She’s a strange woman,” said Jesna, “but she is consistent. And this sudden change in attitude toward Elle is anything but.”

      “Adron will bring us more news,” said Elle to Saskia, jostling her gently with an elbow, “And then we can decide whether our plan is worth going ahead with.”

      Saskia nodded tightly. “I want him rescued. You know how much.” Her large blue eyes were very serious. “But not at the expense of you—of any of you.”

      “Let’s wait and see,” said Elle, although she couldn’t suppress a smile. It was a surprise how much of an ally Saskia had become. She felt vaguely ashamed at having dismissed her as a sycophant for so many years. She’d been so busy trying to survive, she’d forgotten how many people were doing the same.

      “We don’t have to wait much longer.” Jesna’s eyes were narrowed. Elle followed her gaze, but it was several more minutes until she saw what her friend had. A small flock of children were making their way through the trees, giggling and skipping along in front of Adron and a woman Elle didn’t know.

      She smiled and waved in welcome, and the bravest of the small figures came running toward them, crashing heedlessly through the undergrowth. Their bravery gave out a few steps from Jesna and Elle, little eyes going round at Jesna’s long braid and bandoliers of daggers. Only one figure barreled forward, colliding with Elle’s knees, its small arms encircling her legs.

      “Hello Elle,” said a muffled voice. She grinned down at Timony who, having crushed the feeling from her thighs, stepped back a little to peer up at her. He was looking very well for a small person who’d been squashed into Adron’s lounge, along with six other boys, for the past few weeks.

      “Are you looking forward to staying with us?”

      “Oh yes!” He wiped his nose on the back of his sleeve. “And please will you tell everyone we are already friends? They don’t believe me!”

      A group of small smudged faces was watching them carefully. She smiled at them and they perked up, braving the last few steps toward her and Jesna. A chorus of questions started and Elle laughingly answered that yes, she did know Timony, and yes, she really had fought shadowcats in the Murk, and yes, he had helped her. She winked at Timony with that answer, and the tips of his ears turned pink. But the lie was worth the impressed looks his friends gave him.

      “Is that a SWORD?” A little girl poked the scabbard at Kaiserian’s side. He jumped a little and coughed. “Will you TEACH me?” The next question came before he could answer the first, and drew a flock of other children. Soon, he and Jesna were under fire with requests to see their swords, and daggers, and could they teach the children to fight, because they very much wanted to fight the Pyromancers.

      Elle caught Adron’s eye over the crowd of chattering children and she smiled at him. “Thank you for bringing them.”

      “Thank you for taking them,” said the dark-haired woman at his elbow.

      “This is Wren,” said Adron. “She took in most of the girls when the orphanage… shut… and we thought you could use help with the children.”

      “Stars, yes,” breathed Elle and smiled at the woman. Wren winked in answer, holding out a hand. Elle shook it and was surprised at the warm tingle of recognition in her palm. “You’re a hearthwitch.”

      “Guilty,” said Wren, the mischievous edge to her features straightening into something serious, as if she was worried she’d be rejected.

      “We can always use more help with healing here,” said Elle. “Especially if Jesna starts teaching the children to use knives.” Wren’s smile returned with a brilliant flash, and Elle thought how she’d never seen anyone quite so misnamed. With her sharp cheekbones and bright eyes, this woman was more falcon than wren.

      Elle had a feeling she would fit in very well here.

      “We should probably get the children settled,” said Wren.

      “I can help with that,” said Saskia, appearing at Elle’s elbow. Wren followed the blonde woman toward Sylve, both of them herding small figures. Jesna and Kaiserian were like crumbs amongst ants, being swept along in the tide, whatever their own wishes. A small girl hung off the end of each of Kaiserian’s arms, his long eyelashes clearly irresistible to women of all ages.

      Elle and Adron followed more slowly. She turned to seal up the briar wall again.

      “How did you get rid of those char-damned birds?” asked Adron.

      “Lizbet did something political. Apparently Jago and Annaria are still treading softly around their plans to capture me. But she says the birds will be back soon enough.”

      “Why would she help? Has the Synod gone soft?” Adron shook his head disbelievingly. “First Tyress comes to stay with you, and now Lizbet is an ally? The world gets stranger every day.”

      Elle gave a small huff of a laugh. “Remember what I asked you about?”

      Adron gave her a wry look, “Which of the many questions do you mean?”

      “The one about the slaves.”

      “Aaah,” said Adron. Their laughter evaporated, and Elle was sad for its loss, but she needed Adron’s advice. She jerked her head to the side, and he followed her across the clearing. “We were attacked by an Ashlord, which was frightening, but not nearly as much as the… men… he had with him.”

      Adron was frowning now, his heavy black eyebrows crawling together like concerned caterpillars. “You mean that wasn’t hypothetical? You really saw men you knew, changed somehow?”

      “So changed, it took me a very long time to realize it was someone I knew. Kaiserian calls them the Empty, but he doesn’t know much about how they are made, or how to undo the damage.”

      “I’m not sure I can be of any help. It’s not something I’ve ever heard of.” He ran a hand gently over the briar wall as they walked alongside it. “The only thing I know about is the other side of this, the missing sons and fathers and brothers.”

      “No women?”

      Adron shook his head. “I don’t know if it’s not yet, or not at all.”

      They were rounding the side of Sylve and coming up on the cage the briars had formed to hold the creature who had once been Lizbet’s son.

      Elle took a deep breath. “Try not to be too shocked,” she said. “Only I wasn’t entirely sure what to do with him. I can’t let him roam free, but I don’t yet know how to cure him.”

      Adron only raised his bristling black eyebrows. The briar wall bulged out slightly here, like a bubble caught in the leaves. You could only just see through the branches into a cool, shadowed area.

      Elle placed a hand on a branch and leaves rustled, curling up on themselves and exposing the branches below—and the thing they held.

      She had tried to make it as comfortable as she could. Less of a cage and more of a room. They’d brought him bedding, and clothes, and they took turns bringing him fresh water and food. But aside from a few bites of rare meat, he’d touched nothing.

      Now he was sitting in the center of the cage-room, face tipped up toward the thin beams of sunlight that filtered in through the top of the briar wall.

      It was the most human Elle had seen him look.

      “Oracle’s teeth,” breathed Adron. His skin looked ashen with shock. “That is Betan.” He raised a shaking hand to his mouth and took a step closer to the cage. Elle didn’t try to stop him, Betan hadn’t shown an ounce of aggression since they’d caught him. She almost wished he would, just so she would know if there was still a man trapped in that flesh.

      Adron turned back to her, his usually calm eyes flashing with fury. “What do you need?” He asked, the bite in his voice a rare sound.

      “I wish I knew. Kaiserian only knows that this is an old magic, and a forbidden one.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Not that laws mean anything to Jago.”

      “He’s a nasty piece of work,” agreed Adron, watching the thing that had been, might still be, Betan, as the sunbeams caught on the crags of his misshaped face. “I can do some research, but I suspect whatever we do will be trial and error.”

      That throw-away word, that casual we, made Elle smile. “I thought the same,” she said, and Adron laid a hand on her arm. “I’d be grateful for your help.”

      “But this is not a task for today,” he said, squeezing her arm.

      “I feel so guilty leaving him like this.”

      “He’s safe here.”

      Elle could read the subtext of Adron’s words like an expert scholar.

      “We’re going tonight,” she said. “To rescue Tainn.”

      “Annaria is expecting you tomorrow?”

      “Yes.”

      Adron gave a fierce smile. “Good. I felt terrible sending that note from that man. I didn’t even know what it said.”

      “You are not complicit.”

      “The lines are getting blurry,” said Adron, his face grim. “After you’ve got Tainn out safely, I might come here too. Make my base here.” He gave a small cough. “If you’d have me. I can help with the children, and we can work on a cure for poor Betan—”

      It was Elle’s turn to lay a hand on his arm. “I would be delighted to have you here under any circumstances, but especially now.” She grinned at him, “And you can take on Tyress.”

      He laughed and gripped her hand. “Then it’s settled.”

      Elle nodded, pushing aside the tower of feelings, the whirling panic that threatened to eat her. So much to do, and Jago always seemed ten steps ahead of her.

      Except for tonight. Tonight, she would spring Annaria’s trap, and, for a change, take them by surprise.
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        “Stevan has been creating wonders. I’ve been so consumed with this baby I hadn’t even noticed. But they are darling things. Little golden figures, powered by his clockwork. A few turns of a key and they spring to life.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      They’d brought the horse. The thing snorted at them and tugged at its reins, eager to get closer to the base of the tree and the succulent new grass that had sprung up there.

      “You’d better tie it up,” said Elle, “Before it tries to wander the town in search of snacks.”

      She dismissed the leafy canopy road that she and Jesna had used to travel here. Even she knew three was too many for a horse. Kaiserian had suggested leaving it behind altogether—but Elle wasn’t sure what state Tainn would be in, and he was too heavy for even Kaiserian to carry very far. She would never admit it, but she might very glad of the beast by the end of the night.

      “I don’t know why you don’t like poor old Aquilon,” said Jesna, with an elbow to Elle’s ribs. “You and he have so much in common. No biscuit is safe from you.”

      “Yes, but I wouldn’t break into your house to get it!”

      “Neither would Aquilon,” said Kaiserian as he tied the horse’s reins to a low hanging branch. “He doesn’t have thumbs. And he’s not old.” He cut his eyes at Jesna, who laughed and shrugged.

      “Little bit sensitive there, princeling?”

      “I’ve had Aquilon for a decade, so if he’s old…”

      They laughed together, nerves make them jittery, as Elle led them to the edge of the garden. They’d decided to base their rescue attempt at Irik’s house. It was across the road from Laurel House and a bittersweet reminder of Adron’s one-time assistant Sephanie, who’d run the orphanage and had been murdered by pyromancy.

      Her husband, Irik, had been all too happy to offer his home as a base for any action that would undermine the Pyromancers.

      Elle led her co-conspirators across Sephanie’s elegantly manicured gardens—maintained painstakingly by Irik—and toward the southward arm of the hearthome. The home was made from tall, thin trees, planted close together so they merged into a horseshoe shape, the belly of the ‘u’ reaching out into the road while the arms encircled the relatively private garden.

      The perfect place to hide a great big stinking horse.

      “I still think it’s a bad idea,” complained Elle as she stomped up the stairs to the first-floor terrace that faced the street—and the orphanage.

      She could feel Jesna’s eye roll behind her.

      “Are you suddenly immune to clockwork?” asked Jesna brightly, as if this was entirely possible.

      Those blasted guild members and their unnatural machinery.

      “Fine,” growled Elle, unable to ignore the clockwork-induced headache that was building at her temples. She clenched her jaw against the pain. “But I’m staying here. I want to be close enough to know if you need my help.”

      ‘Here’ was a balcony that wrapped around the outer belly of the hearthome. Kaiserian let out a low whistle as they stepped away from the dim staircase and into a veritable garden.

      Stephanie really had been an artist with living things. Her Talent had rivaled Elle’s own skill. The edge of the balcony was lined with wide planters, already filled with the green shoots of spring vegetables, but this was simply the pragmatism that had underlain Sephanie’s work. The real art was the hanging garden.

      Bundles of dirt and seeds had blossomed into trailing waterfalls of sweet-smelling vines and a symphony of sapphire and ivory blooms. The ceiling of flowers extended to the balcony’s edge, creating a living curtain that shielded the terrace from view—and would keep Elle well hidden, but at hand, during the rescue mission.

      Elle turned to Jesna and Kaiserian. “So, you know where to find me now. I’ll keep watch on the door and meet you as you come out. We might need to move very quickly.”

      “There’s only one door?” Asked Kaiserian, peering through the curtain of shimmering flowers at Laurel House.

      The hearthome that had served as an orphanage until just a few weeks ago was a solid thing. A single column of very sturdy tree. The kind of place that could withstand whatever gangs of children threw at it and still stay standing.

      “As far as I know,” said Elle. “There were some floorplans in Sylve’s library, and it looked like they chose not to grow a second door. Less chance of small people escaping and running amok.”

      Jesna shook her head but spared Elle the lecture on how Cythians would never be so short-sighted that they didn’t give themselves more than one way out. Kaiserian took half a step in Elle’s direction, and she caught herself leaning toward him.

      “You should get going,” she said.

      His expression changed, a curtain drawn across the warmth, his face serious. He gave her a nod and a look that warned her to be careful before turning on his heel and heading back down the stairs. Jesna rolled her eyes at Elle and skipped after him. Seamstress or not, she lived for excitement.

      Elle watched them cross the still empty street and stop in a deep groove of the orphanage’s trunk.

      Kaiserian kept watch as Jesna reached for the hood of the borrowed shadowcat cloak she wore and tugged it over her head. Shadows thickened around both of them and then Jesna disappeared, even her shoes hidden by the cloak’s strange magic.

      Kaiserian looked up and a shock ran through Elle’s body, even though she knew he couldn’t see her through the hanging blooms that curtained the balcony. He nodded once, then moved out of the shadowed groove of the trunk.

      They had decided on bold. Since it would be nigh on impossible to sneak into the great hearthome, it made sense that they go in the only way they could—through the front door. He raised an arm to knock… and the handle turned.

      Elle’s hands clenched tightly around the banister even as Kaiserian threw himself to the side, into the nearest shadowed hollow of the trunk. There was a flash of movement as Jesna unclasped the cloak and threw it over both of them, and then Kaiserian was hidden from sight. Elle let out a long shuddering breath as the door swung creakily open onto a seemingly empty street.

      She heard Annaria before she saw her. That velvet knife of a voice would be recognizable anywhere. Elle’s eyes darted back to the hollow to check that her friends were still hidden. Not even a ripple of shadow gave them away.

      Annaria was talking over her shoulder as she exited the orphanage, fiddling with a brooch at her throat. “You should be going more slowly. We have time.”

      “And what do you know of it?” The high-pitched voice made Elle’s breath catch. It had haunted her dreams these past few weeks. Her worst fear, and her destiny. She dropped down to her haunches. Even though she knew the flowers made her invisible, the extra protection of the balcony railing made her feel safer.

      Jago stepped out into the light of the pathway. Behind him, there was a flash of silver in the doorway as an Ashlord shut the door.

      The Pyromancer tsked at Annaria’s fumblings and he took the brooch from her. Her lips pursed slightly—an expression Elle knew all too well—but she didn’t protest as he caught the folds of her cloak and fastened the dark fabric with a small golden horse. His hands slipped down and settled on her waist, tugging her in closer to him. Annaria’s lips grew tighter.

      “I am going slowly,” he purred at her. “In Illyzia, we would already have sparked the first flames from his talent. It’s there, I can feel it hiding in his bones. I need to stop being so cautious and push harder.”

      Annaria ducked her head, but from her vantage point, Elle could still see her face. Her chin trembled gently, just once, and then she raised the calm, expressionless mask she usually wore.

      “Of course, I have no idea how the boy has any power at all. The Flame knows you only have the barest scraps,” said Jago softly, as if he were saying words of love instead of hate. Elle realized they were talking about Tainn. About awakening pyromancy in him. She felt ill.

      Annaria’s hands trembled slightly where they rested against Jago’s shoulders. He squeezed her waist, and she grimaced.

      “You should have waited for me,” he hissed. “If he had been my son—”

      “You weren’t coming,” said Annaria. “Even the most loyal woman won’t wait forever.”

      Jago let out a bark of a laugh. “How could I come when you never opened the Wall?”

      Elle blinked rapidly and rubbed her ears. She couldn’t quite make sense of what she was hearing. Jago and Annaria knew each other? More than just knew each other, if he had expected her to bear his children.

      Annaria was Illyzian.

      Her dark eyes flashed under the hearthome’s light and she protested. “I tried—”

      “Spare me,” sneered Jago, and Elle was glad she couldn’t see his face. Annaria was pale, the copper gleam of her skin sickly in the evening light of the Everwood. Jago’s hands spasmed once, tight around her waist, and then he removed them, taking a step back and rolling his shoulders. It was the first time Elle had ever seen him anything other than smugly calm. Somehow, knowing he got angry like any other human only made him more terrifying.

      “I know it wasn’t you that opened the Mistwall,” he said, talking over Annaria’s protests, his voice even again, “But it doesn’t matter. I’ll have your son as one of my own in the next few days. And then I’ll never have to question your loyalty again, will I?”

      Annaria’s throat bobbed as she swallowed down whatever she’d wanted to say. She nodded once, tightly, and then pulled at the neck of her cloak, tugging it away, as if it were strangling her. “If you don’t have any other need of me now, I have some errands of my own.”

      Jago stroked a palm down her cheek and Annaria barely flinched. Elle shuddered for her.

      “Don’t be too late tonight,” he said before he turned, striding away in a flurry of velvet cloak. Elle held her breath as he walked past Irik’s house. She couldn’t tear her eyes off of him. His cheeks were still plump, the resemblance to Kaiserian uncanny.

      Annaria was expressionless as she watched him leave. Only the gentle tremor in her clasped hands gave away her feelings. As soon as he was out of sight, the woman let loose a long breath and relaxed her shoulders. Then, her perfect mask back in place, she moved toward Irik’s house.

      Shadowshit.

      Well, there was nothing for it. Elle would have to keep her distracted while Jesna and Kaiserian sneaked in. After what she’d just overheard, she doubted Annaria would stop them, but then, the woman wasn’t entirely logical.

      Illyzian. She was Illyzian.

      The thoughts swirled in Elle’s head, but she kept watch over the street, refusing to let them distract her from the mission. The minute Annaria disappeared into the staircase that lead to the balcony, Elle reached a hand out of the curtain of flowers and made a shooing motion.

      A flicker of shadow and Kaiserian was visible again, with Jesna still underneath the shadowcat cloak.

      She couldn’t see his expression from down here, but she was sure his eyes were wide. She made the shooing motion again, and he’d only just had time to nod when an invisible finger poked him in the back, making him jump.

      He growled at Jesna and then made his way back to the front door.

      Annaria rounded the bend in the staircase and stepped onto the balcony.

      Down below, Kaiserian knocked.

      Annaria’s head whipped around, but Elle caught her arm before she could move.

      “What—” Annaria started, but Elle clamped a hand over her mouth.

      “You’re staying up here for this,” she whispered. “I can’t risk you doing something stupid.”

      Annaria was scowling, but she nodded, and Elle let go of her.

      “Says the pot to the kettle,” the dark-haired woman hissed.

      Elle snorted.

      They both turned at the sound of the door to the orphanage creaking open.

      The light from the canopy illuminated the doorway just enough to glint off dark metal armor. An Ashlord had answered the door, the question now was which one was on duty.

      A gauntleted hand stretched out and clapped Kaiserian on the shoulder. He staggered slightly at the weight and the Ashlord’s laughter carried through the still night. Murmured words followed, but Elle couldn’t catch them. Whatever Kaiserian had said was good enough for the soldier to swing the door wider and invite him in.

      “Risky plan,” murmured Annaria. “What would you have done if it were someone other than Eron on duty tonight?”

      Elle didn’t answer. The next part was the difficult bit. Kaiserian expertly grabbed the handle of the door, turning as if to close it and giving Jesna enough space to duck into the dark hearthome. Elle caught a flash of Jesna’s boots and then she was inside, an invisible worm at the heart of the apple.

      “Now,” said Elle. “Where is Trinae?”

      “The deal was that if you get my son out safe, then I give you the information.”

      “Give it to me now if you don’t want me to send Echo in there and call the whole thing off.”

      Annaria gave a small, bright laugh. “You couldn’t do that without risking your new lover.”

      “He’s not my—” Elle bit off the words, but Annaria was already smiling smugly. She changed tack, “You’re Illyzian.”

      Annaria’s nostrils flared. “I was wondering how much of that you’d heard.”

      “If I were to tell the Synod—”

      “They wouldn’t be able to do a thing.” Annaria shook her head. “You might be surprised to learn that’s one thing we agree on. Those fools couldn’t run a cheese shop, let alone a country.”

      “And I’m supposed to thank you for swooping in and manipulating them?”

      “I’m the only thing that’s stood between this Vale and war, you star-blinded fool.” Annaria turned to her, the perfect, expressionless mask gone. Exhaustion pulled at the corners of her mouth and eyes, turning that exquisitely uncaring face ragged. “While you were running around with your boyfriend, trying to find the Godstars, I was keeping the cities from each other’s throats.”

      “Things with Pyscoria and Ystellia aren’t that bad.”

      “Not that bad?” Annaria growled. “Do you know about the tribes speaking of reclaiming Cythia? Of the groups that have formed in the cities in support? Magic, and the way of life it created, has been dying for generations.”

      “But I—”

      “It is too late to bring it back,” snapped Annaria. “Even if you bond all of the eight remaining Stars, Cygnelle is gone. The might of the Graces is only a memory. And without it, we are entirely at the mercy of our neighbors.”

      “No, we have the Mistwall. I’ve restored it. There will be no more invaders. Once I deal with Jago—”

      “You would be lucky to survive Jago, never mind deal with him.”

      “Not all of us run away from our problems.”

      Annaria reared back as if Elle had slapped her. “Oracle’s teeth, what other choice did I have? Are you telling me if you had been betrothed to a Pyromancer with his eye on the throne, you would have stayed? You would have done your duty?” Disdain dripped off her words. “You couldn’t even stay betrothed to my son in order to save your precious Vale.”

      “Then it seems we have more than we thought in common,” said Elle. There was so much she wanted to know, so much to ask Annaria, but there wasn’t time to see just how much the woman was willing to share. “Is keeping your word one of those things?”

      Annaria snarled as if she wanted to yell, but then bit back on the sound, reeling herself in, putting her mask back on. “Trinae is the Otter Star. You’ll find the focus in the Tears of Lyria.”

      Elle nodded. It was a small network of ponds in the center of the Everwood, about a half day’s walk from Sylve. “What does it do?”

      “Isn’t it your job to know that?”

      “Save the sarcasm for the Synod. I can’t say I’m surprised you don’t know. After all, what use does a coldblooded creature like you have for emotions?”

      Annaria’s eyes flickered across to the orphanage and Elle felt her cheeks flush. Annaria’s emotions were the whole reason they knew where to find Tainn in the first place. But she was also the reason Jago had free rein over the city. She couldn’t allow her sympathy for the woman let her forget the damage she’d done.

      They watched the still, quiet street for a while. Elle wished there was a way to know what was happening inside.

