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PROLOGUE


She stumbled through the trees toward the river. Half blind with tears, she clutched her father’s hunting knife, not that it would help her. There were too many, she was too weak… and they were gaining on her. A panicked look over her shoulder. Four torches bobbed through the forest behind her. Branches tore at her face, her breath came hot in her throat, her head throbbed, and her thoughts were muddled.

Smoke on the wind.

She was almost at the river. Rushing water. Her boots sank into softer soil, mud sucking at her feet. She put a hand over her breast pocket, feeling the tiny body there, the last link she had to her father. A dog bayed and someone called something to his companion.

She stumbled forward, the cold water rushing into her boots and up her legs, then swallowing her body. She let the current carry her downstream, to where the banks were thick with old growth. She glimpsed the night sky through the canopy, celestial bodies that cared nothing of her plight. They’d seen worse come and go.

She knew the tree she sought, could find it in the light of day or the dark of night, though it looked like so many others. She and her brother had discovered it years ago, delighting in the horror and secrecy of the place. They’d sworn to keep the knowledge of it to themselves until the rest of their siblings were old enough to cope with the danger of reaching it.

Overhead, her moth fluttered, keeping track of her; but where she needed to hide, he could not follow. He would wait and let her know when it was safe for her to come out.

Still gasping for air and her lungs burning from the run, the tree’s thick, twisted roots, which looked haunted and frightening, were the most welcome sight in the world. The riverbank was a vertical mud cliff, about the height of a man, riddled with stones and laced with gnarly roots that had been exposed over the years by flowing water.

Not far away, her stalkers argued, searched, branches and twigs snapping.

She hooked a hand under a root of the ancient tree and pulled herself under. Water filled her ears, drowning out the sounds of pursuit. Her mind quailed, as it always did when she went into these roots, her imagination conjuring toothy predators, water snakes, flesh-eating fish. Her fears warred with the truth: this was her home; she knew this river and this forest as well as she knew her own face. Nothing would hurt her here, and best of all, no one would find her.

It was too dark to see anything, but she knew what to feel for. She pulled herself down first, hand over hand, gripping the roots, dragging herself along. She slithered through until she felt the root with the sharp bend. Now she needed to ascend. Her head broke the surface and she sucked in a gasp of dank, earthy air. She opened her eyes but remained blind as she crawled out of the water, dragging herself up into the pocket of air trapped beneath this great tree. She could hear nothing of the outside world in this cradle of roots and mud—it was fully insulated and felt as far from the real world as the stars were from the soil. She lay down, panting, sensing for Morpho. He was so faint, barely a wisp. Her wet hair had wrapped itself around her neck and felt like a noose. She scraped it away and closed her eyes. Her body rested; her heart began to slow. Her head ached where she’d been struck and she found herself unable to think. When she tried to process why she had run, why she was hiding down here, her mind hit a wall. She only knew that she had to stay down here until there was no air left, because behind that barrier in her memory was something very bad: She’d lost everything and everyone. She and Morpho were utterly and completely alone now. She listened to her own breathing and tried not to remember. It hurt too much.

Eventually, she fell into a dreamless sleep.

Over her head, men searched and fires burned.


PART 1


ONE
VESPER


As Vesper entered the Royal Gardener’s workshop, humid air and the scents of moss and soil curled around her like a hug. Portia sat at the end of the long worktable that occupied the bulk of the room.

The building was part rustic lab, part greenhouse: a long narrow building attached to the east side of Solana’s palace, with a courtyard just in front, and gardens and hothouses sprawling before it. The rear wall was made of stone, but the rest of aged planks. Thick rafters supported a copper roof and solid beams made up the window frames—around which flowering vines crawled. Immediately bordering the outer wall was a garden containing the botanicals of every Calyx in the retinue.

Portia, barely visible behind an easel as she read from the large tome open in front of her, looked up when Vesper came in, brightening. Vesper still wore her workout clothes: a bralette and a pair of cotton shorts that ensured the majority of her skin was bare, so less raw materials were lost. Once the fragrant sweat had soaked into fabric it was of no use anymore.

Portia got to her feet. “You could have taken the time to bathe and change. Grab one of the spare wraps. Where is Morpho?”

“Just refueling. He’ll join us soon.”