      She’d been tempted to send Echo in, as a guide and a go-between, but it was too risky. Her threat to Annaria had been an empty one. There was no reason for Kaiserian to have a loren, and his appearance would only ruin the mission.

      “Why have you come to see Irik?”

      “To tell him to collect Sephanie’s body,” said Annaria. “Now that Jago and his cronies are here, the need for an investigation seems superfluous.”

      Irik deserved the closure of putting his wife’s body to rest. “It really wasn’t you?”

      “Of all things you have suspected me of, Elle. This is the one that is the most offensive.”

      Elle wanted to say she had been deserving of most of the suspicions, but she bit back the words. “You’ve been in Jago’s pocket since he arrived. It made sense.”

      “I’ve been doing what needs to be done to survive. To make sure my son and my country survive.”

      “You’re Illyzian. That’s hardly comforting.”

      Annaria shook her head and removed the golden horse brooch from her cloak. “I haven’t been Illyzian in a very long time.” She hooked the cloak over her arm and turned the brooch in her hands, as if seeing something else. “Jago thinks I came here to further his plans. But I came here to escape. To start afresh. I am no Pyromancer.”

      “But there is one in the Vale, one who was here before Jago. The person who broke the wall open. And you expect me to believe you don’t know who it is?”

      Annaria smirked. “We’re not friends, Ariella. And I’m not giving up any more leverage while my son is still in danger.”

      “Kaiserian and Jesna will get him out. They won’t be much longer—”

      A scream shattered the air, the heart-strangling sound of a damaged body. The night seemed to darken and Elle and Annaria moved as one to the balustrade, but there was no movement from Laurel House.

      Elle turned to run down the stairs but Annaria grabbed her arm. “The clockwork birds. They’ll know it’s you.”

      “Do you want us to free your son or not?”

      The seconds drew out, long and thin, ticking away Tainn’s life, and maybe Jesna’s, maybe Kaiserian’s, with it.

      Annaria let go. “The basement. He’s in the basement.”

      “Keep them away for as long as you can,” shouted Elle as she ran down the stairs and toward the orphanage.
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        “I’ve told Stevan that the parcel which arrived for my son—our son—is a precious gem. A gift of congratulations. But I know that it’s a fire crystal—and a threat.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      There was no hope of staying hidden, so Elle chose speed over secrecy. She barreled across the still empty street, pulling starmarks out of the air as she ran. Felo for luck, but also for light. She pushed them into her hair as her other hand reached for icy starmarks.

      These she threw at the lock on the heavy front door, ice blossoming across the golden handle and onto the wood. The headache that had been throbbing behind her ears screamed into life as she neared the trunk of the hearthome, and then suddenly disappeared as small golden birds in the branches exploded, scattering little cogs and springs across the path.

      Any hope of remaining undiscovered was completely gone.

      The Felo marks in her hair protected her from the smoking-hot clockwork shards that rained down on the street in front of the orphanage, and she made it to the front door unscathed, and even more miraculously, unseen.

      The ice had made the lock brittle, and it gave way as she slammed her body against the door. She stumbled into the entrance hall of the orphanage and blinked at the sudden darkness. The starmarks in her hair illuminated the barest shapes of small cloaks hung neatly along one wall.

      It was utterly silent now. Probably not a good sign.

      Elle wasted precious seconds letting her eyes adjust to the dim lighting and tried to decide which direction to go in. She regretted every invitation of Sephanie’s she’d ever declined. She only had the memory of the floorplan they’d found in Sylve’s library to go on.

      To the right, a set of stairs spiraled upward. Not there.

      Straight ahead, an iron-banded door. The kitchen.

      That only left a smaller, friendly-looking door set slightly to the side of the kitchen door. It should lead to what used to be Sephanie’s office and apartments—and to the basement.

      The light of the Felo marks woven into her hair bobbed across the entrance hall, illuminating the scars on the walls where the internal vines of the hearthome used to grow. Anger bubbled into her chest at the scars, displacing some of the panic that had animated her.

      It made her reckless. She turned the handle on the office door and threw it open.

      Annoyingly, it swung open slowly, despite the violence of her action, its old arthritic hinges protesting at the movement.

      The office was darkened, but positively bright compared to the entrance hall. Jars of flamemoths were scattered around, but only one had been fed. The sugar cube at the bottom was small, almost all eaten. The light wouldn’t last much longer.

      The stairwell leading to the basement was behind an austerely clean desk. A state it likely had never been in while Sephanie was alive. The office was organized to the point of anonymity. Whoever used this office now—it was in use, there were very neatly stacked papers at the edge of the desk—wasn’t a person given over to any kind of mess.

      Elle had a moment to wonder just what the orphanage was being used for now, given the number of children that had been smuggled to Sylve.

      The was no light close to the stairwell, and Elle pushed a second set of Felo marks into her hair. The light would also make her a target, but a stubborn part of her welcomed that. She was itching for a fight.

      The wooden stairs creaked loudly under her feet, making her flinch. It was too quiet.

      The basement was as dark as the entrance hall, and having the starmarks in her hair was only ruining her night vision. She tugged them from the strands, balled them up and threw them at the ceiling.

      Much better.

      She’d been expecting one large room, but instead she was in a small, circular room, like a well. Five doors were set in the curving walls. Presumably, these had been storerooms, but if Tainn was down here, then she would bet that Jago had been using them to store prisoners instead of supplies.

      A weed of fear sprouted its head amongst the anger, but Elle squashed it firmly. They didn’t have time for her to be afraid.

      She needed to find her friends before the Ash Guard—or, worse, Jago—found them. She flung open the door closest to her. The dark room was empty. A bed was set against the back wall, a folded blanket waiting for the room’s next occupant.

      The fear was back, and it had brought a friend. Panic made her hand shake as she tried to open the second door. Locked.

      She considered it for a second and then moved on to the middle door.

      Jesna spun around, her face illuminated by the crystal she held in her hand. It was a dull black thing, but it gave off a deep red glow, bathing the room in dark light.

      “Oh, thank the Stars,” said Elle, stepping into the room. “We need to get out of here.”

      No one moved. Jesna’s eyes had gone straight back to the stone in her hand. The deep red made it look as if she’d dipped her hand into a bucket of blood.

      The hairs at the back of Elle’s neck stood up.

      Kaiserian stood behind Jesna, and behind him, against the wall, was a bed. Elle could just see Tainn’s face, it looked as if he were unconscious, most of him covered by a dark blanket. A small white cat lay on top of his chest, its fur dirty and matted.

      “What’s happening?” asked Elle.

      She made a move toward Jesna, but Kaiserian shook his head urgently. “No, Elle, don’t touch her.”

      “Jesna?” said Elle quietly, feeling wrong-footed. She’d never seen her friend like this. Jesna, who was always reasonable, always calm. Jesna, who could kill a fly with a throwing knife but who wouldn’t, with bloody hands.

      Her lip trembled. “He insisted. He wouldn’t leave with it in.”

      “You need to put it down.” Kaiserian spoke softly, his words measured, and Elle didn’t think it was the first time he’d said it.

      Jesna’s hand was shaking. “It doesn’t want me to,” she whispered. She stared into the crystal, its dull surface still throwing out impossibly dark light. She seemed mesmerized.

      Elle took another step toward her friend. Kaiserian gritted his teeth but didn’t try to stop her again. He didn’t move from his place in front of Tainn. As if he needed to protect him. She could see now that there was some kind of cloth wrapped around Tainn’s chest.

      Kaiserian caught her look, and he nodded. “He’ll be fine, but not for long. We need to move.”

      “Kai, what is that stone?” Elle breathed the words, not wanting to surprise Jesna. Her friend’s arm was trembling now, the light wavering as the stone shifted in her grip.

      “It’s a fire crystal.”

      The same thing Kaiserian had in his own chest. Elle’s head whirled with the knowledge, she couldn’t think through the ramifications of what that meant. He skin crawled at the thought of that thing, enslaving Tainn. These weren’t cells that Jago had set up, but cages in some kind of horrific laboratory.

      “Jesna,” said Elle, “Look at me.”

      In response, Jesna whimpered, but she didn’t move.

      Careful not to look too deeply at it herself, Elle placed her hand over the crystal, but snatched it back straight away, hissing.

      The crystal was as hot as a coal. Jesna gave another small whimper but still gripped it tightly.

      Elle’s fingers fluttered as she drew every starmark she knew for cold—marks for snow, for ice, for the chill winds of winter. The bright gold of the marks cleared away some of the disturbing red light and Elle pushed them toward Jesna’s hand. Steam rose from the fire crystal and Jesna grunted. Her fingers were trying to close around it, to keep the starmarks away. Her expression was strained. “I can’t keep them open,” she moaned, but she sounded more like herself again. The dreamy look that had been on her face had washed away with the burst of starlight.

      Elle put her hand against Jesna’s, the pooled starmarks hissing as they touched the crystal, and the amount of steam increased. Something scraped on the floorboards above them.

      “Shadowshit,” but Elle didn’t take her hand off Jesna’s. The heat of the crystal was still searing, but she thought it was lessening. With her free hand, she drew more starmarks. The room was bright now, with the golden light of dozens of starmarks, and Elle squinted.

      She hadn’t shut the door, and the light leaked into the circular well outside. The floorboards squeaked again. Deep voices floated down the stairs, but Elle couldn’t make out the words. From the corner of her eye, she could see Kaiserian move the loren off Tainn’s chest. He stooped and lifted Tainn, hoisting him over his shoulder.

      The loren didn’t move, it stayed curled in a tight ball.

      Another starmark, two… more and more starmarks into their joined hands, until Jesna gave a great gasp, her body arching. She finally lifted her eyes to Elle’s. There were tears pooled at the corners.

      It was good enough. Ignoring the burn and the strange magnetism still exuded by the crystal, Elle grabbed it from Jesna’s palm and threw it toward the back of the room. She felt dirty just from that small contact.

      Jesna curled over at the waist, gasping, her damaged hand clutched toward her chest. With one eye on the roof above them, Elle pulled some basic healing starmarks into being and pushed them into Jesna’s wrist. There was no time for proper healing, but that would hold her for now.

      Elle’s head swam, but Jesna drew in a shuddering breath and wiped her eyes with her good hand.

      She jostled past her friends to get to the loren. “Sarai,” The grubby white ears flickered, and the green eyes cracked open. “Shadowshit, I don’t know if she has the energy to get herself away.”

      Elle laid a few healing starmarks on the white fur and the small animal shuddered. As with Jesna’s hand, it would be enough to help her get away, but not enough to heal her. She sent a strong image of Sylve and the sickroom there. Sarai let out a tiny, pitiful meow and burrowed her head into Elle’s hand briefly. The shock of the gesture kept Elle frozen—and then Sarai was climbing unsteadily to her feet and stretching out her back. She blearily took into the tableau, and considering Tainn in good hands, the little loren disappeared with a gentle pop.

      “I’ll go first,” said Elle. “Jesna, can you follow Kaiserian up?”

      The voices were fainter now, as if whoever it was had moved away. Maybe the light hadn’t been visible to the floor above. Maybe they had gotten lucky.

      Elle would have drawn another Felo mark to make sure, but she needed to conserve her strength. Luck would only take them so far. She might need to summon weapons instead.

      The stair treads creaked just as abominably going up, but there was no help for it. Elle looked over her shoulder at the motley crew behind her, then popped her head up and out of the stairwell, starmarks for freezing coiled in her palm.

      The desk blocked a large portion of the study and Elle used it as a cover to creep further into the room. There was no one there. She couldn’t help the explosive sigh she let out, and gestured to let Kaiserian and Jesna know it was safe to come up.

      They made it into the entrance hall without any trouble. Elle opened the front door and waved at Kaiserian and his burden to go through first. A shout came from behind them, and they all turned reflexively.

      “Run,” urged Elle in a low voice. “I’m right behind you.”

      An Ashlord with a cat-shaped helmet stepped slowly forward out of the shadows. He grinned. “Run all you like, my brothers are on their way. Lord Jago baited his trap well.”

      Kaiserian was still in the doorway, blocking the light from outside.

      “Go!” Elle shouted. “Now!”

      The chill night came rushing in as Kaiserian and then Jesna did exactly that.

      Elle squared her shoulders, ignoring the spinning in her head and trying desperately to think of starmarks that would help her. In her panic, she’d dropped her bundle of icemarks, and now she wasn’t sure if she had the strength to summon more.

      A small face peered out of the staircase behind the Ashlord and Elle started in surprise.

      The soldier twisted to see what she was looking at. Which meant he was staring straight at the heavy chest of drawers as it careened down the stairs toward him.

      “Run! Run, your Grace!” A chorus of high pitched voices shouted.

      The drawers collided heavily with the man in armor and he stumbled backward, straight into the patch of ice that had formed from Elle’s dropped starmarks.

      He scrambled, trying to catch his balance, but he fell heavily, knocking his head on a sharp corner of the heavy frame. The crack made Elle wince, but the small figures in the stairwell let out a cheer that echoed up into the trunk.

      “Come on,” said Elle, “Let’s get you out of here.”

      The children didn’t need to be told twice. Six figures scampered down the stairs.

      “Is this all of you?”

      “Yes,” said a definite voice from the back. “We’re all that’s left.”

      A note in the voice made Elle hesitate, but she didn’t have time to check the whole hearthome. She would save who she could.

      “Then let’s go.” She shooed them out of the orphanage and across the road.

      Doors of the surrounding hearthomes were open, their owners peering out to see what the commotion was. No one made a move to stop them. From one doorway, a small round of applause came, following Elle and her brood of children into Irik’s garden.

      Kaiserian had laid Tainn over Aquilon’s back and tied him in front of the saddle, and was now trying to tug Jesna toward the horse.

      “No, you need to take him. That thing isn’t going to listen to me, I’ll go back for Elle—”

      “No you won’t,” said Elle.

      Jesna spun. “What took you so long? Now is not the time to be stealing children.”

      “We weren’t stolen,” protested a small voice.

      “Everyone be quiet!” snapped Elle. She used the last of her strength to summon the sylvan highway. The tree canopy above rustled in response to her thrown starmarks, and branches started to wind themselves down into a ramp.

      “Kai, get on that horrible beast and go. It won’t listen to anyone but you and you know it. Jesna, children one through six, up into the trees. Now.”

      There was a rush for the tree ramp and Kaiserian looked from Elle to Jesna, his jaw tight with a protest he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, voice. Then he nodded and swung himself up on Aquilon. He gave a whistle and the huge black beast took off.

      Poor Tainn. She hoped Kaiserian had strapped him on securely. Jensa slipped an arm under Elle’s shoulders and together they staggered up the leafy ramp after the children.
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        “I wish many things, but mostly I wish I had a choice in my husband. Or even a choice not have one at all. Enna was resigned—no, not resigned—she believed in the Synod’s nonsense. She was always better at this than me.”

        Erin, 21st Grace

        

      

      A herd of screeching children thundered down the landing after Kaiserian. Elle flattened herself against the wall, clutching her small pile of journals to her chest, and for the 256th time that day wished she had enough power to make the stars-damned rain stop.

      Kaiserian, who had taken on the task of distracting the orphans, winked at her as he ran past then threw himself down the stairs with the children right on his heels. The clucking swarm seemed to be heading toward the kitchen and Elle breathed a sigh of relief in the sudden calm and settling dust in Sylve’s hallways.

      Wren and Jesna were busy organizing lunch for the horde of people who lived in the hearthome now. Jesna said there were only twenty children, but that seemed impossible. Maybe they’d multiplied in the water, like bacteria.

      Elle peered cautiously around a corner—not wanting to be mowed down by a stray child—but the hallway was clear. And blessedly silent. Tainn’s room lay at the end, as far away from the rooms they’d set up as dormitories as possible.

      Luckily, none of the children from the rescue mission had been in any need of medical help—it seemed Jago was capable of restraint—which left her with only one patient. Once Elle had rested and her magic was back to full strength, she’d healed the wound on Tainn’s chest easily enough, but he hadn’t woken yet.

      Tyress’s room was also down this wing, and no doubt she was still inside, sulking. At least she was quiet. She’d even given up haranguing Elle to invite Synod members here.

      A voice was drifting out of Tainn’s room, and Elle froze in the hallway.

      “I was glad the night of the coup.” It was Saskia. Of course it was. The blonde woman wouldn’t leave Tainn’s side. The sickroom had its own small balcony and washroom, and Saskia had colonized one of the wide, soft chairs next to the bed. Wren brought her food and even coaxed her to eat a few bites of it, as if she were just another of her charges. “I was glad Neela was banished. Glad Elle wasn’t Grace anymore.”

      Saskia’s voice cracked. Shadowshit. Elle slid a foot back. This was not a confession she wanted to overhear. And she definitely didn’t want to be caught overhearing it.

      “I thought with them gone… with time, and your mind free… maybe you would finally see me.”

      The floorboard creaked under Elle’s foot and Saskia’s voice cut off. The silence was loud. The kind of silence that knew you were there and was judging you for it.

      Elle gestured rudely at the vines that curled along Sylve’s walls. This damned hearthome. It always seemed to have an agenda of its own. The vines rustled in return and Elle sighed. There was no use pretending.

      She poked her head around Tainn’s sickroom door and grimaced at Saskia. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I was just coming to check on him.”

      Saskia was sitting next to Tainn’s bed, one of his hands held in hers. She ran her spare hand over her ragged face and nodded. “You must think I’m a terrible person.”

      “Not even close,” said Elle. “Thoughts don’t define you.”

      “But—”

      “You’re tired.” Elle dropped her pile of journals on a small table beside the spare chair. The one that didn’t smell of Saskia. “You need some food.” She cast her eyes over the blonde woman. “And a shower.”

      She looked terrible. Elle had never seen her look anything but perfect—she was exactly the kind of woman Annaria wanted them all to be. Demure in her long, high-necked dresses, never a hair out of place. But now she was wearing pants. A small part of Elle finally understood what Annaria and her cronies objected to—after the dresses, the snug, soft pants looked almost scandalous on Saskia. Her hair was disheveled, shoved up in a bun, and likely not brushed at all since the day they’d brought Tainn back. The skin under her eyes looked almost bruised, and her usual practicality was lost amongst her sheer exhaustion.

      Saskia looked down at herself and shook her head. “You’re right, but I don’t want to leave him.”

      Elle waggled a journal at her. “I have some reading to do, I want to do it away from that—what do you call a group of children? A herd? A swarm?”

      Saskia laughed and patted Tainn’s hand before sliding off the bed. “A gaggle?”

      “A busyness. That’s what they are. Or a destruction.”

      “Oh, they’re not that bad.”

      “I’ll ask you again when you’re back from the kitchen.”

      Saskia paused and looked at Tainn from the doorway. Her chin wobbled a little. The wide white bed made Tainn seem even thinner. Those thick slabs of muscle he’d built up over the years of Hunter training had melted away under Jago’s not-at-all-tender ministrations. Elle’s heart turned over at the expression on Saskia’s face. Then the woman was gone.

      Elle opened the first journal. The leather cover was cracked and flaking. This was one of the oldest journals she had, from the sixth Grace, Aurelia. The book was so old it told of a life and city that were unimaginable for Elle. Cythia, by all accounts, had been magnificent, a beacon of light and magic. A city where even the poorest had everything they needed.

      But it also hadn’t been without its troubles. And after hearing Annaria and Jago’s conversation, after Tyress’s confession, she wondered just how many of those could be laid at the doors of stowaway Illyzians. She was looking for any clue of the Empty. Any clue at all as to what Jago had done to them, and how to undo it.

      She was scanning through the pages, searching for any mention of disappearances, when a word caught her eye. Empty. Quickly, she flipped back to the beginning of the entry.

      The city has been plagued by the nighttime monsters. There is unrest, so many calls for Mother to do something—but what?

      All our searches, the guards’ searches, had turned up nothing. The reports of the attacked are frightening—monsters who feel no pain, who resemble long-lost family members and friends.

      Who would do such a thing? Create monsters that look like friends? What evil has invaded this city?

      They call them The Empty. Hollow copies of ones once loved.

      Those who cannot bring themselves to kill them become monsters themselves. This is worse than a plague.

      “Shadowshit,” Elle muttered to herself, lowering the journal.

      “Language.” His voice was soft, the word coming out cracked and broken.

      Elle closed the journal with a snap and pushed away her worry over the Empty—both ancient, and the one sealed up in her briar wall—and grinned at Tainn. She helped him sit up and fetched him a glass of water before perching on the edge of the bed. His hand felt too thin in hers.

      “Tears?” He shook his head slowly. “Who are you and what have you done with the Elle I know?”

      Elle laughed and used her free hand to dash the moistness from her eyes. “You know I’m allergic to Hunters.”

      Tainn laughed at that before breaking into a cough. Elle took the glass of water away and helpfully banged him on the back until it stopped. She spun a small web of starmarks and laid them over his torso. They pulsed once and then sank into his skin. They would check for any problems and light up the affected area. Another gift from the journals.

      They both watched the light fade from his skin. “Nothing heating up?”

      “No,” Tainn said, catching her hand. “I feel much better than I have in a long time.”

      Elle squeezed his hand, “I’m sorry we didn’t get—”

      Something crashed and they turned to find Saskia, hair a wild cloud around her, panting in the doorway. Sarai weaved through her ankles before bounding onto the bed in one neat leap and settling on Tainn’s lap.

      Saskia took a sobbing breath as Tainn smiled at her, then stumbled into the room to fall against the bed. Sarai began to purr.

      Elle eased herself back off the bed, giving them space.

      “Now I’ve made two girls cry, and it’s not even lunch yet. It’s a new record for me.”

      Saskia didn’t laugh at Tainn’s joke, just stared, her eyes wide, mouth half-open, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      Tainn reached out a hand and Saskia took it, pressing it against her face.

      “You know, I think it might be lunchtime,” said Elle. She gave Tainn a look, and he nodded. “Let me go see what sort of horrible vegetable thing Wren’s trying to make us eat today.” She slipped out the doorway.

      Jesna and Wren were both waiting when she made it to the kitchen.

      “He’s awake?” asked Jesna.

      “What other reason would Sarai have started scampering around for?” said the dark-haired heartwitch.

      Jesna jabbed an elbow into Wren’s ribs.

      “I came to get food for him.”

      “I made soup,” said Wren. Jesna made a face behind her back, and then blinked innocently when Wren turned to her, “Despite Jesna’s complaints.”

      “You know you could just rely on the plates?”

      Wren shook her head. “Artefacts are unpredictable. And even your magic plates can’t feed that horde.” She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder toward the caterwauling that was filtering through the wall. All of the children’s game seemed to involve vast amounts of noise.

      Jesna helped Elle carry up the trays of soup. Wren elected to stay in the kitchen, claiming the sickroom would be too full as it was. They found Saskia sobbing on Tainn’s chest. He met Elle’s eyes over Saskia’s head and gave a small shrug, but Elle could see he was tired and confused.

      “Saskia, come sit here and eat some lunch. I’m sure Tainn is starving.”

      There was a small fight over whether Tainn could feed himself or if Saskia would be allowed to do it, but Jesna finally got Saskia settled in a chair next to the bed, feeding only herself the vegetable soup that Wren had made. The vegetables had cooked all the way through, but there were still a few lumps. Elle squashed them firmly under her spoon before starting hers.

      There was only the quiet scraping of spoons in bowls—it was pretty good for something so full of vegetables—and the sound of Saskia blowing her nose every few minutes.

      “Am I…” Tainn bit his lip and looked down at his lap. “Am I alright?”

      “Healthy as a loren,” said Elle, “And Wren will fatten you back up soon enough.”

      “There’s nothing strange about me? Nothing… wrong?” Tainn’s fingers were tracing an erratic path over his heart, leaving streaks in the fibers of his shirt. There was a small hollow there not even magic could heal.

      “Nothing at all,” said Elle. “Jesna got rid of the crystal, she dug it out herself.”

      Tainn shuddered in relief. “Thank you.”

      Jesna shrugged. “You owe me now. I want my own shadowcloak.”

      “Seriously, thank you.”

      “Shadowcloak?”

      Tainn laughed. “You can have all the shadowcloaks I can get my hands on for getting that thing out of me.”

      “What was Jago trying to do?” Saskia asked, “Tainn is Astyrian, why would that fire stone magic work on him?”

      Jesna and Elle exchanged glances, and Elle looked down. She’d told Jesna everything about the conversation between Jago and Annaria, but…

      “It’s ok,” said Tainn softly, “I know.”

      Elle looked up. Saskia’s brow was wrinkled, and Jesna was watching with open-eyed interest. She was going to be of no help.

      “Annaria is Illyzian,” said Elle.

      “That’s impossible!” Saskia frowned, her cheeks flushed. “How can you say such a thing to Tainn now, after what he’s been through?”

      “It’s true.” Tainn sighed. “Jago talked while he worked. A lot. It was almost worse than having that evil stone slowly sinking into my body.”

      “How?” breathed Saskia. “I thought the Mistwall…”

      “I don’t know.” Elle hated admitting it. “I didn’t have time to ask her. And it’s not what matters now. The plan stays the same.”

      Tainn grinned. “I knew you would have a plan. Can I help?” he tugged feebly at his shirt and smiled ruefully. “I guess I can’t, not right now, but tell me anyway.”

      “It’s essentially the same plan as always. Find the Godstars, bond them, get good at this whole magic thing.”

      “There’s only one addition,” said Jesna with a wicked smile. “Use the magic to kick Jago’s bony, evil ass.”

      “I am all for chasing those invaders out of the Vale,” agreed Tainn.

      Elle caught Jesna’s eye and her friend grimaced slightly. Not the time to tell him about their friendly Illyzian helper then. Tainn and Kaiserian could meet later.

      Much later.

      “I hate to think of you going through this alone,” said Tainn. “Maybe if you wait a few more days—”

      “She’s not alone,” said Jesna. Elle held her breath, but Jesna continued, “Unless you think I’m softer than a Hunter.”

      Tainn put his hands up in mock-surrender, hampered somewhat by Saskia’s death grip on him. “A Cythian with a shadowcloak?” He winked. “Those Illyzians better watch out.”

      Jesna wriggled uncomfortably and Elle said quickly, “Don’t think you’re off the hook. You can’t just lie around having Saskia peel you grapes. I have a task for you.”

      Saskia blushed hotly and finally released Tainn’s hand. There was a small awkward moment as she returned to her chair and began folding the various scarves and other clothing that had piled up in the days of Tainn’s convalescence. Elle winced, wishing she’d chosen her words more carefully.

      “I don’t know how much good I can do from this bed, but maybe Saskia will help me.” said Tainn, kindly.

      The blonde woman turned back and smiled. She set the item she was folding down, and sat.

      “I was actually going to ask Saskia as well. I need you both to contact whoever you know in Pyscoria. We should warn them about what’s coming, and start gathering allies against Jago. And the children can’t stay here forever, it’s not fair on Wren or Jesna. We need to find some homes for them to go to until this is all over.”

      “They’re safe here,” said Jesna. “It could be dangerous to move them.”

      Elle frowned, surprised by her friend’s protest, “It’s more dangerous to keep them here. Jago knows exactly where we are. He’s not going to leave us alone forever.”

      Jesna started to object, but Tainn cut her off. “Yes, I’ll write to everyone I know. Sarai is well enough to carry messages for Saskia and me.” He paused. “And I’ll start the search for Neela. My mother banished her to Pyscoria, someone must know where she is.”

      Elle watched Saskia, expecting another flurry of cleaning. Instead, the blonde woman bowed her head and clasped her hands together. When she looked at Tainn, her eyes were red but her back was straight. “I know where Neela is. She’s the Mayor’s ward.”

      A complex set of emotions danced over Tainn’s face. “It seems I have a lot to thank everyone for.”

      Saskia swallowed deeply and nodded. “No thanks necessary.” She gathered her clothes and the books she had been reading and nodded again. “I’ll go fetch paper for the letters.” She moved toward the door.

      “Sas,” said Tainn softly.

      She smiled brightly at him and patted his hand. “It’s good you’re awake, Tainn. We’ll need your help.” Then she turned and walked out, her back perfectly straight and head held high.
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        “I hate pretending to be subservient. These priestesses would be nothing without us and the Stars we command. They are pretenders to the Grace’s power, and one day everyone will see that as clearly as I do.”

        Erathe, 11th Grace

        

      

      “Do you want some tea?”

      Elle made a face and squinted into the early morning mist. “I can’t believe Jesna didn’t pack the coffee. Or the endless mugs.”

      “She said she was doing you a favor,” said Kaiserian, setting the kettle over the campfire and placing two perfectly ordinary metal mugs on a nearby stone.

      “And yet she’s left you here alone to deal with my withdrawal symptoms.”

      “Your mood would have been worse if one of the endless mugs had broken,” Kaiserian was grinning at her, which only made her retreat deeper into her sulk. Being gloated at was even worse than a few days without coffee. “She said the Cythians haven’t found any new food-related Artefacts in a hundred years.”

      “Sssh,” complained Elle, “It’s too early for lectures. And I’m too old.”

      Kaiserian handed her a plate with toast and cheese, and the cup of tea as soon as it was ready. They’d fallen into a pattern the past three mornings, and even though the lack of coffee was making Elle grumpy, she couldn’t deny she enjoyed this quiet time alone with Kaiserian. One way or another, it would be ending soon.

      “You seem tense.”

      Elle raised an eyebrow.

      “Even more tense than the lack of coffee could account for,” said Kaiserian as he sipped his tea. He looked like he’d been up for hours, and as if he’d stashed a valet away somewhere to help him dress. The sides of his head were freshly trimmed, short enough that the copper of his scalp shone through. The long middle section was brushed backward.

      Thank the Stars for that overly large nose. It was the one feature of his that wasn’t perfect.

      He cocked an eyebrow at her and her cheeks heated. Her tea had cooled enough that she knew she had been staring for too long. His wolfish grin told her he’d noticed, and that he didn’t mind at all.

      “We either find the Lupona focus today, or Lizbet was a liar,” said Elle, and then gulped her tea down for something to do other than stare.

      “Which do you think it is?”

      Elle sighed and pulled the star necklace out from inside her shirt. Four of the nine points were lit up. Anthia, Feloren, Onkryn, and Striggorm. Four of the nine Godstars bonded. If they got lucky today, it would be five.

      Her faith in Lizbet had waned a little more each day they’d spent traversing the Upper Reaches. The territory was a long, thin strip of land that ran north of the Everwood, bordering the Mistwall. One more day of walking and they’d be through it and back into the Everwood proper. One last day and only a few scraps of belief in Lizbet’s words left, bolstered by her desperation.

      “We’ll know by the end of the day.” Elle twisted her hair up and pinned it. The chill wind caressed her neck and she rolled her shoulders. She was eager to get started. “Where is Jesna? She should be back already.”

      “Maybe these rabbits have been warned about what she likes to eat for breakfast.”

      Elle laughed and shook her head. “I suppose we should leave the fire for her. But let’s start taking the tents down.”

      They worked companionably, striking the tents. The bags to store them seemed as if they should be too small for the heavy piles of canvas, but like all Artefacts, they worked in mysterious but infinitely convenient ways, not only fitting in the badly-folded tents, but somehow also stealing their weight.

      “How’s Tainn doing?” asked Kaiserian casually as they worked.

      Elle turned sharply, but the foreign lord was calmly folding the collapsible metal tent poles, his posture nonchalant. She bit back a smile. “Echo hasn’t returned yet, but according to the last letter, he’s still doing well. Apparently he’s taken over your sword lessons for the children.”

      Kaiserian grunted. Then he asked, “So, does he know he’s not your fiancé anymore?”

      Elle grinned into the canvas she was folding. “He never wanted to be in the first place. Right now, he’s making arrangements to meet with his girlfriend. She was banished to Pyscoria.”

      Kaiserian grunted and reached for her tent, stuffing it into its bag with joyful force before moving onto Jesna’s. He whistled as he crammed the last scrap of canvas into the bag. “Well, that’s mine and Jesna’s tents folded. I’m going to cover the fire. Jesna can have her rabbit for dinner instead.”

      Jesna was late, but Elle wasn’t worried. If anyone could take care of herself out here, it was a Cythian. And they hadn’t seen another soul in days. Somehow, they’d managed to keep this trip secret from Jago’s metal spies—maybe because he was too busy plotting how to get his lost prisoner back.

      “Wait,” Elle said. “We probably have time for more tea before she gets back.”

      Kaiserian raised an eyebrow and filled the kettle from his water canteen. “You asking for tea? I don’t think my heart can cope with the shock so early.”

      “Oh shut up,” she said, flopping onto the ground next to the fire. “It’s warm.” Kaiserian leaned back on an elbow and she felt a strong sense of déjà vu—they’d sat like this just after she’d first met him.

      He was a stranger from beyond the wall. Forbidden. And yet…

      “Kai,” Elle paused, savoring the shape of the abbreviation on her tongue. Like this moment—the heat of the flames on her face, the sound of the kettle just starting to whistle—it felt right. As if things were finally starting to click into place.

      He smiled up at her, angling his body more toward hers. The warmth in her face was not entirely from the fire.

      “You’re a prince,” she said. “You must be betrothed.” She’d tried to keep her voice light, tried to make her question sound like a statement of fact, but somehow a little piece of heart had snuck in there. And it swelled when he shook his head.

      “Free as a bird.”

      “That seems unusual for a prince. Or do royalty have more freedom to choose who they marry in Illyzia?”

      He let out a short bark of a laugh, his voice tight when he spoke. “Not at all. But then I’m only royalty by accident. Bastards are spared the good matches pushed onto other royals.”

      “I—”

      “What’s that?” He sat up and took the kettle off the fire.

      Elle didn’t hear anything. Kaiserian had pushed himself to his feet, and he held out a hand for her. He was staring southward through the mist, one hand still holding hers—the other on his sword hilt.

      The kettle’s whistle quieted, the hiss of steam in the cool mist the only sound.

      “I don’t hear anyth—” And then she did. A coughing bark echoed through the mist and was answered by another, closer. “Oracle’s eyes.”

      “What is it?”

      “Shadowcats.”

      “What are—”

      A figure appeared in the mist, its braid streaming out behind it as it ran. The rabbits tied to Jesna’s belt were flapping madly against her thigh as she sprinted toward them. And behind her, too close for any kind of safety, came a shadow.

      “Flaming hell,” swore Kaiserian, fully drawing his sword.

      Elle sprang into motion, working as fast as she could. She moved in a small circle, Kaiserian and the fire at the center. Behind her trailed links of starmarks, a golden chain that hung waist height in the air.

      She stopped when the chain was almost complete, holding a few starmarks coiled in her hand. Jesna adjusted her course, heading straight for the gap. A swarm of charcoal blurs came in her wake, like a terrible cloak of shadows.

      Jesna skidded into the circle and Elle threw the last of the marks. The golden circle snapped shut, and the marks burned brightly.

      The stones at their feet flew up and outward as the first shadowcats collided with the starmarks. Golden sparks illuminated the shadowy fur of the beasts, and then the first stones hit shadowed flesh, punching holes through the forms, only to emerge out the other side, trailing wisps of shadow like smoke.

      “That’s terrifying,” said Kaiserian, watching as the vortex of stones that Elle’s starmark circle had set into motion tore through the pack. The cats simply reformed, again and again, heedless of the spray of golden marks whenever one ventured too close.

      Jesna pulled the rabbits off her belt and tugged a dagger from her left boot, aiming it as she spun around. The dagger took a shadowcat through the eye. Golden starmarks erupted from the socket, courtesy of the spelled blade, and crawled across the shadow flesh, unraveling it. It didn’t knit back together, but dissipated, briefly staining the mist around it black.

      “You don’t have enough daggers,” growled Elle as Jesna drew again. She was already tired, the circle was drawing on her energy to keep the stone vortex going. But the stones could only keep the cats at bay, not kill them. And even if every one of Jesna’s daggers was spelled, they would barely make a dent in the pack.

      “We’ll move the circle so I can pick them up.” Her next dagger landed in the neck of a cat.

      “I have a sword,” said Kaiserian, “Surely that’s better than—”

      “Is it spelled?” Jesna bit off the words as she pulled out two more daggers. Two more perfect throws. A cat flung itself through the swirling stones to crash against the spell barrier. Elle winced as the spell tore more power from her to stay together.

      Kaiserian slammed his sword back into his scabbard. “What about fire? Does that affect them?”

      “Yes,” said Elle. Hope surged in her chest. Of course, she should have thought of that… Kaiserian grabbed a piece of spare firewood and stuck the end into the fire.

      Jesna cast an eye over him. “That’s going to take too long to catch. Elle, can’t you help with that?”

      “How? I don’t have fire magic.”

      The stress of the situation was making them snipe at each other. Elle knew it was irrational to be angry at Jesna for bringing the beasts down on them—what else could she have done?—but she couldn’t seem to help her temper.

      “That was my last dagger.” Jesna wiped her hands on her pants and reached for her own stick of firewood. “Can you move this circle?”

      Elle wiped the back of her wrist against her forehead. “No.” Despite the chill, the effort to keep the stones moving was making her sweat. “Not if you want it to stay whole.”

      Kaiserian jabbed his fiery torch toward a shadowcat, but the beast darted away. Elle grabbed his collar and tugged him back to keep him from falling out of the circle. Jesna also stabbed outward, without any better luck.

      The cats were wily, their earlier bloodlust calming into a strategic hunger. Most of the pack had retreated beyond the stones. Their shadowfur was looking ragged, as if the stones really had damaged them despite their ability to reform.

      “Elle.”

      “No.” She didn’t want to use those marks.

      “The fire isn’t working.”

      “We don’t know what effect those marks have.”

      Jesna growled and stabbed viciously. Kaiserian tugged her backward and she snarled at him but set her feet more firmly. “Death, you fool. What is the point of bonding the Godstar of death if you’re not going to use its powers?”

      Kaiserian was only half-watching the shadowcats now. He reached out to grab Elle’s elbow and then slid his free arm around her waist. She sagged into his grip and realized she was almost spent.

      “Will they save us?” he asked softly.

      Elle swallowed and closed her eyes. The power itched against the tips of her fingers, wanting to be called. She sighed and began to draw. Jesna retreated back from the edge of the circle, close to Elle’s other side.

      She must look terrible for them both to seem this concerned.

      Her chest ached as the first Strigor mark appeared, its form a darker gold than the others. She drew another, and another, holding them in her palm. She needed to be quick, before the shadowcats realized what she was doing. The deaths of their brethren would drive them mad—and she wasn’t sure she could hold the circle if they swarmed it.

      Kai lifted his head, like a dog scenting game. Elle curled her fingers around the Strigor marks so that they wouldn’t fall. “What is it?” she asked him, “What do you hear?”

      “Wolves.”

      Jesna drew in a short sharp breath. A howl drifted toward them, muffled by the mist. “Isn’t Lupona the Wolf Star?”

      “Maybe our luck has finally turned.”

      A white shape darted out of the mist. Its teeth ripped through a large shadowcat, and the dark smoke of the cat’s body exploded like pigment, staining the air briefly. More white shapes poured out of the middle distance, and the cats turned, snarling. Puffs of dark smoke appeared—one, two. A wolf yelped and a black streak crawled along its side.

      As if there had been a sign, the wolves’ savagery increased and the air was stained black around them. Dark shapes darted away through the mist and Elle pulled at the Strigor marks, undoing them. The magic dissipated and she felt energy pour back into her veins.

      A few wolves took off through the forest, chasing after the fleeing shadowcats.

      Elle drew a mark of undoing and her golden chain faded, the stones that had been swirling around them dropping to the ground.

      “Is this a good idea?” muttered Kaiserian in her ear.

      Jesna hushed him and grabbed his arm to keep him from following Elle.

      She walked out of the circle, toward the large white and grey wolf that stood facing them. The rest of the pack had dropped to their bellies, as if they hadn’t just been through a vicious fight.

      Goosebumps broke out over Elle’s skin. They were magnificent.

      She held out a hand, palm up. “Thank you,” she said.

      The lead wolf walked forward a pace and touched her nose to Elle’s palm.

      “This is crazy,” said Kaiserian softly. “They could disembowel her before we could move.”

      “Ssh,” hushed Jesna. “Even a foreigner like you can’t dismiss a sign from the Godstars.”

      The lead wolf’s ears pricked forward and then she smiled, her mouth open and her tongue lolling out. Elle couldn’t help but grin in return.

      “I know it’s greedy to ask for another favor, but I don’t suppose you know where the Lupona focus is?”

      “Let go,” hissed Kaiserian behind her. “She’s talking to a flaming wolf. She needs help.”

      “You’re the one who needs help,” said Jesna. “How can you be surprised after how she talks with Echo?”

      “She talks to Echo?”

      Elle could almost hear Jesna’s eye roll. The wolf yawned and then let out a short yip. She turned and walked a few steps north. The pack sprang to their feet but didn’t move.

      Elle spun. “C’mon, grab the tents.” She looked ruefully at the small fluffy carcasses at Jesna’s feet. “And your breakfast. Maybe you can share with our guides.”

      “You talk to Echo?” Kaiserian was looking from Elle to the pack leader and back. His eyes were wide. Elle decided she liked him surprised, his eyelashes looked even longer than normal.

      “Carry my tent,” she grinned, “And I’ll tell you all about it.”
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        “I don’t know why Grandmother hates the priestesses so much. The Oracle has been so helpful in helping me understand the task that lies ahead.”

        Junelle, 15th Grace

        

      

      They stopped a few times during the day—the wolves were as tired as their small group. Elle had healed the wolves that had wounds, and Jesna cooked and shared her rabbits. The mist grew thicker as they walked, and the rocky ground snowier, spring hadn’t reached this far up yet. They were close to the Mistwall, and with Kai at her side, Elle felt another tug of déjà vu. The trees were sparse up here, and skinny, starved of sunshine in this dreamy, misty land.

      The wolves didn’t keep their distance, but after the first hour, Kaiserian finally relaxed. Their furred bodies were a comforting river of muscle and wet dog stink.

      The pack directed them with subtle nudges, keeping them firmly on the course their leader set. Elle’s legs were tired, but it was an honest exhaustion. Aching, overused muscles felt good in a way that overused magic never did. Her well of power had refilled during the day, the small healing spells on the wolves barely breaking the crust.

      “Maybe we should start to think about making camp,” said Kaiserian, looking around. They’d been trudging uphill, and Elle hadn’t realized how dark it had gotten. The brightness of the afternoon sun filtering through the mist had dimmed, and a cold wind lifted the sweaty hairs at the back of her neck.

      She stopped and craned her neck, trying to look for a sheltered spot. “You’re right, it’s starting to get dar—Ow!” She grabbed her calf and the wolf that had nipped it gazed innocently up at her. At the front of the pack, the leader was looking over her shoulder, as if to see what the holdup was.

      “Come on, flatlanders,” said Jesna, ruffling the ears of the wolf closest to her. “It looks like we’re not done for the day yet.”

      The path kept spiraling upward and Elle was well and truly panting by the time she saw the impossibly tall, glittering wall above them. The mist shifted and more crystal walls appeared.

      “Oracle’s teeth,” she breathed. Kaiserian’s whistle of approval echoed her own sentiments. The structure looming ahead of them looked like an abandoned castle. That is, if people made castles out of crystal.

      “Your people,” grumbled Jesna, “Always making these big impractical buildings.”

      “I live in a tree!” protested Elle.

      “I didn’t say you. I said your people.” She passed Elle and bounded up the path toward the crystal walls. “Did your family really need another castle?”

      The mist cleared slightly, swept away by the increasingly strong winds. The setting sun glinted off the walls, and Elle squinted. “I don’t think it’s a castle.”

      “What else could be that big?” asked Kaiserian, offering Elle a hand to tug her further up the steep path.

      “A shrine.”

      Jesna paused and turned to look back at Elle. Her exuberance drained away, her jaw tightening as she considered the glimmering structure that lay before them.

      The wolves had scampered up the slope like goats and had settled down alongside the walls, their coats camouflaged amongst the scraps of snow and shimmering crystal.

      “Once upon a time, the Graces fell out of favor—”

      Jesna snorted, “Is it story time now?”

      “Ssh, this is my story,” said Elle. “Although it’ll be a short one. I don’t know as much as I should about that time.”

      “Once upon a time,” prompted Kai. They had finished the climb. There was a wide gap in the shining walls just before them, and what they could see of the passage into the structure was lined with that same featureless crystal. Either Kai was very interested in the story, or he just didn’t want to go inside. Maybe both.