Vesper’s skin was no longer damp with sweat, the pollinators had harvested it all, but the heady scent of her cereus blossoms left a trail of perfume. She plucked a green silk robe from one of the brass hooks behind the door and shrugged it on, tying the belt as she went over to the gardener, passing the chaos and clutter of Portia’s work. Empty pots of all sizes and materials, seedlings just coming to life, trays of bulbs, packets of seeds, soil samples, notebooks, textbooks, gardening tools, ampoules of mysterious liquids, test tubes, and testing kits sprawled across the workshop tables. Portia, who had never been Calyx, was nevertheless equal to the task of leading them. She knew how to get the best out of her retinue. She had once worked for the queen of Boskaya, a notoriously difficult monarch to please.

Portia’s brown and yellow finch familiar, Siksin, was asleep in a makeshift nest made out of a kerchief. The Royal Gardener had a full head of curly brown hair that hid her ears, but Vesper knew their tips were softening. The laugh lines at the corners of her eyes were barely visible, but her little bird had slowed down a lot and gone gray around the beak. It made Vesper’s heart ache to see how much he had aged since she joined the Calyx two years ago. At thirty-two—the youngest Honorable Gardener on record—Portia was past the prime of her flora fae magic. When it dissipated altogether, Siksin would die and Portia would no longer be able to conjure echinacea. This was the tragedy of being flora fae, which the Calyx mostly didn’t talk about. Vesper couldn’t bear the thought of losing Morpho, but she’d lost so many loved ones already that she knew she’d survive. Once, she believed that the pain of loss might actually kill her, but now she knew better. Grief never went away entirely, but it backed into the shadows enough to let normal life resume. One day she might even be happy again.

She took a seat on the stool Portia offered, giddy with anticipation. “When Teyvik told me my reports were ready, I couldn’t wait.”

The gardener took her own chair again. “Honestly, Vesper, you don’t need to treat every summons like an emergency. But I understand. You’ve been working hard and I know you’re keen to see your results. Believe me, I’m keen to show them to you.”

Quarterly sales results were calculated by palace accountants whose sole responsibility was to Solana’s Perfumery. They delivered the reports to Portia as they were ready, and she reviewed them before going over them privately with each of her flora fae. But the reports arrived in alphabetical order, which meant Vesper was third to last, ahead of only Wisteria and Zinnia. Even the flora fae connected to ylang ylang had chosen the binomial name Cananga for herself.

Quarter ends were either a time to celebrate or a time for disappointment. Even so, their work carried on, and Vesper was scheduled to work tonight’s ball.

Eyes shining with pleasure, Portia produced the familiar green envelope stamped with the stylized cereus blossoms that were Vesper’s brand. Handing it over, the gardener propped her chin in one hand to watch. Vesper’s folders were always thick, but this one was the heaviest yet.

She unwrapped the delicate thread and opened the folder. The top sheet held the quarter’s sum total, and Vesper’s gaze went straight to the bottom of the page. She stared at the royalty number, her share of sales. It was enough to buy a section of land, maybe not on a coastline, but still… she wondered if there had been some kind of tallying error.

There was more.

The top sheet included the names of several other Calyx whose compounds had been used in formulas that were predominantly Vesper’s. Her own name appeared on many other top sheets, because cereus was useful as a preservative, among other things. Those royalties would be tallied on the sheet behind this one.

Portia laughed at the look on Vesper’s face. “I went over the results twice with Kieran. Your colognes are a hit. Especially Eclipse and Chamfron. I thought last quarter set a record, but you’ve nearly doubled your royalties this quarter. I’m so proud of you.”

Vesper shook her head in amazement. When Portia had taken a chance on the ragged, nineteen-year-old urchin who appeared unannounced and uninvited at Solana’s gates, Vesper had prayed that she wouldn’t disappoint the gardener. She’d been told how lucky she was by more people than she could count. The previous Royal Gardener, a male named Ilishec, would never have accepted a flora fae of her age. Portia had changed a few things when she took over, and one of them was to keep an open mind when older fae with unique abilities came along. It helped that Vesper’s botanical, while not overly rare, blossomed only once a year and for only twelve hours. She could produce the stunning, richly scented cactus blossoms at will and prolifically.

For her first four months as Calyx, Vesper’s raw materials were barely usable. It was only when she overheard Peony warning Lily how emotional distress could ruin batches for weeks that she realized what was wrong: she was letting trauma participate in everything she was doing. She sought Portia’s advice, artfully dodging the gardener’s gentle inquiries about the details. Portia gave Vesper a list of simple instructions, a relaxation and focusing routine to go through before every workout session. It wasn’t easy, but it eventually worked. Now, before any workout session, Vesper spent nearly an hour putting her mind into a state of complete tranquility. She’d managed to master her mind so well that sometimes it took her several minutes after a workout to remember the fake name she’d given Portia. Within two months of adding this practice, and with the addition of Mrs. Tierney’s elixirs, Vesper’s products began to sell out, first the ladies’ perfumes, now the men’s line.