      Elle humored him. It wasn’t that she was scared to go inside. “Many hundreds of years ago, before the Decline, the Graces fell out of favor. Their rule over Astyria had begun to chafe. It was a revolution of faith. Astyrians still followed the laws of the land, but instead of turning to the Grace for guidance, each person chose a Star that they felt best represented them. Of course, any kind of worship demands a power structure, and in the place of the Graces rose priestesses. One order for every Star. Women who protected the focuses.” She swallowed, looking up at the towering crystal walls.

      “Only a nutjob obsessed with the truth would live out here,” murmured Jesna. She tapped one of the crystal walls with a fingertip and grunted in approval at the tinkling sound it returned. “The rest of us like the lies that come with comfort and good food.”

      Elle raised an eyebrow. A Cythian’s idea of comfort was bare, but maybe city life had softened Jesna.

      “The priestesses were the Synod in its infancy. My ancestors weren’t about to let their power go without a fight, and what better way to win a fight than to co-opt your opponents?”

      “Clever,” murmured Kai. He was caressing the handle of his sword.

      “You don’t have to come with me, you know,” said Elle. “Either of you. I’ll meet you back here when I’m done.”

      Kaiserian and Jesna clambered all over each other to protest, and Elle grinned at them. “Well, if you insist.”

      The light dimmed, the mist rushing back in as the wind dropped. The crystal walls still shone, as if they had their own light.

      Kaiserian made to step forward into the gap, but Elle grabbed his arm.

      “No,” she said softly, “I should go first.” She squared her shoulders. “I am the Grace.”

      Between one step and the next, the ground changed. The tiny crunchy pebbles gave way to smooth rock. She walked through the crystal walls—and into a maze. The structure was open to the sky, but the natural light wouldn’t be a help for much longer.

      There were three passages in front of Elle.

      “Maybe we should—” said Jesna.

      “No!” said Elle and Kai at the same time. Their voices bounced back, loud and shattered, from the tall walls around them.

      They all shared a glance.

      “I think splitting up would be a very bad idea,” said Elle more softly. This time the echo was smaller, a whisper that wound around them before trailing off into the mist. Jesna shivered and nodded.

      The constant motion of the mist, even here inside the crystal maze, made it hard to tell whether the walls were transparent or not.

      The passages directly opposite them seemed to glimmer, even in the grey light of early evening, and it was impossible to tell anything about them—whether they were long or short, curved or straight, whether they shared walls the whole way, or if they diverged.

      “Which way?” asked Kai, wincing as his voice bounced back to them broken and oddly high pitched.

      There was no telling which passage they should take, or where it would lead them. And they were totally featureless and indistinguishable from each other.

      Elle shrugged and pointed to the left. “Middle seems too obvious.”

      The mist swirled around her as she stepped forward, creating the illusion of the walls moving. It made her dizzy, so she dropped her head and focused on the stone under her feet. Perfectly smooth.

      Her boots made no sound against the ground, and with the mist swirling around her and the walls, it was hard to tell whether she was moving forward—or whether she was moving at all.

      “Stop,” she said softly. The word echoed back to her. She looked around for Kai and Jesna—and saw only herself, in every direction.

      The gap she’d walked through was gone, and in its place, a mirror. A round, copper-haired figure stared back at her with large green eyes. She whipped around in a circle and the reflections moved with her, their cheeks starting to flush as her panic rose.

      She didn’t dare shout. The world felt too fragile. Instead, she tried to calm her breathing, focusing on her reflection in the crystal walls.

      One began to shrink, growing smaller, its face plumper, the hair longer and wilder. A younger, nervous-looking Elle. As if an invisible hand was painting the scene, the Everwood began to emerge, bright and brilliant with the night behind the younger Elle.

      The Elle of today swallowed, but couldn’t tear her eyes away. She recognized the scene. It was as if it were being painted right from her own memory.

      The younger Elle stood in a snowy Everwood, wrapped in a red velvet cloak, her hair gleaming brightly in a reflected light of the forest at night. The color was almost obscene against the drifts of snow at the illusion’s feet. Her younger self reached out a tentative hand to touch some tufts of fur caught in the brambles at the base of a tree. Thick, coarse grey fur.

      Not the fur of a loren, but rather the fur of creatures hardly ever seen in the Everwood. Young Elle had been reading and watching. She was fourteen, and full of determination to unlock her magic.

      She had been more than ready to escape her mother’s clutches.

      The fur in the vision was wolf fur. Elle saw the younger version of herself shiver as she touched it. She remembered the harsh silkiness of it. It had felt like destiny.

      The small figure threw back her bright cloak and drew a black velvet bag from inside. She upended it and a handful of cloudy crystals tumbled into the snow. The tools of hearth magic. Elle could feel the feverish determination of that moment come flooding back. Even though she knew how this day ended, she still held her breath, heart caught on hope.

      She watched herself map out starmarks with the crystals. Watched as the young, determined face spoke the marks, drew them in the air. Nothing happened.

      The small figure, jaw set against the tears that pushed against her eyelids, drew a knife. Fingers trembled as they pushed up a sleeve and set the blade against pale skin.

      Elle—the Elle in the here and now—stood with hands clenched as she watched the images unfold. That scar had faded with time, but a thin white stripe remained as a souvenir of failure. She’d given up on hearth magic not long after. She didn’t have the Talent.

      Red drops of blood fell on the illusory snow and the small figure folded gracefully to the ground behind them, arm angled carefully to drop blood onto the crystals. They sparked as the blood hit them, the gold stuff of stars rising, not quite formed into magic. She didn’t remember this part, had forgotten about any reaction her blood had had against the crystals.

      But even then her blood had called to power, and power had answered.

      A golden mist hovered in front of the young Elle and she looked wide-eyed into it, as uncertain as the element that hung in front of her.

      “Show me my father,” she whispered, her voice wobbly with fearful hope. “Please. Please show me.”

      The mist changed, darkening as colors rushed in.

      The Elle of today drew in a deep breath and stepped back. She bumped into the crystal wall behind her and jumped. In front of her, the vision was still moving, but she hadn’t remembered the colors forming, only what—who—had come next. A dark shape appeared behind the younger Elle and the girl spun, panic making her movements jerky.

      Ellentyre had found her. As the smaller Elle rushed to push down her sleeve over her bloody forearm, Elle could see what her younger self had missed. The vision unfolding in the mist.

      A pair of bright green eyes that matched her own. Cascades of waterfalls ending in wide, cerulean pools framed with jewel-bright flowers. The red hair of a Grace thrown over the tan skin of a Cythian. The swell of a pale belly, and the gentle press of calloused hands against it.

      A kiss stained by tears. And a face. A face with a nose that was a copy of Elle’s.

      Her father.

      Her knees gave way, dropping her to the crystal floor. She’d never seen it. Ellentyre had pulled her away, slapped her and stolen back the stones. She’d always thought she’d failed, and forgotten even that spark of magic, that golden mist. But she had summoned a crumb of Lupona’s power back then. With her cobbled-together hearth magic, she’d summoned the truth.

      She wondered if he was still alive. Her father had a kind face in the vision. She wondered if that was still true, or if the years had worn him down the way they had her. His hands had cupped her mother’s pregnant belly as if they held something holy. A small piece of Elle broke open and softened—she had been so wanted.

      Elle pressed the backs of her wrists to her eyes, dashing away a few stray tears. The colors from the vision swirled amorphously through the crystal walls, swimming their way past either side of her. She turned to watch them and saw a thin white gap in their swirling. The path.

      The colors trailed alongside her and she couldn’t tell if she were following them, or them her, as she walked slowly through the endless and otherwise featureless walls. She followed twists and turns blindly, until she reached a fork and the colors hung back, not indicating which way she was to go. Shrugging, she turned right, which seemed like the direction the Everwood would lie in. She walked for several lonely minutes, growing increasingly frustrated as the colors refused to do anything else.

      Then the toe of her shoe caught on something and she did a little hopping jump to keep from falling. She looked around instinctively, although there was no one around to see her if she did fall.

      Crystal was embedded in the ground, carved into the shape of a Lupon starmark. It looked odd, alone like this in a sea of smooth stone. It was the mark for Openness, a willingness to share.

      “What do you want from me,” she muttered and traced her fingers over the colors staining the walls. They swirled and expanded, running down through the floor and up into the surrounding walls until she was standing in a rainbow. The passage had sealed shut behind her again. There was no moving forward or back.

      Figures began to appear in the colors. A young girl with copper hair, a boy with a smile like the sun, both lying on their backs, faces turned to the sky.

      “Prell,” she whispered. “No, I don’t want to see this.”

      The colors swirled again. This time the boy and the girl were tangled together, joined at the mouth, pressed against the sides of planters exploding with flowers. Elle squeezed her eyes shut.

      “No.” She waited for the colors to shift, for the vision she knew was coming to fade. The quiet of the crystal maze was ringing in her ears.

      And then a scream shattered the silence.
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        “This power is too good. Mama always told me how seductive the Godstar’s gifts were, but being able to tell when people are lying? No wonder I never got away with pranks as a child!”

        Iraele, 12th Grace

        

      

      Elle was up and hammering at the wall behind her before she could fully form a thought. It was Jesna’s screaming, something she thought she would never hear.

      It came in short bursts, the sound of someone under attack.

      The colors kept shifting, forming and reforming pictures of her and Prell. Dancing together in the Pyscorian town square, chasing each other through the tall grass of the Plains, Prell’s winter-pale skin mottled with shadows, his body crumpled and broken before the dark curtain of the Murk.

      Elle hammered harder, not just to get to her friend, but also to dispel the images that wouldn’t leave. She sobbed as she hit.

      But the crystal walls were solid and uncaring. Elle’s fists were red from effort and cold, and the wall as unblemished as before. Growling in frustration, she ripped off her star necklace, barely noticing how the chain snagged and tangled in her hair.

      The sharp points dug into her hand as she used the star to chip at the wall. The colors that had dogged her steps fled at the first strike, and weak-kneed with relief, Elle hit harder, wincing as the points cut themselves deeper into her hand.

      Chips of crystal wall exploded outward from every strike, and Elle hammered even harder, encouraged by the progress. She got in a few good strikes before the necklace caught in one of the holes it had made and stuck.

      Elle ripped her hand free of the pointed pendant and kicked the wall in frustration.

      Jesna’s scream ripped through the air, long and high.

      Then it stopped.

      Elle yelled, “Jesna, I’m coming,” praying to the Stars that her friend heard her, and she hammered at the wall on either side of the star pendant with her fists, hoping the weakness in the wall would be enough to shatter it. It reverberated with each hit but held firm.

      “Stars, I’m an idiot.”

      She’d forgotten she had magic now. But she didn’t have fire. She called starmarks for cleaving—Striggorm marks, but without the weight of death in them. They felt strange and heavy in her hands, she’d never had cause to use them before. She pushed them into the wall, and the golden glow spread out. The magic was pressing at her, looking to her for a command, for a purpose.

      “Jesna,” she sobbed into the wall, and it shattered outward in a crashing roar.

      She fell forward, tugged by the weight of something in her hair. She tried to push it away and it pricked her bloody hand. The necklace. She ripped it free from the chunk of ice it had been embedded in.

      Another forking path lay beyond the shattered wall. She closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath, trying to summon the memory of Jesna’s voice.

      Left. Her friend was to the left.

      The star hurt, she was gripping it too tightly, the points digging into her hand, but she didn’t dare stop to put it over her neck, and she didn’t dare drop it.

      She ran, the shards of shattered wall crunching under her boots. Evening was darkening toward night, and the light was poor here outside the Everwood. The colors that swirled through the walls had returned, but as dark stains that followed her, robbing the walls of their gleam. The shadow chased her as she ran through the maze, ears pricked for the slightest sound.

      She rounded a corner and skidded to a halt.

      Jesna was pressed against a wall, behind a small thin man. A collection of daggers were scattered throughout the crystal chamber. Jesna’s face was red, her eyes furious. The small man didn’t move at all, focused entirely on his prey. He bled from several places, his clothes stained dark as proof of Jesna’s efforts with her daggers. Now her friend clawed at the man’s hands around her neck. They were ripped and bleeding, but he didn’t even flinch as Jesna inflicted wound after wound.

      Elle went cold. This was another one of the men Jago’s magic had stolen. He hadn’t even noticed her.

      She moved without thinking, whether to push or to hit—she couldn’t be sure which. Instead, the star in her hand sunk into the man’s back.

      He grunted in surprise and let go of Jesna, staggering backward. Elle skipped out of his way and ran to Jesna’s side, catching her as she stumbled.

      The man was shaking his head, raising his hands to look at them as if he’d never seen them before. Wide-eyed and horrified he looked up at Jesna and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      Jesna reached out a hand for him but he took another step back, shaking.

      “I know you,” said Jesna.

      Elle frowned, trying to make out his features in the darkening evening. The man coughed wetly and opened his mouth, but instead of words, blood spilled over his bottom lip. He gasped and folded, collapsing to his knees, his horrified gaze traveling from his hands to Jesna and back again as if he’d just realized what they had tried to do.

      Jesna pulled out of Elle’s grip, grabbing the man who just seconds ago had been intent on killing her. She held him up, her hands going for his wounds to staunch the bleeding. “Your name is Jerrod,” Jesna muttered, half to the man, half to herself.

      She turned to Elle, her eyes wide. “He’s a Hunter. I met—” She grunted, falling as Jerrod collapsed onto the ground, a small pool of sticky blood forming under his body.

      Jesna rolled free of his weight and scrambled to turn the man upward.

      “Wait,” said Elle, tugging the star from his back. They rolled him over. He blinked up at them once, slowly, and then his eyes fluttered shut.

      “No,” growled Jesna, “Heal him, Elle. He hasn’t lost that much blood, he can’t be…”

      Dead. She’d killed another man. Her hands shook as she drew starmarks for healing, trying to not let her fear and guilt sink into the magic. They needed to be bold, strong marks. She pushed them into his body, over his heart.

      The gold mist lit up his chest as they sunk in, and the shadows of his ribs were briefly visible, the dark lump of his heart—and next to it another shadow. Elle leaned forward, but the mist had moved on, curling under his skin, the gold illuminating his features. They were thick, but not as thick as the Empty caught in the briar fence back at Sylve. He’d only been a pyromantic puppet.

      Jesna grabbed Jerrod’s shoulder and shook it. He didn’t respond. The gold mist drifted off his skin and dissipated into the air. Jesna’s face was set, she gritted her jaw and then stood, collecting her daggers and re-sheathing them.

      “Jesna…”

      “You saved me. Again.”

      “I didn’t mean to kill him.” Elle swallowed. “It was an accident.”

      Jesna had her back to Elle, her head bowed. “It always is with you. Lizbet’s son is lucky you recognized him.”

      The shock of Jesna’s words hit Elle like a slap. “I didn’t do this on purpose! If I hadn’t done something you would have died.”

      A wind carrying the chill of winter howled down the passage, and Jesna’s words were barely audible against the gust. “Maybe I should have.” She turned to look at Elle. “If the price of my life is the lives of others, maybe it’s not worth it.”

      “You’re angry because I saved your life?”

      “Do you think I couldn’t have killed him?” Jesna’s voice was icy and soft. “I’m Cythian. We’re born with knifes in our hands.”

      “Then why—”

      “Because there’s a better way! Because it doesn’t always have to come down to killing. Because my people—because I—deserve a life that isn’t built on death.” Jesna was breathing hard. “You could have helped me stop him without killing him. That’s the third life you’ve taken to keep me safe.”

      It was Elle who broke the eye contact. “At least you still have a life. Save your self-pity for later,” she snapped, ignoring the uncomfortable truth of Jesna’s words. She’d had to kill this man to save Jesna… hadn’t she? “We need to find Kai and get the char out of this trap.”

      “We didn’t come all this way for you to just turn your back on the Godstar.”

      “It’s a trap!” yelled Elle, “And you can bet Jago didn’t send one of his puppets in alone.”

      “If it’s a trap, maybe you shouldn’t be yelling!” Jesna’s shout echoed off the walls, and they faced each other, both red-faced and furious.

      Elle turned back to the body—and the necklace that lay beside it. It was pristine, there wasn’t a speck of blood on it. The thought of touching it made her feel sick. But she was not a coward.

      She picked it up. Hung it around her neck. Tugged her hair out from under the golden chain and squared her shoulders.

      “Stay close to me,” she said, stepping over the body and toward a thin passage. The walls swirled darkly around them.

      Jesna said, “Maybe you were right, maybe we should get out of here.” It sounded like a peace offering.

      Elle turned, looking at her friend over her shoulder, swallowing down her anger and uncertainty. “You were also right. I can’t leave until I’ve bonded the Godstar.”

      They wandered through the maze and Elle drew some felo marks to help nudge them the right way—and to shed some light through the dark, winding corridors. The sound of their boots padding over the smooth floors was loud in the sinister quiet. Jesna’s breathing was coming too harshly through her damaged throat. The rising moon sparked light through the crystal walls, and some of the tension leaked out of Elle as the paths in front of them became clearer.

      “Did…” Elle took a deep breath, “Did the maze show you a memory?”

      “No,” murmured Jesna, looking curiously at the walls. She reached out a hand, but Elle caught it.

      “I don’t think that darkness has anything to do with Lupona.”

      “It didn’t show you a vision?”

      Elle shook her head. “No. There were colors, bright swirling colors. And then I saw the vision.”

      Jesna cocked her head. “Was it true?”

      “Yes,” breathed Elle.

      “Then either you’ve bonded Lupona, or you’re close.”

      “It showed me two visions.”

      Jesna grunted. “Then you need to see one more. These things always come in threes.”

      “I don’t know how to get the colors—”

      The scrape of metal interrupted her. They spun as one, turning back to look the way they’d come. Another metallic sound, louder this time.

      “Those are swords,” said Elle, and ran. Jesna’s footsteps sounded heavy behind her. They shouldn’t have been running, either of them. After the shadowcats this morning and the attack on Jesna, they were both too weak. Elle’s power had renewed itself again during the day, but she was tired, and wielding starmarks took strength.

      The clash of swords was loud now, and she could hear the rasp of air through the crystal corridors, as if the maze itself were breathing. They stumbled into a wide empty chamber. Five other doorways studded its walls, and only one of them would lead to Kai.

      Ragged breathing echoed, magnified, through the chamber. She couldn’t guess which of the five doorways was the right one. Jesna caught her eye and jerked her head to the left while pointing right. Elle nodded and moved right.

      There was nothing through the first door. The crash of steel started again—louder—and Elle ran to the second doorway. It opened onto a large, multi-sided chamber. Kai was in the middle of the room, his sword sparking as it met the Ashlord’s sword again and again. The metal sparks were the brightest thing in the room.

      Jesna crept into the doorway beside her and watched as Kaiserian fended off the Ashlord. He was a mountain of a man in dull grey armor, his helmet forged into the shape of an eagle. The cruel beak curved over his nose, leaving his eyes in shadow. Clearly this wasn’t a soldier that Kai knew.

      The bobbing light of the felo starmarks reflected throughout the chamber as Elle stepped inside, and she cursed herself for not thinking about the lights. It was enough to distract Kai—he turned his head slightly, catching sight of Elle and Jesna. And it was the opening the Ashlord needed. He pressed his advantage, and in a flash of steel, Kai’s sword went clattering across the crystal floor, clanging as it smacked into a far wall.

      Fast as a snake, the Ashlord had the tip of his sword pressed into the vulnerable skin under Kai’s chin.

      “Kneel,” growled the deep voice. Slowly, hands raised to shoulder height, Kai lowered himself. The pressure of the sword forced his head further upward. His back arched cruelly to prevent the blade from digging into his throat.

      “That’s better,” the armored man murmured, “A far better position for a bastard to take.”

      Elle stepped slightly in front of Jesna, her own chin raised in defiance. “We both know you’re really here for me.”

      He was massive, this soldier, taller and broader than Kai. A dark hulking presence against the shadowy walls. It seemed the mist in the walls had followed them here, and with only the light of the moon, the world was painted in shades of grey.

      The Ashlord chuckled, the sound echoing in his own helmet. It sounded like rock grinding under a heavy boot.

      “You are as stupid as the others said.”

      “And yet I’ve evaded their capture,” Elle said lightly. “Let us go, and I promise not to hurt you.”

      The Ashlord threw his head back and laughed. Elle held her breath as she watched the blade against Kai’s neck for the slightest waver, but that massive arm held the sword steady.

      “Now how would that help me?” The mountainous man shook his head. “No, we’re going to do this my way. Put your hands up and move closer, where I can see you. Both of you.”

      “You can’t make us,” said Jesna, arrogantly defiant.

      That steady blade dug deeper under Kai’s chin, and a trickle of blood ran down his throat. “If Lord Jago is correct, then your little Grace will do anything for this worm.” He shrugged, the sword moving with the motion, and another cut bloomed on Kai’s skin. “If not, I’ll have his head off in a second.” He grinned at them, the moonlight gleaming wetly against his teeth. “And I bet I’m faster than either of you.”

      Elle swallowed and squeezed her hand around the star necklace. She kept her face still as the points dug into the fresh wounds in her palm. Then, slowly, as if it pained her, she raised her hands, one bloody, one not, hoping he would read it as compliance.

      She stepped closer and reached out to catch herself against the crystal wall on her right, sagging slightly so it looked like she needed support. Jesna started forward in surprise, and only the Ashlord’s reproving cluck stopped her.

      Elle ducked her head to hide her satisfaction at the successful ruse. She was glad of it when a tingle ran through her palm, a warm recognition in the crystal. Colors pooled in the walls.

      The Ashlord watched her suspiciously. “Get away from that wall. No tricks or I take his head off.”

      The colors moved, swirling behind him. Elle watched them out of the corner of her eye as they painted themselves into a vision of the past.

      “Good,” said the Ashlord as Elle stepped closer again, “Compliance will keep you and your bastard alive.” He jerked his head at Jesna. “You, go over to that corner, I don’t want anyone deciding to play hero. I have the Grace to deliver—preferably in one piece, but the Inferator will take as many pieces as he can get.”

      Jesna moved slowly to the other side of the chamber, her hands also raised, and her eyes following the images unfolding behind the Ashlord. Elle didn’t need to watch them, she knew what they were showing. The greatest and most terrible truth of her life.

      She swallowed and stepped closer, hands limp at her sides now, the palms facing away from the Ashlord. He didn’t know enough about her or the magic to be suspicious.

      The Ashlord growled. “What are you looking at?” Because Kaiserian and Jesna were no longer watching him—they were watching the scene unfolding behind him. He twitched as if he wanted to turn, but suspected a trick. “I mean it.” Fear made his words thicker, tripping awkwardly off his tongue. This wasn’t the language he normally spoke.

      “They’re watching the truth,” said Elle.

      It was ugly.

      The truth hurt. It ripped you open and left you vulnerable.

      But it could also save you.
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        “How do you fight the enemy who won’t stop coming without killing them? And how do you kill them when they are wearing the faces of your friends?”

        Aurelia, 6th Grace

        

      

      In this place, there was only one truth that mattered.

      Hers.

      The colors painted a snowy scene. It made the shadowcats easy to see, their dark shapes like hollows in the snow. Elle didn’t need to watch, she knew what came next, but she couldn’t help but watch Jesna and Kai as her greatest shame unfolded across the wall.

      Two copper-haired women—the thinner one yelling. The shadows breaking from the cover of the trees.

      In the vision, Elle used the magic she had to form a golden circle of marks. Her mother was running for her, for the safety of that circle. The shadowcats were coming fast on her heels.

      The Elle in the vision hesitated, and then, as the woman she’d thought was Ellentyre neared the golden circle, Elle closed it. The outward golden blast of starmarks sent Heskia flying—and the shadowcats fell on her before she got up again. Shadows immediately took hold of her flesh, they multiplied fast, fed by the bites of a full pack of cats.

      The Elle of the past watched, face emotionless as the woman she’d thought was her mother became fully shadow, the darkness overtaking not just flesh but also fabric. The cats looked fatter, glutted on life-force.

      That was when the Elle in the vision turned and threw up. She’d seen the bodies of people who died as a result of shadowcat attacks before, but there was only ever one bite. This—this had been horrific.

      The vision Elle wiped her mouth on her sleeve and turned back to find only pristine snow. The shadowcats had faded back into Everwood, and Heskia’s body was nowhere to be seen. There was only a faint grey patch where it had lain.

      Elle remembered that night. She’d stayed in her circle of starmarks, too scared and ashamed to move, half wishing she felt the cold like a normal person. Half wishing she would die too. After all, didn’t she deserve it?

      The vision dissolved back into streaks of rainbow colors before it could show what had come next. Her friends didn’t see the Hunters find her the next morning, didn’t see her mother pronounced dead, or her own elevation to Grace.

      She had stolen the scraps of power that came with a broken crown through murder.

      A howl tore through the night and snapped Elle out of her reverie. She stumbled—honestly this time—and realized the Ashlord had been yelling. Kaiserian’s eyes were wide, and it was impossible to tell if it was because of the vision, or the increasing likelihood of losing his head.

      “I’m listening,” said Elle. “What do you want me to do?”

      The huge nostrils flared and the Ashlord growled, “I want you to stop!” He pointed at the walls where the colors from the vision were still swirling, faster than before, as if they were agitated.

      “I’m not doing anything,” she protested, trying to keep her voice calm. She purposefully didn’t look at the doorway behind the Ashlord. The colors from the walls made the rough fur of the wolves shimmer as they stalked silently into the crystal chamber.

      “Then stop staring behind me!” roared the Ashlord. “If this isn’t interesting enough for you, I will make it more interesting!”

      “No,” said Elle, with a small smile. “This is plenty interesting. Especially now that we have company.”

      He couldn’t help himself—he looked over his shoulder. She heard the intake of his breath as he saw the wolves, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything else.

      Kai used the distraction well—his hands slammed around the flat of the blade and he pushed it up and away from himself in one lightning quick movement. The Ashlord grunted as he was thrown off balance and the wolves fell on him.

      “Run,” shouted Kai as he dodged sideways for his sword. He grabbed Jesna’s elbow with his other hand and gestured at the passage behind Elle. “Now! Run!”

      They did. The colors spun and twisted out in the walls next to them as they ran through passages, with no thought to direction, only that it be the opposite of whichever way the Ashlord was heading.

      The blood was pounding in Elle’s ears, but not loudly enough to block out the sound of quick, high-pitched yelps. She shut her eyes for a second, cringing. The wolves were formidable, but a man in armor wasn’t exactly easy prey.

      “It’s not over yet,” she panted as they ran. The colors were manic, they wanted something more from her. “I still need to—”

      “We’ll come back,” growled Kai.

      “No!” snapped Elle, furious. “This is our chance. If we leave now, we’ll never get close again.”

      “Bonding the char-damned Star isn’t worth your life,” he shouted at her as they ran across a long chamber, “We’re leaving!”

      Elle skidded to a stop at the mouth of the next passage. “I don’t think we are,” she said softly as she backed into Kai.

      He shouldered his way to the front of their small group as a shamble of figures appeared. She recognized some of the men—and one woman—from Ystellia. More of the Empty.

      Jesna let out a ragged breath and Elle found herself holding the star that hung around her neck, remembering the man she’d already killed tonight. Her hands felt filthy. “Kai, we can’t hurt them. They have families.”

      “I know,” he said softly, “But they will hurt us if they can. And if it’s down to you or them…”

      He didn’t have to finish the sentence. Elle had made that same choice many times. She’d made it tonight, and Jesna had thrown it in her face. But she didn’t regret it. The truth was, to her at least, the lives of those she loved were more important than a stranger’s.

      Kai held steady in front of the group, his sword up and ready, but his shoulders were drooping. She could see, from his sloppy stance, from the sag of his head, just how exhausted he was.

      The Empty stood still, seemingly confused by their prey’s lack of running.

      She needed to bond this Star so that they could get out of here.

      The wounds on her hand were still open.

      Moving slowly, so as not to frighten any of the Empty who were still simply standing and watching them, Elle placed her hand on the wall.

      The swirling colors rushed to her hand, and she felt the pull of them. They needed something from her.

      They needed truth.

      Lupona had offered her three moments. She spoke the truths of those moments.

      “I am the Grace, and bonding the Godstars is my destiny.”

      The colors swirled into that vision she’d seen—sun-tanned hands cupped over a pale belly, the bright blue eyes of her father. The wall was vibrating under her hand, and dim crystal flickered brighter for an instant. The maze seemed infinitely darker after the brief flash of light.

      Kai held steady in front of the Empty, his sword at the ready. Jesna had a dagger in each hand, ready to throw, though she looked as if she might throw up.

      “I am death to those I love.” Elle saw Prell’s face, laughing as he looked up at her from her lap, and then his face, waxy in death, mottled with shadow. She looked at Jesna, and saw her half-turned, watching the images of Prell move across the wall, her eyes wet.

      Elle met her eyes, and her hand trembled on the wall. That wasn’t the full truth. “I’m afraid that my destiny means the death is not over.” She let out a soft breath. “I am afraid that for me to become what I should, others I love will need to die.”

      The walls flashed with light again and this time retained the brightness, although it flickered, as if a candle had been lit behind each and every piece of crystal.

      White, furred bodies padded up behind Jesna and Kai, the wolves’ golden eyes trained on the Empty. Their fur was streaked with blood. The pack was smaller—their kill had not been without sacrifice.

      Enough people had suffered today. Elle needed to end this.

      The third truth, the one that cut the deepest. Shame welled in her, but Jesna held her eyes and nodded.

      She understood. Even this, even furious as she was at Elle, she understood.

      The colors swirled under her hand. Blood on snow, a pack of shadowcats, hunched over a body. Imposter or not, Heskia had raised her.

      “I killed my mother.”

      Bright light shot out from the walls, bathing them all in brilliance. Elle shut her eyes against the light, but even through closed lids, she could see it. Like the turn of a key, like the release of a muscle, she felt something in her click and she shuddered with the rush of power coursing through her.

      Truth wasn’t the same as a judgment. Lupona didn’t care that she had killed Heskia, the Godstar cared only for truth. Whatever came next was the business of mortals.

      Elle opened her eyes.

      The light from the walls pierced the bodies of everyone in the chamber. The wolves were so pure they glowed, there was nothing like a lie in them. Jesna and Kai had their heads back, eyes closed, basking in the light like lizards. They too blazed like the sun.

      Truth was a strange thing.

      It lived as much in the body as it did in the words. Her friends weren’t perfect, darkness stained parts of them, but then who lived an entirely honest life? She loved them all the more for those patches. They were flawed, as she was, but they were open with it, seeking always to be better.

      The Empty, still corralled by the wolves, were cringing in the light of Lupona, arms raised over their eyes. One tall man was moaning slightly, like a distressed cow.

      A rush of pity flooded Elle and grew as she saw what the light did to them. They were mere simulacrums of humans now, their truth so broken that if she hadn’t known otherwise, Elle would have said they had never been human.

      One of the Empty shifted, turning his back to the group, using the bodies of the others to try and block more of the light, and Elle saw the nexus of the cracks. A large dark patch covered the upper portion of his back, over his heart.

      She should have known. It seemed Pyromancers were nothing if not predictable.

      Something had been taken from them, leaving them the cracked, empty shells of their former selves. Elle wanted to get closer, to see if their bodies could give her any clues, but the lead wolf blocked her way, its golden eyes luminous in the light.

      “Stand back,” said Elle. Kai and Jesna lowered their heads, their cheeks flushed. They took a step away from the Empty, and the wolves moved with them.

      Starmarks pooled in Elle’s hands with hardly any effort, flushed as she was with the power of the bonding. The golden marks splashed at the feet of the Empty and grew quickly into a tall ice wall, sealing them away.

      No more innocents would die today.

      The light finally dimmed and Elle looked down at the star necklace. One of the points was swirling with light—and darkness. As she watched, the darkness leaked from the necklace like smoke—and more joined it, filtering out of the walls, leaving them glowing even brighter.

      The wolves growled, their hackles up as the smoke swirled and took form.

      “A shadowcat,” she breathed as the smoke became corporeal. Her hand holding the necklace shook. She had done this. The stain of the murder, pushed out by the bonding, had formed one of the demons that had killed Prell.

      The cat hissed at the pack of the wolves and then dissolved back into smoke and fled, the dark cloud speeding down the passage, away from a fight it knew it couldn’t win.

      “I created that,” said Elle. The joy of bonding Lupona leeched away with the knowledge of what her actions had caused. And the realization that this wasn’t the first time it had happened.

      Kaiserian put his hand over Elle’s, folding the star away from sight. “We’ll deal with it.” He tilted her chin back until she was looking into his eyes. They were warm, and they crinkled as the corner of his mouth lifted. “We’ll deal with all of it together.”
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            Back to the Murk

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “They should never have built Yvelle. A city of healers who could cheat death? It was only a matter of time until Striggorm punished our arrogance.”

        Aya, 29th Grace

        

      

      Jesna was striding through the tree-top walkway, careless of how it swayed. Her spelled arrows rattled in the quiver at her side with every stomping step.

      “Are you still not talking to me?” Elle hurried behind her, trying not to sound too winded. Or too pathetic.

      She was definitely failing.

      Jesna grunted in response and came to a sudden halt, stopping to crouch down and peer through the branches that formed the pathway in the Everwood’s canopy. “How much further?”

      Elle took the break as an opportunity to shove her fist into her own ribs. It did absolutely nothing for the stitch, but it made her feel like she was doing something useful. Echo rode on her shoulder like an oversized bird. He’d given up trying to keep up with Jesna.

      “We’ll be there soon,” said Elle. She dropped to her knees and peered down through the branches, resisting the urge to fall face first to the floor and stay there for an hour. Jesna had been practically running since they’d left Sylve.

      “Why did you come with?” asked Elle. “If you’re still not talking to me, that’s a lot easier to do if we’re not in the same place.”

      “I think I’m managing just fine.” Jesna brushed off the knees of her pants and pivoted, already picking up her pace again.

      Elle groaned and staggered after her. “Stars damn it,” she muttered to herself. “Did Kaiserian force you to come with me?”

      “Oh, we’re back to Kaiserian? What happened to the pet name?”

      “Shut up.” Elle blushed. “Did he?”

      Jesna looked back over her shoulder and then came to a halt, waiting for Elle to catch up with her. “Drink some water.” Elle did, and Jesna took a swig after her, her mouth tight.

      “Wren made me.”

      Elle’s eyebrows spasmed upward. She tried to get them back under control, but it was too late. Jesna treated her to another eye roll and then took off again, but a little slower this time. Elle thought of the hearthwitch, her waves of dark hair always looped up in a loose bun, her long thin fingers rolling out dough—and the enormous amount of time Jesna now spent down in the kitchen.

      She grinned. “Looks like I’m not the only one with a crush.”

      “Shut up.”

      Elle did, but she didn’t stop grinning. Echo gave a little purring chirp and head-butted her cheek. She kissed his nose and kept walking, the little loren probably knew more about Wren and Jesna’s relationship than she did. He loved getting under everyone’s feet.

      It was easier to keep up now that Jesna had decided to walk like a human instead of a Cythian, but thanks to her breakneck pace they should already be near the Murk. She frowned down at the pathway, expecting to see the Everwood grow darker, but it twinkled stubbornly back, the trees in their nightly glittering glory.

      Jesna came to a sudden halt and Elle edged up next to her. The pathway hadn’t come to an end, but the new branches knitting into it were spindly and young, and the gaps between them were huge. It was more net than pathway. Elle squinted through the leaves to the ground.

      From this vantage point, she could see the ruins of old houses, a thin stream—and great stone carvings, set in a circle.

      “We’re here.”

      “But it’s not—” Jesna waved her hands vaguely, “—murky.”

      “No,” said Elle with a frown. “It’s not.” She crouched down and examined the ground below, looking for movement. She still didn’t know how or why, but shadowcats had historically clustered in the Murk. One of the many reasons people avoided it. Most of the other reasons had to do with it being intensely dark and creepy.

      Or, at least, that’s the way that Murk had been.

      “Do you see any cats?”

      “Only the one who thinks it’s a pet songbird,” said Jesna, but affectionately. She rubbed one of Echo’s wide ears. He purred in response and then hopped down from Elle’s shoulder, nosing at the path. He merped insistently and scratched at the branches.

      “I think that decides it then,” said Elle. “We’re going down.” They backed up a few paces and Elle infused the branches with some starmarks, so that they’d form a ramp to the ground.

      The trees here looked young. Small and stunted from years in the darkness, they were full of green, whippy branches, clearly flourishing now they were free from the dark miasma that had wreathed this place for fifty years. The stunted trees meant the light wasn’t quite as bright as out in the unscarred Everwood, but it was a damned sight brighter than it had been when Elle had rescued Timony.

      Jesna was inspecting what had clearly once been a hearthome. She reached out a finger to touch a cracked window.

      “Be careful!” Elle grabbed her hand. The Murk was gone, but there was no saying if whatever had caused it was still here.

      Jesna shook her off. “Oh, now you want to be careful?”

      “Yes, shockingly, I don’t want my best friend to die.”

      “But you don’t care if other people die?”

      “That’s me, the cold-hearted bitch who wants to rule the world.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      Elle went hot with shame and stubbornness. “I’m sorry Wren made you come with me. I’ll stay out your way, and you can tell her you did what she asked.”

      “You think it’s not true?” Jesna shouted, her tan skin turning red, her voice rising. “How many people have you killed now, Elle? I think your mother would be very prou—Aaaaah!” Echo darted away as Jesna clamped a hand around her calf. “Your char-damned loren bit me!”

      “You know what’s really funny? A squeamish Cythian. I thought they bred war into you from the time you were born.”

      Jesna gritted her teeth and her fists clenched. Elle straightened her spine. She didn’t really think Jesna would hit her, but she bent her knees slightly, just in case.

      Then Jesna blew out a long breath and shook out her fists. “Why do you think I hate it so much? There has to be a better way. It’s one thing to look after yourself, it’s another to take someone’s life.”

      “I know,” said Elle softly. “They really have all been accidents, Jesna. I just wanted to protect you—”

      “You don’t get to choose,” said Jesna, her voice hard and fierce. She turned her head, her cheekbones catching the light from the trees as she chewed on her bottom lip. “You don’t get to bargain my life for another’s.”

      “Yes,” said Elle, “I do. And you need to learn to deal with it.”

      “Then I walk away,” said Jesna. She’d pulled her long braid over her shoulder, and she was fiddling with the ribbon. “No more killing to save me. What you do for others is your business. But only I decide the price of my life.”

      Elle watched her as she untied and retied the ribbon at the end of the braid. Nothing about Jesna’s appearance gave away her feelings on killing. The shaved sides of her head proclaimed her a fully-trained Cythian warrior, and her leathers were covered in the straps of belts, each sporting at least one dagger.

      “Okay,” said Elle.

      Jesna looked up, her eyes large. “Okay?”

      Elle swallowed and nodded, trying to dismiss the cold that spread through her body. A lie. She’d just lied. But Jesna’s smile was unfurling, the right corner of her mouth turned up. The relief that flooded through Elle made the lie worth it.

      Jesna, now grinning like her usual self, turned slowly in a circle, her hands held out, as if she was trying to catch rain. “Look what you did, Ariella Grace. You ruined one of the great sights of the Everwood! What will the Pyscorians come to gawk at now?”

      “Shut up,” said Elle, but she was grinning back. “I really wish I knew what happened here.”

      “You bonded Striggorm.”

      Elle shuddered and looked over at the circle of stone-carved animals. Jesna followed her gaze and made a beeline for it. She hovered her hands over the huge carving of a stag, following the curves of its shape, but not touching it.

      “You didn’t suspect this had happened?” Jesna’s voice was soft and wondering. She was still gazing around as if she’d never seen a forest before.

      “No,” said Elle as she followed her. “After I… created… that shadowcat in the Lupona maze, I needed to come back, to see if it was here.”

      “And how did you think you would tell it apart from all the other shadowcats? Did you buy it a collar?”

      Echo trotted through the statues and headed straight for the center of the circle, where a small round platform stood. He jumped onto it, sniffed enthusiastically, and then flopped down to sleep.

      “They’re connected with Striggorm somehow. In the same way that loren are connected with Feloren.” Elle shook her head. The threads of the solution were there, but she couldn’t figure out how they matched up just yet. “I made that thing by killing Jerrod with this star.” She pulled the necklace out of the neck of her shirt. Five of the points were gleaming with their own inner light. Four were still dim. But there was no more hint of a curling shadow. Somehow the creation of the shadowcat had purged it of whatever evil it had absorbed, and now it was inert again. She no longer felt uncomfortable about having it close to her skin.

      “All the more reason not to kill anyone else,” said Jesna drily.

      Elle rolled her eyes. “Even if I were murdering every third person I met, it would never account for every shadowcat that’s been killed over the years by the Hunters. And all the packs we’ve never managed to make a dent in.” She put her hand on the quiver of spelled arrows at her side. Both she and Jesna had come prepared for shadowcats this time.

      “It makes a kind of horrible sense,” said Jesna. “Loren bring luck, appropriate for Feloren. And since Striggorm is the Godstar of death…” She shrugged. It did make sense that shadowcats brought death—were death—in the same way that loren brought luck.

      “Except Striggorm is also the Godstar of life.” Elle wandered past a stone otter toward the central platform. The ground was rocky inside the circle and her boots crunched as she walked. Echo had found a sunbeam and lay belly up, sunbathing. It seemed they wouldn’t be needing his anti-shadowcat powers on this trip.

      “This is why Cythians ignore—politely—Striggorm and Cygnelle. Life, Death, Love. They’re too powerful, too unpredictable.” Jesna grinned at Elle and flopped down beside her. “We like the others Godstars so much more. You can count on nature, on luck.”

      Elle laughed. “Those are just as unpredictable!” She reached down to the rocky ground that surrounded the stone platform they were lounging on and selected one of the cloudy white crystals. She tossed it from hand to hand.

      “But they won’t wipe out your life as you know it, or destroy your heart.”

      “Your luck has clearly never been that bad.”

      Jesna shrugged. “Don’t argue with me. I’m not a Shaman. I just do as I’m told.”

      Elle snorted. Then she turned slowly to face her friend. “Your Shamans—do you think they’d know what happened here?”

      An entire village had been swallowed by darkness and overrun by shadowy death beasts, and there wasn’t a single story about it.

      Jesna shrugged. “Maybe. You’d need something good to bargain with. But…” Jesna squinted at her, “You can’t be thinking of going to the Cliffs?”

      Elle stared into the cloudy crystal in her hand, as if it had answers for her. She didn’t know if the plans she was starting to make were the right ones. “At some point, I will have to go to Cythia, to look for the Cygnelle focus.”

      Jesna whistled softly and looked out into the dimly lit husk of a village. “Stranger things have happened. But only at some point?”

      “I thought I’d try to bond the more… predictable Godstars first,” said Elle. “There’s still Trinae in the Everwood.”

      “And you’re serious about moving to Pyscoria?”

      “We’re sitting ducks in Sylve. It’s only a matter of time before Jago tries to smoke us out.” Elle made a fist around the crystal and then released it, watching as her skin turned red, then white, then red, with each clench. “I want to get ahead of him. I want to be the hunter.”

      Jesna grinned fiercely. “What do I do?”

      “Will you get Adron? We need him if we’re going to cure Betan.”

      Jesna’s smile softened and she nodded. “Of course. And you’ll find Trinae?”

      “I want to be out of here in the next few days.” Elle slipped the cloudy crystal into her pocket. A small souvenir of the good she’d done—no matter how accidental it was.

      “Why didn’t you share these plans at the War Council yesterday?” asked Jesna. “I might have been less mad at you.”

      Elle turned to face her. “We’ve been ambushed every step of the way. I didn’t want to accuse anybody, but I’ve been destroying the clockwork birds every day—there is no way Jago should have known where the Lupona focus was, or that we would be there.”

      Jesna’s eyes narrowed, “We’ve got a mole.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

      

    

    







            A Bonding

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A tug on loneliness, and they’ll spill their darkest secrets. A tug on pride, and they’ll do things they never imagined. And a tug on desire…”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        Heskia, The False Grace

        

      

      The best way to deal with a mole was to feed it only what you wanted it to know. 

      “I thought you said we were meeting one of the Pyscorian Council,” said Kai as he pushed the hair flopping down over his face backward. “In the south of the Everwood.” 

      “I lied,” Elle grinned and wound her hair up, pinning it in place. Some of the smaller strands stuck to her forehead and cheeks in the humid dampness. The Tears of Lyria were a string of small, heated pools in the center of the Everwood.