“You’ve made the top ten, Vesper,” Portia told her, eyes shining with pride. “To think the filthy little orphan who begged me for a chance would rise to such heights, and in less than two years. I knew you would be a star; I just didn’t know you’d achieve it so quickly. You really are living a dream.”

Vesper wasn’t sure what to say to this. Once, her life had been a dream. Once, she’d been an innocent faeling with a loving family. Once, she’d harvested sunflowers with her mother, squished grapes with her bare feet alongside her father, dug forts into hillsides with her brothers, and rode horses bareback, reaching up for branches so she could swing up into the trees. In one night, her life had turned into a nightmare; everything had changed. Now, this was her life: perfumes and parties, workouts, chemistry, flowers, and orphanhood. Now, she had a beautiful apartment all her own, the most luxurious gowns and the finest food anyone could want, and many other distractions besides, distractions that helped her ignore the dark and hollow place inside her. Heart or soul, she wasn’t sure which was empty. Maybe both.

Portia went over Vesper’s latest chemical profiles, discussing the important ones in detail and giving her feedback on how she could increase the output of these, while decreasing the less desirable isolates.

“Teyvik has confirmed that some of your compounds will be useful for the new cosmetics line,” Portia said as she tucked away the profile results.

Vesper perked at the mention of the as-yet undeveloped line of beauty products that Portia had convinced the queen to take a risk on. Cosmetics were an opportunity that had only become achievable when the right blend of Calyx were engaged with the retinue—and Vesper was a key, for without some of her isolates, cosmetics wouldn’t be possible at all—and the right chemists were on staff. Vesper’s heart beat faster thinking about the possibilities that lay ahead. Every gold sovereign she earned was a brick with which she could build a secure future for herself and Morpho.

“I suspect that this quarter’s performance might be only the beginning for you, my dear.” Portia smiled at Vesper’s eagerness. “But I want you to take time off to rest and recuperate before we tackle the new formulations.”

Vesper wilted. She never knew what to do with time off. She was happiest when every minute of her day was occupied.

“I really don’t need it. I promise.”

“It’s not a suggestion, Vesper,” said Portia. “Burning out is not an option. You’re too important. Let me rephrase: you’ve made yourself too important. This is what it means to be among the top ten.”

“But I’ve never felt further from burning out. I⁠—”

Portia held up her hand to stop her. “Now that we’ve gone over the numbers, let’s move on to the health and happiness portion of your review.”

Vesper braced herself. She’d been through enough of these to know what was coming.

Portia’s earth-brown eyes softened. “I cannot possibly tell you that I’m disappointed with you in any way, Vesper. You are fit and strong and as exquisite as any fae among the retinue, but I still have concerns that you’re isolating yourself from the rest of the retinue. Have you made any good friends that I’m not aware of?”

“Well, Stefanos and I⁠—”

“I’ve spoken to Stefanos. He told me that after he helped you with your cologne formulations, you ditched him.”

Vesper’s cheeks heated. Portia made her sound so fickle, or worse, like a user, which… wasn’t wrong.

“I didn’t… ditch him, exactly.”

The gardener’s forehead pleated. “You take all your down time alone, even your meals. Rose, Lily, Daisy, Iris, Nympha, Jessamine… they’ve all at one time or another tried to befriend you, and they’ve all reported the same thing: You’re polite but distant. You’ve made it impossible for anyone to get to know you. Some say you’re cold, and they all say that it’s obvious that you don’t want friends.”

“Well, I don’t,” said Vesper apologetically. “I’m sorry, but my botanical is a cactus, Gardener. I don’t mean to be prickly, but it is my personality.”

Portia’s expression turned skeptical. “You’re not really using that as an excuse, are you?”

“Why not? Gardenia cries if her elixirs are too alkaline. Hydrangea faints if she doesn’t get enough water, and Rose gets fatigued if she has too much water too close to sundown. Why is it so hard to believe that I’m better off alone?”

Portia let out a weary sigh. “You want to go down that road, Vesper, fine, I’ll use your own logic against you. Plants in the wild develop symbiotic relationships with other plants. Cereus appreciates a warm, dry environment, which plenty of other botanicals also prefer. Even Ilishec documented how much better flora fae do when they have a network to support them, the same as all plants—and animals too, I might add.”

Vesper chewed her lip. “But being a loner hasn’t hurt my earnings or my performance.”

“I can’t argue with you there, but with the right support, you might even reach number one.”