      It was a quiet area, and one that was usually off-limits, but only by unspoken agreement. The Hunters had some kind of interest in the place, and they discouraged visitors—not that many in the Everwood were given to wandering lately, not with the number of shadowcats around. But, like everyone else, the Hunters were busy, probably with whatever Jago’s next scheme was. Elle hoped they stayed that way, at least for today.

      Kai nodded, his liquid eyes sad. “You’re worried you have a mole.” 

      Of course, when you didn’t know who the mole was, you had to lie to everyone. 

      Elle’s cheeks heated with a flush of guilt. She should have told him. Wanted to tell him. Agonized over not telling him. But with Jesna still in Ystellia fetching Adron, she couldn’t afford to face down yet another threat, which meant she couldn’t chance a leak. She needed to bond Trinae, today. 

      “There have been too many coincidences,” she said. 

      “You don’t think I—” His words tumbled out, fast and awkward.

      “No!” She grabbed his forearm and turned him to look at her. “I don’t think it’s you. I’m fairly certain it’s Tyress. Maybe Wren. But I don’t yet know how the mole has found out some of the things that only you and Jesna knew.” Like the Lupona mission.

      “I understand.” His voice was gentle, his damp hand heavy over hers. It seemed like he really did, but that only made the squirming guilt in Elle’s belly worse. He’d unquestioningly been there at every step, and she’d repaid him by treating him like a threat. “And I’ll be glad not to have to fight anyone in this swamp.”

      He lifted his elbows away from his body and made a face. They were both glistening with sweat from heat of the steaming necklace of pools. Kai had shed his jacket only a few steps down the humid forest path, and his shirt stuck damply to flushed skin. Elle was trying very hard not to look at the lines of muscles under that sticky cloth.

      Instead, she grinned back at him, letting him distract her from the awkwardness, and her own nagging guilt. She could always wallow in it later, during her inevitable sleeplessness.

      “Merp.”

      They turned at the chirp. Echo, tired of nosing at the rocky pond shore, was waiting for them further down the path. There had been no chance of leaving him behind. He’d been stuck to Elle’s ankles like pondweed, afraid of being left out of finding the next Godstar, until she’d been sure he would give her movements away.

      Since they’d started along the chain of pools that formed the Tears, he’d been leading the way, and Elle was all too happy to let him. Trinae was one of the Stars she’d never fully understood. One of the lesser Godstars, it didn’t feature much in either her library of Grace’s journals, or in folk tales.

      “Our guide is restless.” Kai slid past her and her skin tingled where his touched hers. His shirt was so damp it was practically transparent, and the pull of his back muscles was mesmerizing. Elle followed him down the path and through to the next pool.

      The nervous tension she normally felt on a Godstar-finding mission was gone. Something had shifted. Since bonding Lupona, she felt… hopeful. The feeling buoyed her and she grinned to herself as she followed Kaiserian’s very attractive back through the steamy forest.

      “What’s it like?” she asked. “Illyzia?”

      Kaiserian turned around and walked backward down the path, his surprise quickly giving way to a thoughtful frown. “What do you think it’s like?”

      “Sand and fires everywhere.”

      He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “You’re not wrong.”

      “But I’m not entirely right either?”

      “It’s… hot.” He looked ruefully down at his hands and continued walking backward, although more slowly. Elle caught up to him. “But not like this. Not a wet hot. The desert pulls the moisture out of your body, and battles are fought over water.” He shook his head as they passed another small pool. “And we keep our stars in the sky.”

      Elle frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “The night sky. It’s not a blank canvas for the moon. It sparkles the way your forest does.”

      “I’d like to see that,” said Elle softly. She was walking so close to him now, it was almost as if they were dancing.

      “I’d love to show it to you.” He stroked a thumb over her cheek. “It’s not a bad place, Illyzia. It’s a good place, with good people. It’s the Pyromancers who are a plague that we can’t seem to be rid of.”

      “And you’ll never be rid of them if Jago manages to take the throne.”

      Kai nodded. “I can’t let that happen.”

      “We won’t.” The ghost smile that flittered over his face dissolved some of her earlier guilt. It was replaced by a different kind of guilt—for judging him, and his kingdom, on some old, flimsy stories. Of course a whole nation couldn’t be evil. Of course they’d want to be free of pyromancy as well.

      His hand slid in at her waist and pulled her closer. He stopped walking and she bumped into him. His other arm came up, pulling her even closer until they were pressed belly to damp belly.

      She looked up at him through her lashes. He hadn’t shaved today, and with his hair flopped forward, he looked rugged and dangerous. Her hand had moved up to cup his jaw—without any consultation with her brain!—and she ran her thumb under the curve of his lower lip.

      He drew in a sharp breath and she felt it in her own body. Her muscles turned liquid. Quicksilver.

      “Merp?”

      Kai smiled against her hand and turned his face into her palm, dropping a scratchy kiss. “I think we’re wanted,” he murmured.

      Goosebumps sprung up over her skin, she shuddered slightly in his grip. His eyes flicked up to meet hers, his pupils wide and dark and fathomless.

      Images pushed into her head from an impatient Echo, who was done being polite. A slow, bubbling river, herself and Kai, locked in their embrace, and then back to the river, where a small creature was surfacing.

      She tugged out of Kai’s grip and pulled him forward over to where Echo was waiting for them. He had been showing them the now.

      They were between pools, on the bank of a bubbly river, the string in the necklace of the ponds.

      "There,” Elle pointed. “In the center of the river."

      It was hard to pick up at first, the river folding back onto itself. The swirl, at first glance, looked the same as any other swirl in the river, hard to see amongst the rest of the churning surface.

      Kai cocked his head. “Is something there? I thought I saw—”

      The flash of white came again, and Echo began a low, musical hum.

      A little, smooth white head poked itself out of the water. Wide, triangular ears lifted themselves from that wet, furry head, and swiveled toward Echo’s song.

      "It's a cat," breathed Kai. The little body was moving unerringly for them, the tiny paws somehow managing to keep the kitten aloft as it swam through the water toward the shore.

      Elle grinned. "It's a loren.” And suddenly the mystery of why the Hunters were so overprotective of this place was solved. This was where they found and bonded their loren.

      Echo nosed Kai forward, toward the swimming kitten. Its tiny paws were moving more slowly now, and it was beginning to drift downriver. Kai didn’t need to be nudged again, he was in the river and scooping up the tiny, drenched loren in a heartbeat.

      Elle thought she could feel the bond form—like string snapping tight, or something clicking into place. Just like when she’d bonded Lupona.

      Kai's face was soft and open, the picture of wonder.

      "He's yours now,” said Elle. “Loren bond for life." She reached for Echo and the old loren bumped his head into her palm, flashes of visions of them together tumbling through her head. The bond could be as tragic as it was wonderful. Echo had barely survived the death of his Hunter, and only luck had brought him to her. Their own bond was one of friendship rather than magic.

      Kai pulled a thin white scarf out of the pocket of his coat and tied it around his chest, forming a sling. The small, shivering loren went into it, and Kai’s hands came up to cradle the tiny lump. Its outsized purring intensified.

      Echo merped in satisfaction.

      “He’s hungry!” said Kai suddenly, his eyes wide and panicked.

      Elle laughed. “Hold on, I’ll get some of the dried meat.”

      Sliver after sliver went into the sling, and the purring grew soft and satisfied before turning into tiny snores. Kai was smiling idiotically at his chest.

      “We should get him home,” said Elle, and moved to begin collecting their coats and bags.

      “No,” Kai grabbed her elbow. “Let’s keep going. He’s safe in the sling… And if anything can be read as a good omen, it’s this.”

      Echo wove between their feet in a figure of eight and then trotted off down the path, tail curved up into a question mark, ready to continue playing his part as a guide.

      “Alright,” said Elle, hooking the bags over her shoulders and picking up Kai’s coat. He was still cupping the tiny furry body through the sling with both hands. His joy was contagious, the bonding magic spilling over and flooding both her and Echo. “While we’re walking, try to figure out his name.”
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        “Mama says I’ll be glad for a husband soon enough. But what good is a husband when bonding a Godstar?”

        Iraele, 12th Grace

        

      

      The Tears of Lyria came to an end—or maybe they began—in a glimmering grove. Huge, ancient trees ringed a small, steaming pond, their emerald shadows the perfect backdrop for the jewel-toned flowers that gave off a soft light. The pond caught the light and reflected it back like a small, wet sun.

      Elle squinted as they first entered the grove, the brightness startling after the steamy string of lakes. Kai followed her blindly, fully focused on the insistent mewing that was coming from inside his makeshift sling. The little bump seemed angry, and tiny claws flashed through the fabric until a small cross face peeped out. Kai rubbed the nubs of the kitten’s ears with a finger.

      “You should let him out and then give him something to eat.”

      Kai looked astonished. “Again? We just fed him.”

      The kitten’s projections were strong and indiscriminate. Elle could feel his emotions almost as if she had bonded the loren herself. Like a baby that wailed before it could talk, it seemed young loren also had very clear ways of making sure their needs were met.

      Elle dropped her burden of coats and bags on the grassy patch that bordered the pond and stretched gratefully. It was slightly cooler here—or rather, the air seemed a little less wet. The breeze that ruffled her hair was welcome, although it made her shiver in her damp shirt.

      Kai settled down next to the discarded belongings and let the tiny loren onto the grass. He shredded more of the dried meat that Wren had packed for them, and the kitten pounced on it, growling playfully.

      “Has he told you his name yet?”

      Kai broke off from watching the little loren prepare for his latest pounce.

      “Told me? I don’t choose one?”

      “Maybe ‘told’ is too strong a word. But you should get a very strong sense of a name from him,” said Elle.

      Kai’s brow wrinkled as he turned back to watch the little loren, now chewing with its mouth open. His eyes went wide and his mouth dropped into a soft “o” of surprise. “West,” he breathed, “Her name is West.”

      The little cat poked up her ears and came trotting back over to Kai, head cocked. He held out a hand and it jumped clumsily into his palm, happy to be petted.

      Elle stretched out on the ground, gazing upward at the interwoven tree branches of the low canopy. They roofed in the grove, making it feel small and intimate. She pointed her toes to stretch out her thighs and wriggled her shoulders in the soft grass. Echo settled himself beside her, chin on her knee, his job as guide done now. She listened to the squeaking purrs of the tiny cat and realized this was the first in a long time that she felt relaxed. Safe.

      No matter what chaos was happening in Ystellia, no matter the long road ahead. Right now, right here, she was safe, and happy, and calm.

      “If this is how Trinae makes you feel once you’ve bonded it,” said Kai, “I have to say, I’m a little envious.”

      Elle propped herself onto her elbows and frowned at him. “Char, I’m an idiot. I didn’t even realize that might be why I was feeling so…” She shook her head and muttered, “Godstar of emotions.”

      He grinned. “I might be wrong, but unless we missed something else along the way, this grove has to contain the focus.”

      “Yes,” said Elle, and looked over at the jewel-like pond. “And it must be in there.”

      “In the water?”

      “Trinae’s totem animal is an otter.”

      Her eyelids were almost as heavy as her limbs, but Elle forced herself to sit, and then stand. She yawned and stretched. As much as this place was lulling her into feeling safe and relaxed, she hadn’t bonded the Star yet. A nap would have to wait until after she’d explored the pool.

      Kai followed her over to the water’s edge, leaving Echo and West to snuggle themselves into the pile of coats for a nap.

      “The light is coming from the lake,” said Kai, squatting to cup some water in his hand. It glistened brightly, even when he ducked his head over it to shield it from the light of the blushblooms above.

      “That’s the only confirmation I need.”

      “Do you have any idea how to activate it?”

      She shrugged, smiling slightly. “About as much of an idea as I had for any of the others.” Which was to say, less than none. “But I’ll figure it out.”

      She started wriggling out of her leggings, her legs pale as moonflowers, especially in the dim light of the grove. Kai coughed slightly and turned away. “I’ll just, erm, make sure West is ok.”

      Elle bit her lip to hide her mischievous grin. So it wasn’t just her who’d been looking.

      Still in her long tunic, she waded into the water. There was a slight ledge at the lip of the pool, but it plunged away quickly and Elle stumbled slightly before her toes could feel out the rough bottom, steadying herself.

      She took a breath and then ducked her head under the water. It was crystal clear, not a hint of weed or fish anywhere. The bottom was covered in carvings, tiny starmarks that clustered together to form the swooping lines of one large mark that spanned the base of the pool.

      The stone was rough under her fingers and golden sparks trailed from where she touched the marks, but they dissipated as soon as she moved her hand. Her lungs were starting to burn, so she returned to the surface.

      The grove was darker to her now, after the bright waters of the pool. She looked up to find Kai’s eyes on her. She became very conscious of the thin fabric of her tunic pressed to her body by the warm water.

      “Any luck?” he asked.

      “I can see starmarks, the whole bottom of the pool is carved in them, but I have no idea what to do about it.”

      “I could see the spellmist from here,” he said. “Maybe you’re on to something.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. It won’t hurt to trace the master mark.”

      The mark started in the middle and spiraled out to cover the full width of the small pool. She swam to the center, took a deep breath, and dove again.

      The pressure of the warm water silenced everything but her own heartbeat and she smiled at the sheer joy of moving through the shimmering water. She followed the curves of the master mark, one hand trailing along the small marks that made up its form.

      A hand appeared next to hers and she turned in delight to find Kai swimming beside her. He’d removed his shirt and leathers and swam in his thin undershorts. The fabric was so fine she could see the curve of his muscles through them.

      Her lungs were burning again and she pointed to the surface. He followed her and they took twin breaths before diving back down.

      Elle couldn’t keep her eyes off him as they finished their loop around the mark. His eyes caught hers. The heat of the water and Kai’s bottomless gaze burned through her body. The water was gleaming gold around them, the starmarks sparking from the rough stone faster than they could disappear.

      He grinned suddenly at her, breaking the intensity of the moment, and pointed to the surface. She swam up with him, her burning lungs hardly noticeable amongst the fire that ran through her veins. She ached to touch him.

      She gasped down the cooler air of the grove and turned to find Kai staring slack-jawed at the shore. Sound filtered back in—the grove was no longer still.

      An unearthly noise wove through the trees and Elle could see wide-eared white cats making their way through the darkness of the forest beyond to perch on the edges of the grove.

      The wild loren were focused on the pile of coats in the long grass, their song never faltering as they moved toward West.

      Kai swam up behind her, his hand snugging neatly into the curve just above her hips, and she melted into him, her body reacting on instinct. Her back fit perfectly against his chest, her head tucking into the hollow of his neck.

      She felt his breath, warm on her hair, then her neck. Her back arched in response and her eyes slid closed, all the better to focus on the sensation of Kaiserian’s body, pressed against hers. His lips found her ear and he whispered, “Why are they here?”

      Elle forced her eyes open. The loren song was hypnotizing. High-pitched and pure, each note carried a joyful welcome. Elle saw two of the white cats walk down to the coats. A thick ruff stood up around the head of one of the loren, the other was long and slinky, its pointed face looking distinctively female.

      Kai’s body tensed behind hers. She found his hand in the water and took it gently. “Wait. Watch.”

      He didn’t relax, but he folded his fingers around hers and brought them up against her belly, pressing her even tighter against his chest.

      The cats had reached West and their noses dipped into the coats, touching the small white kitten. The loren song was so loud now Elle could feel it vibrating through the water and into her.

      The flowers above the pool caught the sound and echoed it back, the symphony building up in Elle’s body, in her mind. She couldn’t think clearly anymore. The only thing on her mind was the feel of Kai’s body pressed against the length of hers.

      She turned.

      Lifting her head, she peered up at him through her lashes. He was already looking at her, and his dark, deep eyes held hers. He smoothed the strands of wet hair off her face, pushing them gently behind her ears.

      He stroked calloused knuckles against her cheek. The rough feel of his hands on her smooth skin made her shiver and lean closer, her body liquid against his.

      He opened his mouth to say something and she could see his eyebrows bunch in the way they did when he was serious.

      She didn’t want to hear it.

      Slipping her hands into his damp hair, she pulled his face down to hers and pressed a kiss against his mouth. Soft, light. But not tentative. No, she was sure what she wanted. She took his bottom lip gently between her teeth and then kissed him again.

      His arms tightened around her, crushing her against his chest, and it still wasn’t close enough. He kissed her back and she stopped thinking. There was no room in her for anything but the feeling of his body against hers, his mouth, hot and sweet and greedy.

      He pulled back and she made a tiny sound, a protest, that made him pull her close again and lean his head against hers.

      “Elle, I don’t think it is a good idea…”

      A cool wave rolled across her body. A lie. These Godstars were really coming in handy.

      She smiled up at him. “The world might end. Whatever reason you have, surely it doesn’t count now?”

      “Shhh,” he whispered against her hair, “Let me think.”

      But that was the last thing she wanted him to do right now. He wasn’t moving away, hadn’t loosened his hold on her body, so she didn’t push him.

      Instead, she slid the fingers of one hand through his and moved her other hand to his shoulder. He sighed against her hair before pulling away—but before he could move further, she spun out. A graceful start to a dance.

      An invitation.

      He accepted. He tugged and she spun back in, water swirling around them, before coming to rest, her back to his chest, just as they had been. She smiled and twisted again, facing him. He followed her lead, tracing the mark under their feet as they moved smoothly through the water, gold sparking around them.

      She laughed with the joy of moving with him in the magic place, the loren song still loud and unearthly as they welcomed West into the world. The water was bright and warm and Elle couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this light or free.

      And he was laughing with her, spinning her in toward his chest and dropping hot, fast kisses on her neck until it took all her willpower to keep her knees from giving out under her. She was a mess of laughter and desire and when they’d danced the full circle of the pond she gave in to it, and again, he followed her lead.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist, the water supporting her body. The distance that had seemed so vast the past few days was closed so quickly and easily it was almost shocking.

      She’d expected resistance from Kai, had planned to kiss it out of him, but there was no hesitation in him now. His hands seemed everywhere at once, both gentle and demanding, sure and loving, giving and greedy. She thought she might die when he took his mouth off hers, but he’d moved away only to pull the wet shirt from her body, leaving her utterly naked before him.

      The way he looked at her made her feel as if she’d been invisible all her life.

      His head dipped to her chest and he left a trail of burning kisses, down her breasts and across her stomach, before he was kissing her again. And now it was his hands that roamed, long clever fingers trailing through the water, up her thighs and then moving deftly to the secret place between them.

      She gasped at the hot shock that ran through her body and clung to him, mouth pressed to his. There was no thinking after that, only action and instinct and reaction. She pulled off the last of his clothes, they were heavy from the water and fell away easily, leaving only the velvet of his body against hers.

      He lifted her again and she move by instinct, wrapping her legs around him, her hands in his hair, keeping his hot mouth on hers.

      They sighed together as he entered her, their exquisite motion stilled for one perfect, endless moment, and then the stillness shattered. He whispered her name into her hair before kissing along her collarbone, all the while moving slowly, surely in her.

      Caught in the warmth, and the movement, and feeling, Elle was swept away by him, safe in the arms of the Godstar.
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        “I ache to leave it behind. For all the weight of destiny, I can’t imagine a place more beautiful than the Vale. But even beauty fades when you’re trapped in a cage”

        Ellyrian, The Lost Grace

        

      

      Elle awoke with the breeze cool on her skin. The shimmer of light flickered across her eyelids, reminding her of where they were. She snuggled closer into Kai’s side, not wanting the moment to be over. If she didn’t open her eyes, she couldn’t break the spell.

      A hand trailed down her spine and she wriggled away, ticklish.

      “I knew you were awake.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek and she grasped his face gently before cracking open an eye. He was smiling, so softly and tenderly that her body grew warm at the sight. She arched her back, her naked body shifting against the length of his. A question.

      He moved away from her and she saw he’d already put on his pants. Trying not to be stung by his rejection, Elle grabbed her still slightly damp clothes and started pulling them on as she looked around the grove.

      The change was subtle, but unmistakable. The pond glowed brightly, where before the waters had been translucent, now they were brilliant. It was like a puddle of diamond.

      “Well, I guess we found the key to that Godstar.”

      Kai pressed a kiss on her, quick and serious, and then ducked his head to shrug on his shirt.

      “Elle…”

      Something in his tone made her freeze in the process of putting her own shirt on. She turned on him, trying to keep her anger in check. “I swear to the Stars, if you apologize for what just happened—”

      “No, Elle.” He caught her hands in his and brought them to his mouth, dropping quick kisses on them. “I’m not sorry. Maybe I should be, but I’m not.”

      “Then why do you sound so guilty? Is this about Tainn?”

      He laughed. The meeting between the two of them, when Tainn had finally been well enough, had not been successful. “Just because he considers you to be his, doesn’t make it true.”

      “Oh, he does not,” protested Elle, hopping as she tugged on her boots.

      Kai made a non-committal noise and Elle rolled her eyes at him. Taking a deep breath he said, “When this is over, if I’m alive at the end…” He ran his hand through his wave of tumbling curls. “I have to go back. To Illyzia.”

      Both of them looked at West. Elle wasn’t even sure that loren could leave the Vale, they were creatures of the Godstars.

      “There’s not one other person who could take over your responsibilities?” she asked, trying and failing to keep her voice light.

      “Dealing with Jago is the first part of ridding Illyzia of Pyromancers,” said Kai. “I can’t leave my people at the mercy of the Brotherhood any longer. Like you, I would do anything to save my home.”

      If there was one thing she could understand, it was that.

      They were fully dressed, damp clothes sticking to their skin. Elle drew a few starmarks and cast them into the breeze. It turned warm, eddying slowly around them, drying their clothes and giving Elle time to think.

      The kernel of warmth in her belly let her know that none of what Kai had said was untrue, but she had the feeling it also wasn’t the whole truth.

      “It might be a while before you have to leave,” she said cautiously, testing.

      He cupped her face. “It might be,” he said, “But I don’t want to hurt you, and if I have to leave then it’s better if I put a stop to this now rather than—”

      She stretched up onto her toes, brought her face close enough to his to kiss, and said, “That is incredibly patronizing, Kaiserian.” His teeth flashed bright white and he slipped his hands down to rest on her hips. “You’ve been honest, and I can make my own decisions.” She narrowed her eyes at him and he bumped her forehead with his.

      “Alright,” he said, a soft smile on his face. The kernel of warmth cooled slightly. It wasn’t a lie, not exactly, so she’d take it. For now.

      “Alright,” she said, and kissed him soundly.

      Kaiserian parceled out the rest of their things and slipped West back into the sling. Dry now from the spelled wind, they turned into the day-dark Everwood, neither of them wanting to trudge back through the humid steam of the Tears of Lyria. They weren’t too far from Sylve, and the walk went quickly with Kai’s hand in hers. They talked about their childhoods, each fascinated by the details of life and a world that was utterly foreign.

      By the time they neared Sylve, the forest had begun to blossom with the evening luminescence, the air stirring with birdsong and tiny fluttering moths. The bulk of the briar wall loomed in the distance, a dark barrier across the Everwood.

      Elle frowned, her heart dropping in her chest as they neared the wall. It wasn’t the smooth, tall expanse she’d left behind that morning. She dropped Kai’s hand and ran, the dark bulk resolving into a nightmare scene as she reached it. The briar branches were torn and burnt, the wall hacked back to nothing in places.

      A hand on her shoulder made her spin in panic, but it was just Kai, his face hard with anger. He put a finger to his lips and Elle shuddered, she hadn’t even considered that someone—an enemy—might still be here. But Kai was right, the burns were fresh.

      They stepped through a flattened part of the briar wall, Elle’s heart aching as the briars tried to mend themselves behind her.

      Sylve’s trunk lay in deep shadow, the hearthome either not able or not willing to illuminate herself.

      It was utterly silent, no birds ventured near the hearthome, and nothing moved. Elle tried not to think about what that meant for the small horde of children, who weren’t even silent when they slept.

      They crept closer to the trunk, Kai’s warrior’s eyes scanning the clearing for threats.

      Elle’s eyes snagged on a dark pile laid at the foot of the front door. She drew in a ragged breath and ran, ignoring Kai’s hiss of caution. She dropped to her knees in front of the pile, and it let out a groan.

      “No,” the sound tore from her throat as she reached out a hand. It was a person—no, two people.

      Her hand hovered briefly over the shoulder of the body on top, scared at what she might find, then gently, she rolled it over.

      A soft grunt left its mouth and the long braid fell back.

      It was Jesna.

      Her head lolled against the stone step before the house. She wasn’t fully conscious and she still lay half slumped over the other body.

      “No,” moaned Elle again, her voice strangled. She needed to move, to heal Jesna, but she couldn’t make herself respond.

      Kai was there before she could call for him. He lifted Jesna and cradled her against his chest, kicking the front door. Sylve finally responded, swinging it the rest of the way open so he could walk straight through into the well-lit passage.

      Elle heard his boots clomp up the stairs as he carried Jesna up to the sick room.

      The light from the hallway spilled out through the door and onto the front step, illuminating the body that still lay crumpled there.

      It was Adron. His care-worn features blank in death, his skin waxy and stiff.

      There was a hole where his heart should be, the same as it had been on the nine bodies that had appeared all through winter.

      Elle finally moved, scrambling to the edge of the pathway to be sick. This was how it had started, this nightmare that they were all living.

      Adron had only come here to help her, and now he would never help her with anything ever again.

      She dropped to her knees and reached forward to touch his face. Part of it was still warm, but it was the stolen warmth from where Jesna’s body had lain over his. The rest of his skin was ice-cold.

      Elle unwrapped the scarf from around her neck and laid it over his chest, covering the hole that was there.

      His image blurred before her and she realized tears were streaming down her face. She hadn’t even known she was crying. She smoothed back his hair, making it neat the way he would have liked it. He liked to look neat. Dignified. Especially for his patients.

      A warm hand closed over hers. Kai. Her fingers were frozen against his palm.

      “Elle.” She didn’t respond, just pulled her hand away to smooth down Adron’s jacket where it was bunched against his rounded belly.

      She felt Kai’s warmth as he knelt down next to her. “Look at me, Elle.” But she couldn’t, couldn’t look away from Adron’s waxen face. Warm hands cupped around her jaw, forcing her gaze upward until she was looking at Kai.

      “Elle, you need to come inside. You need to come help Jesna.”

      “Help,” she repeated softly, an idea sparking in the deep numbness of her shock.

      “Yes,” said Kai. “She’s alive, but she needs healing.”

      “Magic,” murmured Elle, pulling her face away from Kai’s soft grip and looking back at Adron. She had magic now. Magic she hadn’t had when the original murders had happened. She drew quick starmarks, ignoring Kai’s soft question about what she was doing. He would find out. When she fixed this.

      The forbidden marks sprang easily to life, as if they’d known she would want them and had been waiting just out of sight. Strigor marks could kill—but the opposite of death was life. And the Godstar had the power to grant both.

      She pulled back the scarf and Kai swore. She ignored him. Jesna had said Stiggorm and Cygnelle were somehow stronger than the other Godstars, more powerful. She could fix this, she could bring Adron back.

      “Elle,” asked Kai gently, “What are you doing?” She could hear the fear underlining his tone. But she could only fix one thing at a time.

      She placed her hand over the hole in Adron’s chest, and the starmarks writhed against the cloth of his tunic, filling his chest with light. It rose, once, as if with breath, the swarming gold marks obscuring the terrible wound.

      “Elle…” Kai’s voice was all caution now. Her left side went cold as he moved backward, away from her. “Bringing people back from the dead… It’s a terrible magic.”

      “If—When I bring him back, then it will be anything but terrible,” said Elle through gritted teeth. The starmarks still writhed above the wound, but Adron’s chest didn’t move again. “Come on,” she whispered, her hands clenched into tight fists, “Come on.”

      The light of the marks dimmed and Elle squinted in the sudden darkness. Sylve’s leaves were still dark, even though night had fallen. The only light came from the spell on Adron’s chest, and from the open doorway.

      The spell dimmed further. “No,” Elle lurched forward, more starmarks springing from her fingers, but then Kai was pulling her away, his arms iron bands around her chest. The starmarks fell uselessly to the ground, dissipating without doing a thing. “Let me go,” she shouted, pulling against Kai’s grip.

      All the light from her original spell was gone, leeching out through Adron’s skin in a mockery of glowing health. A few seconds later and he looked exactly as he had before, although the spell had grown new, shiny flesh across the gaping wound.

      Elle whirled on Kai, but he caught her fists before they could land. She struggled briefly against him. “Why did you stop me? I could have made the spell stronger, I could have brought him back…”

      “Even you can’t re-grow a heart,” said Kaiserian softly, watching her with infinite tenderness. “There was nothing you could do.”

      “You don’t know that!” Elle screamed, “I could have saved him!”

      “Stop.” His voice was like a whip-crack through the night. All trace of sympathy, of understanding, was gone. “We can fight about this later. But right now your best friend is hurt. You can help her. You can still save her.”

      Elle drew in a ragged breath and sagged against Kai’s grip. “Jesna.”

      “Yes. She needs you.” Kai hesitated and then released his hold on her fists. “You can hit me later, once she’s safe.”

      “I can’t leave him.” Her vision blurred again, and Kai pulled her into his chest, the gentleness back. He kissed the top of her head with exquisite softness.

      “You’re not, sweetheart, I promise. I will bring him inside for you. We won’t leave him out here in the night.”

      She nodded into him, her eyes shut tight, trying to block out the horror. She was afraid to speak in case it came out as a howl. Everything broken, everything she loved destroyed. Again.

      It was a heavy burden and she didn’t want to shoulder it anymore.

      Kai slipped an arm around her waist and half-carried her into the hearthome.

      “Can you make it up the stairs by yourself?” He asked her gently. She looked up at him and turned again to peer out to where Adron lay. She nodded and gripped the bannister hard.

      Kai looked at her closely and then squeezed her hand. “I’ll be right there, alright?”

      She swallowed and nodded again, trying, but failing, to stem the tide of tears that still flowed from her eyes.

      The wooden bannister thrummed under her hand—Sylve, communicating the only way she could. Tiny vines broke off from the walls and wound their way around the back of her legs and arms. They didn’t push, but they held her. She put one foot on the stairs. The vines pressed slightly as she moved and it wasn’t such a great effort as she’d imagined.

      Step by step Sylve helped her up the stairs. She should be thinking of starmarks, of potions for Jesna, but all she could see was the hole in Adron’s chest. He had taken her under his wing, been like a parent to her. And now he was dead.

      “Murdered,” she whispered to herself. The vines along the wall rustled at her voice. It was important to use the right words. He wasn’t just dead, he was murdered. Sylve pushed her a little more firmly and she moved more quickly up the stairs.

      Jesna. Her shocked slowness shattered. Jesna could die too.

      She ran up the rest of the stairs and Sylve pulled back her vines so that Elle wouldn’t trip. She sprinted down the corridor to the sick room.

      Jesna’s braid was coming loose and long strands of golden hair tumbled around her on the bed. It shone even brighter against the sickly grey pallor of her skin, and Elle saw what she had missed earlier. Blood fanned out across the left half of Jesna’s face. Her eye was gone.
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        “That Ariella shows no Talent for healing only proves I was right. I was meant to be Grace.”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        Heskia, The False Grace

        

      

      Elle spun and vomited into the bin.

      Sylve slid a basin of warmed water close to her and Elle used it to wash her hands and mouth. Even with magic, you wanted to keep yourself as clean as you could. Adron had taught her that.

      Breathing shallowly, so she wouldn’t vomit again and waste time, Elle moved back to Jesna’s side. The socket was still seeping blood, a slow but steady flow that was building up on Jesna’s cheek.

      Elle shut her own eyes and drew the starmarks she needed in the air. Onkryn, the star of healing. The memory of standing waist deep in Moonfall Pond came back to her until she thought she could almost feel the fish bumping against her body. She lost herself in the sensation of it, pulling and linking marks for blood clotting, for healing. She wished she could regrow the eye, but she would settle for Jesna’s life.

      The brightness of the starmarks was almost blinding even with her eyes closed. She cracked them open, just enough to make sure each cluster of healing marks was linked firmly to the master mark, then she gathered the chains of magic and laid them against the left side of Jesna’s face.

      The marks brightened and moved, soaking in and adding some life to Jesna’s chalky skin. Elle thought she could almost see the shape of Jesna’s skull as more and more marks oozed their way through the caked blood.

      Sylve had left another basin of gently steaming water next to Jesna’s bed, and Elle wiped away the blood as the marks staunched the bleeding. The color was already coming back into Jesna’s cheeks, and Elle felt almost giddy with relief.

      When Jesna’s face was clean and the basin filled with brown, dirtied water, Elle put the cloth back, content that the hearthome would deal with it.

      She whipped around at the intake of breath behind her, loud in this now too-silent home. Kai stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets. He looked ragged, but he gave a small smile at the sight of Jesna’s clean face and even breathing.

      “Sorry,” he said, “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      Elle nodded silently and held out her hand. His calloused hand was warm and firm in hers.

      “I…” she stopped, shaking her head.

      Adron downstairs, dead. Jesna, alive but missing an eye.

      The hearthome was empty, and damaged somehow, dark and slow even in the fullness of night. The children, Wren, Saskia, Tainn—even Tyress. Gone. She had no idea if they’d escaped to Pyscoria, or if she’d lost even more tonight.

      Kai took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “You did all you could, Elle. Even magic can’t conquer everything.”

      “Then what good is it?” Elle shouted at him, pulling away. “Why is this Vale being torn apart for it?” She held out her hands, palms up, fingers spread. “What good are these? They can’t even—”

      A soft groan interrupted her and Elle spun toward the bed.

      “Some of us are trying to get some sleep,” mumbled Jesna, rubbing at her face. Her hand stopped as it reached the place her left eye should have been and her light voice faltered. Her face crumpled and she gasped, as if she were just remembering.

      Elle hovered anxiously near her. “Jesna, I’m so sorry.”

      Jesna shook her head, tears welling up in her remaining eye, and Elle threw her arms around her friend, letting her cry. Kai sat the end of the bed, his hand on Elle’s knee as Jesna sobbed.

      Finally, she wiped her nose on her sleeve and sat up. Elle passed her a glass of water.

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Kai asked softly.

      Elle glared at him. “You don’t have to talk if you’re not ready, Jes.”

      The blonde girl shook her head. “No, I have to. It was Jago. He knew somehow, that Adron wasn’t just visiting, that we were planning to leave. They were waiting for us in the Everwood.”

      Elle squeezed her hand and Jesna took a shuddering breath. “When we arrived, I opened the briar wall as usual. They were waiting for that.” She looked up at Elle, her mouth stretched thin with worry. “I had no idea they were there, and I should have. This is—”

      “I swear to the Stars if you say this is your fault, Jesna…” Elle trailed off, she’d wanted to make a joke, to lighten Jesna’s guilt, but she couldn’t, everything weighed too heavily on her.

      But Jesna seemed to understand, taking her hand and squeezing. “Tainn was in the clearing with the children and Wren. He threw himself at them. Between us we held them off, giving the children time to run.” More tears collected on her right cheek. “I made him go. They have a better chance of finding shelter in Pyscoria if Tainn is with them. Being the child of a Synodwoman will open doors that I can’t.”

      “And Wren? Saskia?”

      “Safe. Gone with them.”

      Elle’s shoulders sagged. “You saved them all, Jesna.”

      “I don’t know how he knew,” protested Jesna. “We were so careful with our plans. How did he know?”

      Elle exchanged a look with Kai. “The mole must have been Tyress,” she said gently. “You couldn’t have known.”

      Jesna shook her head. “I don’t think so, she seemed even more shocked than the rest of us, and was all too willing to run with Wren.” She sniffed. “And she hates Wren.”

      “I think I like Wren even more now,” murmured Elle.

      “Why do it at all?” asked Jesna. “If he knew where we were going, wouldn’t it have been easier to attack us on the way?”

      “Retribution,” said Kai softly, his face grim. “We took Tainn out of his safehold. My brother believes in his own twisted version of fairness. You took from him in a place he considered his own, so he took from Elle.”

      “A life for a life,” said Jesna softly. “With an eye thrown in to up the stakes.”

      There was no response to that so Elle busied herself bandaging Jesna’s head, just in case, and settled her back against her pillow before starting a lively argument over a sleeping potion. She had just begun to win, only thanks to Jesna’s exhaustion, when a small high-pitched squeaking interrupted them.

      “Is that coming from your coat?” asked Jesna.

      Kai was already unbuttoning the top of it, and he pulled out the small, shouting loren. Jesna sat up and reached forward for the tiny kitten, but West jumped out of Kai’s hand and began circling Elle’s feet.

      Elle fanned herself, she’d started sweating, which was strange since it wasn’t hot in the sickroom.

      “Something’s wrong,” she murmured. She felt uncomfortable, a rising dread in her belly. “Is it hot in here?” She wiped her face on her sleeve.

      Kai frowned at her and placed his hand on her forehead. “You’re on fire.”

      Elle shook her head. “That’s impossible. I can’t have a fever, I’m not sick.” A louder yowling joined West’s and they all whipped around. Echo and a loren she didn’t know had appeared. Elle, in her distress over her friends, hadn’t even noticed Echo was missing.

      The strange loren joined West in her circling, bumping his head against the back of Elle’s calves on every rotation, as if trying to push her. Echo jumped onto the bed and padded over to her, looking at her intensely.

      Images flashed through her mind, and the pieces clicked. Her chest pains had been a reflection of the Mistwall collapsing—this heat was a reflection of a hurt in the Vale.

      “It’s not me,” Elle said, maintaining eye contact with Echo as he sent her more and more images. “Ystellia is burning.”

      The yowling stopped and the silence expanded until Elle thought she could almost hear the flames.

      “Go,” said Jesna. “Go!”

      Elle kissed her briefly on the forehead and then ran down the stairs, the loren shadowing her. She heard the tiny squeak from West as she was snatched up by Kai and stowed away safely again.

      She skidded to a halt on the ground floor. Adron was laid out on the large dining room table. A blanket covered him from neck to toes, hiding the evidence of his death and her failed healing attempt. She felt warmth behind her and turned to find Kai, face set and one hand on his sword.

      “You can’t come with,” she said.

      “Elle—” he started.

      “No, please.” Heat waved through her, making it hard to think. “I need to know Jesna is safe. They were my family, the only real family I’ve had. Now Adron is…” she stumbled, not quite ready to say the word aloud. “I can’t lose Jesna. Please.”

      Kai took a deep breath, and Elle recognized the stubborn set of his face. She took it between her hands and gently kissed him. “Please.”

      His arms came around her, hard, and he crushed her to him. West squeaked in protest.

      “Don’t be a hero,” he looked at her seriously. “Not yet. Not now. Don’t be a hero.”

      She wanted to tell him not to worry, that she was no hero, even if she wanted to be. Instead she said, “Wait for me here. Keep Jesna safe.”

      He nodded once and then kissed her hard. “Save your magic, take Aquilon.”

      One more clinging hug, and she was running, two white shadows at her heels.
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        “He’s my boy. My baby. But I can no longer deny that he is his father’s son, and I cannot repeat my mistakes. Pyromancy in the Vale cannot be tolerated.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      The great black horse stood outside the door as if he’d been waiting for her. He was like a cutout of the night against the glowing light of the Everwood beyond the broken and steaming briar wall.

      Elle tamped down any nervousness she had about riding the huge beast alone through the woods and pulled herself up on its great back with minimal scrambling. She grabbed the reins and leaned forward. “Ystellia, horse.”

      His ears flicked and he sprang into action, easily jumping a low section of the broken wall. Then they were galloping through the Everwood, the trees rustling violently as they moved out of the way.

      The loren flashed in and out of view as they jumped through space to keep just ahead of Aquilon. The horse followed the white cats without any direction from Elle.

      The air rushing over her skin was blessedly cool. She knew it wasn’t her that was burning up, but her body hadn’t quite registered the message. At this pace, they’d reach Ystellia soon. But not soon enough to stop the town-eating fire that Echo had shown her.

      Cautiously, she let go of the reins and squeezed a little tighter with her thighs. Aquilon kept running, unerringly following the loren.

      She took a deep, steadying breath and reminded herself that this was Kai’s horse, he wouldn’t throw her off.

      She began drawing starmarks, linking them as soon as they popped into existence. Anthia marks were the first she’d learned when she was younger, and they felt friendly and willing in her hands. Marks for cold, for ice, for snow.

      The forest streamed past as Aquilon sped toward the town. She could hear the flames now, the burning trees popping and cracking, and the wind that stroked her face had turned unpleasantly warm.

      She drew faster, holding the chains of starmarks in one hand, letting them stream out behind her.

      Three master marks—for snow, wind, and speed—linked with dozens of smaller marks. She added the last of the snow marks and then let the starmarks go.

      The golden stuff rose up, blown by the wind of Aquilon’s passing, and dissolved. Elle felt a cold blast behind her and then they were at the border of the town. Smoke hung in the air, like a grey, stinging mist. There were no visible flames at The Whisperers, but she could hear the roar of a blaze in the lower part of the town.

      A fire was no place for a horse, so she pulled up on the reins as they neared the huge lobed shape of The Whisperers. He came to a skidding halt that jarred her back, and she scrambled off, her legs aching from the breakneck ride. She knew horses were supposed to be rubbed or brushed or something, but Aquilon would have to look after himself.

      It was no decision at all not to tie him to something, not with the fire certain to travel this way. She didn’t want him to be reliant on her to free him. She poked him in the shoulder and he swung his huge head around. He snorted warm, smelly horse breath into her face.

      “Go back to Kai. You know the way.” She turned toward the town, then stopped and turned back to the horse. She patted the huge beast awkwardly on the shoulder. “And thanks. You’re a good horse.”

      Shaking her head at her whimsy—it was just a horse, it didn’t understand words—she started toward the town. She kept to the edge, and soon her eyes stung from the increasingly thick smoke.

      The smell of ash and char was overwhelming, and the cracking of the trees in the fire was unbearably loud. She wove herself a shield from starmarks, just a few twists of wind that formed themselves into a bubble that surrounded her and the two loren. They ranged ahead of her, directing her through the town and closer to the fire.

      A small white flake hit the bubble in front of her, sliding off the smooth, invisible surface, and she huffed out a relieved sigh. A few more flakes followed, and then the snow began in earnest, flying in crazy circles, melting before it could hit the ground. The steam from the evaporating snow mixed with the smoke, creating great swirls that brought visibility down to almost zero.

      It didn’t seem to affect the loren’s vision, and they unerringly wove their way through the hearthomes at the eastern edge of the city.

      The luminous foliage of the tree city was being consumed by the fire, leaving a dark, smoky glow as the only illumination. The heat was like a wall pushing against Elle as she neared the blaze. Her wind bubble was failing under the hot pressure of the air.

      The fire was spreading outward through the town—from the direction of the orphanage and Irik’s house.

      Elle squinted into the ruddy glow. Dark figures swarmed in front of the flames, passing buckets between them. Snow continued to fall, heavy flakes that succeed in cooling the air marginally before melting, turning the dirt paths muddy. Still, Elle edged closer.

      The crowd and their buckets were being pushed back toward the edges of the town, the fire seemingly unaffected by their efforts.

      Elle was shaky with the fever flushing her skin and the unrelenting heat of the flames, but she still had some strength.

      It was possible that Jago, or someone from the Synod, was nearby and would see her, but not helping wasn’t a choice. She reached reflexively for the star necklace around her neck. Despite what had happened with the shadowcat, she still felt comforted by it. But her hand closed over air—she’d left it somewhere. Memory swirled in. She’d taken it off before she got in the pool, with Kai.

      She shook her head, dispelling the worry. An old necklace was hardly important now.

      She focused on her magic, pulling starmarks from the air. They came more slowly, each one taking an effort to force into being. Their forms were fuzzy, as if they could shift at any second. She’d spent a large part of her energy trying to summon the snowstorm that was still rolling in. She tried to keep this spell simple—just ice and speed.

      She dropped to her knees, the ground fiercely warm even at this distance from the flames. Her bubble of wind dissolved as she poured herself into the ice starmarks. Her eyes burned from the eddies of smoke that blew around the clearing, whipping hair and clothes and the flames, until it was almost impossible to stay upright. She had called the wind to get the snow here quicker, but now, snow delivered, it was causing havoc.

      She pushed the starmarks she’d summoned into the ground and almost fell over as they shot forward. Thick frost appeared in their wake, the ground freezing instantly.

      The marks slipped under the feet of the people trying to put out the fire and into the nearest hearthomes, freezing the trees and the flames both. A cry went up from the people in the front and they worked faster, trying to tackle the flames beyond the ice now, only a few twisting to see where the ice had come from.

      Elle pushed herself slowly up, tired muscles shuddering. She heard the stamp of boots and wiped her soot-laden hair out of her face. She half recognized the man who slipped a hand under her elbow and helped her to her feet. The other loren twined between his legs, which meant he was a Hunter. Echo hung back, standing slightly in front of her as if to protect her.

      “Your Grace,” the Hunter said, “I—”

      Elle nodded at him, “I think they still need some help.”

      Steam was rising from the fins of frozen flame that still clung to the closest trees. The fire behind them was smoking heavily under the onslaught of the snow and the efforts of the townsfolk, but it still burned hot and strong. It wasn’t enough.

      Elle moved closer with the support of the Hunter. As she neared the chain of people, she heard their whispers.

      “It’s the Grace.”

      “She’s here.”

      “Thank the Stars.”

      Somehow she kept from biting her lip, their unexpected appreciation of her firming up her resolve.

      “We need to evacuate the town,” she said. Everyone spoke at once, about how they were winning, how they couldn’t abandon their homes.

      A whoosh of steam wafted across the group and people hid their faces. The fins of frozen flame on the trees were almost gone.

      “No!” said Elle loudly, “This is barely holding the fire. Towns can be rebuilt, but people can’t.”

      The sound of ice hissing under the onslaught of the fire filled the air. Slowly, the crowd started nodding.

      The Hunter was still holding her elbow. He said, “But where do we go?”

      “Pyscoria.”

      Mutinous muttering at that. “I know,” said Elle, cutting them off and pitching her voice louder, the hiss of steam had added a counterpoint to the roar of the flames. “But the new Mayor has a good reputation, and I’ve started reaching out to the Blood. They are already expecting some Ystellians.” She swallowed. “They’ll help you until we can repair.”

      There were a lot of shared glances amongst the crowd, but ice was starting to melt and stream down the frozen trees. They didn’t have long. The tension made Elle want to bounce on her feet, but she held herself still.

      “Tainn is already there, as is Saskia. You know them?” A few hesitant nods. “Find them, they’ll make sure you’re cared for.”

      The Hunter was the first to nod seriously. “I’ll go.”

      Elle wanted to hug him. She could see the indecision of the crowd swing toward agreement.

      “Thank you, Hunter.”

      “Zeren.”

      “Zeren,” Elle repeated, nodding. She looked back at the crowd, “Will you take any others you find on your way? Tell them where to go, and who to ask for?” The responsibility convinced the last hold-outs, there were more nods and murmurs of agreement. Wafts of steamy smoke made Elle squint, her eyes watering.

      She clapped her hands together sharply. “The fire will break free at any second. Go.”

      Zeren looked seriously down at her. “Are you sure you won’t come with us now, Your Grace?”

      “There are others I need to bring with me, when they are well enough for travel.” She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. “And I need to pass the same message to anyone left in the village.”

      “I can come with you,” he said. A shattering crack boomed through the air and everyone ducked instinctively, twisting toward the raging fire in the heart of the village. A huge black shape swayed and then slid slowly over, crashing into other hearthomes as it headed to the ground.

      The tears in her eyes weren’t just from the smoke, and Elle shook her head. “These people will need someone they trust in the coming days, Zeren. They need someone to protect them. Will you do that?”

      His gaze burrowed into her and he nodded seriously. Before she could really register what was happening, he dropped to a knee in front of her and kissed the palms of her hands. “I will, Your Grace.” Then he turned and began to herd the townsfolk away from the fire.

      The motion seemed to galvanize them, and the slow, bumbling passage quickly formed itself into a well-organized—and quick—retreat.

      Elle watched the Hunter’s tall figure disappear into the smoke clouds in shock. This was a thing of old tales. She raised her arms, but could barely see her dirty, soot-stained hands in front of her face. He’d sworn fealty to her. Not to the Synod, not to the Vale of Astyria—but to her.

      It stiffened something in her. The overwhelming heat that echoed through her body became more manageable, the road ahead long, but not lonely.

      She made her way up through the town, back toward Aquilon, as close to the flames as she dared, telling as many townsfolk as she could find to head to Pyscoria. Not everyone was convinced, and Elle didn’t linger. There were too many people and not enough time. If they wouldn’t go…

      Don’t be a hero. Kai’s voice echoed through her head, and the weight of the day came crashing back in on her. It wasn’t just her magic reserves that were depleted. She felt physically exhausted, her shoulders—her everything—ached.

      The flames were hotter than ever and while the snowfall was keeping them hemmed in for now, she didn’t know if the storm would be powerful enough to stop them. She tried not to think about what that meant about the strength of her magic against the strength of a Pyromancer who would be a king.

      She made her way toward The Whisperers. She saw fewer people, and then none, this part of the town untouched for now, but still covered in sooty snow, dark with the billowing clouds of smoke.

      Aquilon was visible only as a shape at the edge of the Tangle, and he huffed as she came nearer, stamping his hooves. Elle wondered if he was angry at being left in these conditions. It was his own fault that he hadn’t run home, but Elle was enormously grateful for it. She put out a hand to touch him and he lunged forward as if to bite her.

      Surprised, Elle stumbled backward—straight into something solid. Hard metal fingers grasped her shoulders.

      “Hello, little witch,” a rough voice whispered in her ears before shoving her forward. She collided with Aquilon, who stood firm as she barreled into his warm side. He’d been trying to warn her, to make her run. But she was too exhausted and shocked to do anything except gaze around her stupidly.

      Dark figures moved through the smoke. Two—no, three Ashlords. And there, a tall thin figure, striding toward her.

      Jago.
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        “What is a key without a lock? But I cannot bring myself to destroy this final remnant of Cythia. Perhaps my descendants will restore what I have brought to ruin.”

        Ayyana, 24th Grace

        

      

      His face was gaunt again. She understood now that it was a mark of pyromancy, of using too much magic. It drew on the body as much as it drew on an external source.

      Adron’s gaping chest loomed large in Elle’s mind. The fire suddenly seemed not just disastrous, but sinister. She felt sick at the thought of his life being used as power for this tragedy.

      Jago kept walking toward her until he stood right in front of her. “You’re a hard one to catch, Ariella Grace.”

      She said nothing, focusing on keeping her chin up and her face disinterested. Her mind raced and she had to force it away from obsessing over Adron. But the danger of the fire wasn’t something she could ignore.

      Snow still fell thickly, but the fire roared, a constant cracking in the background. She kept her senses open, trying to see if there were any more Ashlords other than the three who had formed a loose circle around her.

      Aquilon stood steady behind her but she could see now that his reins had been tied to a stone outcrop on the Tangle, so there would be no easy escape on his back.

      Jago cocked his head, a large vulture in a long black cloak. He smiled slightly at her, as if she were a petulant child. “No answer for me?”

      Elle rolled her eyes. “What do you want?”

      He raised his eyebrows, his smile widening. “You, Ariella. I thought I’d made myself perfectly clear.” He pushed back a lock of her hair and stroked her cheek with a thumb.

      The gesture was exactly like Kai’s. She couldn’t stop the shudder of disgust that ran through her. His gaze turned intense, as if he enjoyed the thought that she found him distasteful.

      “I want you. And I’d prefer it if you came willingly, but I’ll have you, and every drop of power in your veins, either way.” He leaned closer, until his face was a breath from hers. “I need a queen. Someone powerful in her own right—”

      He stopped and reared back, his thumb digging deeper into her cheek. He frowned and leaned swiftly in again, sniffing at her neck. Then he started laughing. He let go of her and she fell back against Aquilon’s flank, the horse’s warmth welcome after those cold, hard hands. She could still feel Jago’s touch. Her cheek itched.

      “How is Kaiserian? My brother has proved surprisingly resourceful. Although it’s very impertinent of him to bed my bride. Still, I won’t hold it against you. After all, half of the Thorn court couldn’t resist him—why would you?”

      Elle shook her head, utterly bewildered. Jago was smiling viciously. He moved close to her again, this time his whole body stretched, just a fingernail away, along the length of hers.

      She was struggling to breathe. Between Jago’s roiling heat, Aquilon’s warm flank, and the flames dancing through her own blood, she could scarcely keep her thoughts straight. She needed to get away.

      “I knew there was heat between those legs.” He licked her neck, “But you picked the wrong brother if you want to be queen. From now on that fire belongs to me and me alone.”

      It was the rasp of his wet tongue on her neck that snapped through her paralyzing fear.

      She pushed him away and wiped her neck with her sleeve. “Don’t touch me. You’re disgusting.”

      The smile vanished from Jago’s face and his eyes brightened, flame burning behind their depths. Then, catching himself, he shrugged and snorted out a laugh, although it sounded forced to Elle. The Ashlords chuckled along with him. Sycophants. It made her lip curl.

      “Ahh, the loyal Grace. If only you’d shown this loyalty to your people rather than wasting it on my brother.”

      Elle raised her chin, breaking eye contact with Jago. He was trying to goad her, to distract her. The Ashlords had edged forward slowly, tightening the circle around her. If she was going to escape, she needed to do it soon.

      Jago kept droning on, closing the gap between them. Elle’s skin crawled at the thought of him touching her again.

      “He’s always had such a talent for convincing women to trust him. Do you trust him, Your Grace?” The question was strangely intent, as if Jago really wanted to know.

      “Yes,” snapped Elle.

      Jago reached out one long, skeletal finger, tutting as Elle flinched backward from it. He drew a burning line down her chest, stopping between her breasts. “Aren’t you missing something?”

      The change of topic threw Elle, along with the half-formed plan she’d made for escape. She shook her head and looked down, reflexively touching her own chest in the same spot Jago had.

      He could only mean her star necklace. But how would he know about it? Why would he care?

      Jago smiled the smile of a shadowcat, all predatory triumph. “Where’s your Key, Ariella?”

      “What?”

      An eyebrow raise, and then a burst of genuine high-pitched laughter. He backed away from her and flicked his eyes up and down her body. “You’re children, all of you. You don’t even realize what you have.” His smile widened, “Or should I say, had.”

      Elle’s mind was racing. She’d misplaced it, forgotten to put it on. That was all. But the way he was smiling at her…

      “Did he tell you he’s next in line for the throne? That if I don’t ascend, he will?”

      She didn’t react. The corners of Jago’s mouth turned up.

      “Did he tell you he has pyromantic ability? So small as to hardly be worth anything,” he shrugged, “but enough that either of us could be the prophesied Flame? The king Illyzia has waited centuries for? And all either of us needs is you, your precious Godstars…” he trailed off, making sure he had her attention, “And your Key.”

      Elle shook her head. “You don’t know Kai at all. He doesn’t want that.”

      “Don’t I?” The smiled snapped off his face and he stroked that long, burning finger down her skin once again before jabbing her in the chest. “What man would say no to sitting on a throne?”

      Kai’s earlier words echoed through her mind. I would do anything to save my people. No. He would never. It was a mistake. She had taken off the necklace to swim and forgotten to put it back on. That was all. Maybe it had dropped out of her pile of clothes when she was dressing. Maybe he’d found it and kept it for her. Maybe…

      No. This was what Jago wanted, for her to doubt not just herself, but also the people closest to her. It was only an old necklace, maybe an Artefact. Nothing special. Certainly not a key to anything.

      She needed to get away from him and his lies now. The smoke seemed thinner, the air slightly clearer. She raised her head to the sky, letting the small white flakes spiraling down cool her face and her worries. The spell seemed to be getting stronger, the snow coming more heavily.

      Elle couldn’t keep her mind off Jago’s words. It couldn’t be true. Kai had proven himself an ally again and again, he had helped her unlock her magic.

      She shook her head mutely, sagging against Aquilon. “It’s not true.”

      “Where is he right now? Safe in your fortress of a hearthome?” Jago was smugly confident. “It’s a pity he has the Key, but I have the Grace. This round still goes to me, I think.”

      The mention of Sylve reminded Elle of Adron, and her sudden burst of anger burned off the self-pity that had kept her quiet. She ducked her head so that Jago couldn’t see her thinking. Let him think her cowed.

      He tsked. “Poor Ariella. No one to trust. And no one to save you.”

      A wind whipped across the Tangle, sending the falling snow swirling in crazed white clouds. The cold was welcome against her skin. At some point, the raging heat in her core had abated, and she hadn’t noticed. Now that she had, it felt like breathing out. She hadn’t saved the town, but the fire wouldn’t claim the entire Everwood.

      Elle moved her hand slowly behind her back, drawing a starmark, hoping the darkness would hide her subtle motions.

      The snap of Jago’s fingers made her look up in fright.

      “Eron, the shackles.” The largest Ashlord moved forward, the bundle he held rattling as he extended it toward Jago.

      A headache flashed into existence in her temples even as Jago spoke. “Clockwork. But don’t worry about breaking these ones. You and your fiancé…” He shook his head, “Poor boy, does he know about your whoring around? You helped us perfect the mechanisms. And the other one… the poor copy…” He snapped his fingers and shook his head and if trying to remember, “Aah, yes. Magla. Turned out she was good for something.”

      The pain in Elle’s head increased as Jago stepped closer. The worry she felt about Magla’s fate quickly gave way to rising panic about her own. The cuffs were much larger than any regular ones she’d seen, the thick bracelets studded with cogs and keys. They were circlets of clockwork, the pieces orbiting the solid metal base.

      They ticked away perfectly, no sign of strain like on the clockwork birds that Jago had sent to watch her for weeks. She tried to push down her rising panic at the thought of being chained and kept captive by this man.

      Jago was positively glowing with glee now, and the Ashlords were watching with fierce intensity. Elle pressed her hand to Aquilon’s back, transferring the starmark she’d drawn.

      Everything seemed frozen for a second, and then she felt Aquilon’s muscles bunch behind her. The giant horse reared, throwing his head back and snapping his reins.

      Jago’s head jerked upward, following the movement.

      It was all she needed.

      She threw herself sideways, sprinting toward The Whisperers. Shouts came from behind her and the clank of armor as the Ashlords pushed themselves into a run, their heavy armor slowing them by precious seconds. From the corner of her eye, Elle saw Aquilon rear again in front of Jago, blocking his path to her.

      The Whisperers were steps away, but the old heavy door was shut. She prayed it wasn’t bolted. She ran at it shoulder first, hand reaching for the handle even as she heaved her body against it.

      The door swung open and she tumbled into the dark entrance hall, falling to the old, pitted floor. The broken mosaic tiles that covered it tore at her hands, but the pain was minor, easy to ignore in her panic.

      Her bleeding hands slipped as she pushed herself up. She’d just scrambled to her feet when the floor began to shake.

      She stumbled agonizingly slowly toward the still open door, desperately shouting out Felo marks as she ran. If she’d ever needed luck, it was now. They sprang into being, feeling strangely oily. She pushed them into the heavy door, her magic and arms feeling too weak for the task.

      The Ashlord in the cat armor was visible—definitely not the friend Kai had thought he was—his long legs quickly closing the distance to the hearthome. Elle pushed harder, pulling more and more marks into existence until the door was glowing golden with an oily sheen of magic. It slammed shut with such a force it threw Elle backward.

      She tumbled across the shuddering floor, her eyes glued to the door. Its boards were straining, the starmarks flashing out of existence as the pressured wood stretched them thinner and thinner. She needed to get back to the door and bar it, she needed to shore up the magic, while she made a plan to get the char out of here.

      Her heart was beating so fast it was hard to concentrate. The memory of the ticking cuffs loomed large. She tried to push herself to her feet again. The ground was still trembling beneath her and she winced as her palms were ripped further by the broken mosaic tiles. Blood was flowing freely from her left hand now, and it smeared across the floor. She felt like a trapped insect, scrabbling frantically for freedom before it drowned.

      The fading light of the oily starmarks glinted off the worn mosaic. Tiled women with red hair and broken faces stared back at her as she heard the first splinter of wood.

      The last of the Felo starmarks died, leaving her in the dark. Her breathing was coming in short, sharp pants. The floor was shaking wildly beneath her now, making it impossible to stand up, but she preferred the idea of an uncertain death if The Whisperers collapsed rather than the certain enslavement of Jago.

      Another crack. A shard of dancing, dark red light. Fire. Panic helped her drag a last splinter of magic into being—a single Felo mark, thrown at the bar still hanging loosely alongside the door. If she could get it up, it would help her gain precious minutes. The starmark flew from her fingers as the door smashed open. She was all out of luck.

      She lifted an arm at the sudden flare of fiery light. The floor bucked wildly again, throwing Jago and his men backward.

      Elle saw the last, lone mark she’d conjured splash into Jago, and then the floor fell away beneath her, dropping her into darkness.
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        “They refuse to speak to me, to advise me. They don’t understand—I am not like them. I never wanted this.”

        Ellyrian, The Lost Grace

        

      

      Her scream followed her down into the dark. Very, very far down into the dark.

      Fiery light flared above her as Jago and his men rushed to investigate, but the light got smaller and smaller—as if the floor was closing itself above her. She fell the last few feet in complete darkness, her heart in her throat, bottling up another scream, and landed in something soft and spongy. It absorbed her weight, slowing her fall and then springing back, bouncing her a little.

      Small specks of light drifted upward, thrown free by the movement. Flamemoths. They floated through the air, their soft illumination enough for Elle to see she’d landed in a net of roots. She must be far underground, deep beneath The Whisperers. She crawled to the edge of the roots and the moths followed her, drawn to the motion.

      She clambered out of the net, her muscles so exhausted it took a few tries to hoist herself over the raised lip and onto the hard marble floor next to it. The flamemoths illuminated only a small circle around her.

      She tried to summon a starmark—not a Felo mark, her good luck seemed to have run out—but it wouldn’t come. She’d pushed too hard and too fast to summon the snow storm.

      She walked slowly forward, eyes on the ground, careful of any other surprise falls. She came to a wall and the flamemoths swarmed around her, illuminating a beautiful, richly colored mural. It showed a copper-haired woman, arm raised against the night, a small wooden house behind her.

      Stairs curled their way downward and Elle followed them, slowly, testing each one before trusting her full weight to it. More copper-haired women were pictured on the walls—some in fighting stances, like the first one, some healing others, or growing seedlings into mighty trees. There was one pictured in front of a soaring, crystal tower. Cythia.

      This was the story of the Vale of Astyria, of the Graces—the story of her. She trailed her fingers across the images of women who looked like her—copper hair, strong faces, impractical busts.

      She felt the panic induced by Jago fade further with each step. This was like coming home. Every one of these woman had faced something like she was facing, and they’d survived. Survived and built an entire kingdom. This was her heritage.

      The final painting bordered a heavy copper door. It showed a woman looking up at a huge hearthome—at Sylve. This must be Judith, her grandmother. Elle touched the face of the small figure, feeling a bittersweet tug at her heart.

      She turned to the door. It shone softly in the gentle light of the flamemoths, welcoming. There was no handle.

      Elle looked at her hand. Blood was still oozing slowly from the cut. It always came down to this. She pressed her hand to the door and it thrummed, shining brighter with the contact.

      There was faint snick, loud in the silence of these underground stairs, and Elle pushed the door open. It swung back easily.

      The space beyond was dark, but Elle could feel its size—an enormous chamber lay beyond.

      She stepped forward. It was strangely warm, and the ground began to shine gently as she moved into the room.

      Light spread out from her feet, running through the floor like channels of a shallow river, spilling and brightening, its gentle golden glow illuminating the underground chamber.

      There were trees in here, and they seemed to awaken as the floor under them began to glow. Tightly curled leaves spread open and giant pink blossoms unfurled, fluttering in a breeze only they could feel. A soft, organic rustle filled the chamber and Elle gaped, turning in a circle as the room revealed itself to be a large underground arbor. She caught a glimpse of something white through the trees and headed for it.

      It was a statue of a woman—a short, curvy woman with long flowing hair. Elle would have bet her life on that hair being red if the statue were alive. It was a statue of a Grace. She saw another white statue in the distance, then another.

      A gentle cough came from behind her.

      She spun, heart climbing back up her throat, panic at Jago finding her returning, fast and irrational. One of the white figures stood near her. Except, as she watched, this figure’s white cast was fading, color returning to her face, her clothes—and to her copper Grace’s hair.

      The face looked almost exactly like Heskia’s, but the eyes were different. They were warm, and lightly lined, from a life spent smiling.

      It was her mother.

      “You,” she breathed.

      Ellentyre titled her head. “Not quite.”

      The voice was musical, and light. It was a tone Elle had never heard from Heskia.

      “How?”

      Her mother gave a little shrug and winked at her. “Magic.”

      Elle couldn’t help it—she laughed, and her mother joined her, the sound ringing out and filling the room. It fit here. This was a happy place.

      Her mother reached out a hand, the white fading from it entirely, and gently touched Elle’s cheek. Elle closed her eyes and leaned into the touch, her heart swelling and breaking all at once. This wasn’t real, her mother was dead, but, oh Stars, it felt real.

      “How is this possible? How are you here?” Elle gestured around. “Are all the Graces here alive?”

      “No one except you is alive here, Elle,” her mother’s mouth turned down slightly, “But small pieces of us remain here, for the current Grace, in her time of greatest need.”

      Elle shook her head, heartsore and confused. “I don’t understand. What is this?”

      Her mother smiled and took both of Elle’s hands in hers. “This, my daughter, is how you win.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get your free ebooks

          

        

      

    

    
      Not ready to leave the Vale of Stars just yet?

      Get both prequel novellas for free when you sign up for Hailey’s mailing list.

      

      Click here for your free books

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      My first thank you is to you, my readers, for buying (or borrowing) this book, and following Elle on her adventures. I hope you had as much fun reading this book as I did writing it!

      Then, of course, thank you to Laura Shortridge for her excellent and eagle-eyed editing. Any mistakes in the book are entirely my own doing.

      Thanks again to Jo Painter for this devastatingly gorgeous cover art. It is such a joy to see this scene come to life.

      To Rochelle and Kira, Camila and the Core5, thank you for being my champions and number one fans, your encouragement means the world. Writing a book is a long and sometimes lonely journey, and having people cheering you from the sidelines is priceless!

      And lastly, but never ever leastly, to Mary, for everything, always.

    

  

cover.jpeg