Vesper gave Portia a blank look. She didn’t care about being number one; she only cared that she made enough to afford any kind of life she wanted when her time here was done.

Portia could see that Vesper wasn’t tempted and took another approach. “You act as though I’m expecting you to become the life of every party, but that’s not it at all. By next quarter, I need to see that you’ve developed a friendly relationship with at least one other fae. It’s not too much to ask, and I promise you’ll be surprised by how much it benefits you.”

Vesper slouched, defeated. “Fine.”

“Good girl.” Portia glanced at the clock. “You’d better go. Olinya wants to see you early. I’m sorry to have missed Morpho. How is he?”

“He’s well, Gardener. Healthy and strong.”

“Wonderful. Happy to hear that.”

The gardener walked her to the door. “I don’t expect to see you for one full week, unless you’re lounging on the lawn sipping an elixir. Got it?”

“Yes, Gardener.”

“And have Morpho come and see me as soon as possible.”

“I will, Gardener.”

A health check for every familiar was part of the quarterly meeting, but Morpho hated being checked over. Vesper knew he had dawdled, hoping to be forgotten altogether. She couldn’t blame him. Checkups were stressful. They had hidden Morpho’s unusual magic, afraid that his ability might be held against them. There wasn’t a soul in Solana who knew that Morpho could take the form of any moth he chose, and even some that didn’t exist in nature. Vesper didn’t know how Portia would react if she found out, so whenever they weren’t alone, Morpho remained in the luna moth shape that he’d been in when they’d first walked through the city gates.
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After a quick supper, washed down by one of Mrs. Tierney’s elixirs, Vesper hurried to her rooms on the second floor in the East Keep of the palace, already dreaming up ways of keeping herself busy: She would hunt and go for long, solitary rides. And she would lure Teyvik aside to see if he’d give her a specific list of compounds he needed for the cosmetics line. Certain isolates were harder to produce, requiring more control over the flow of magic through her body. If she had a better idea of what he needed, then she could practice.

Morpho was still out in the garden, but he’d come in when Vesper went to the tailors’ den to be dressed. She bathed, shampooing her hair and washing with an unscented soap that wouldn’t interfere with her natural fragrance. As she dried herself with a fluffy towel, she hummed the music of one of the dances the Calyx would be performing that evening, going through the steps in her mind.

After putting on a slip, she wrapped herself in a robe of hand-painted silk, pale pink cereus blossoms cascading along her back. One of the palace embroiderers had stitched Morpho’s likeness over her chest.

Several other Calyx were already in the den, standing on the tailoring pedestals and having their costumes fitted. A pair of couturiers had Vesper step up on her own platform, positioned in front of three mirrors. Her job was to stand still, lift her arms when asked, and patiently endure the application of skirts, a structured bodice, and a headdress. Olinya’s gowns never failed to draw gasps from the crowd, but Vesper had grown accustomed to their lavish construction and beauty. This one was ink blue with pale pink and white blossoms painted in a spray across the skirt. Boning ensured the bodice—which was backless—stayed in place.

Once the gown had been assembled around her, Vesper was sent to a vanity table. She watched for Morpho to arrive while a makeup artist painted her face, her back, and down one arm. Portia favored body art and the enhancing of the Calyx’s already exotic features with cosmetics that came all the way from Stavarjak. Some said they’d been imported from the Terran realm. Vesper had overheard some of the more senior Calyx complain privately about the addition of paint; it wasn’t something Ilishec had ever used. But the newer Calyx loved how it further enhanced their beauty. Vesper didn’t care either way. Balls were where popularity was forged, customers cultivated, royalties boosted. Whatever would help her leave the Calyx with the fattest purse possible, she would willingly endure, she just wished it didn’t take quite so long or tickle quite so much.

Her costume complete, her hair done, her dancing slippers donned, Vesper left the tailors’ den and made her way to the lounge where the first shift of Calyx waited for the flutes to trill. Pushing through the big double doors, she cast about the parlor for Morpho.

Jessamine, Aster, and Rose—an inseparable threesome—sat on overstuffed upholstery, sipping nectar and chatting, each dressed in one of Olinya’s jaw-dropping creations. Skimming over them and a cluster of male Calyx, looking dashing and colorful, Vesper frowned when she didn’t see her moth. When he hadn’t come to the den, she expected he’d be waiting for her here, ready to perform. Familiars had important parts in performances too.

Aster held a delicate flute of green liquid in her long, thin fingers. Her familiar, a leafcutter bee named Chile, sat on top of her dark curls. “What’s wrong, Vesper? You look worried.”

“Have you seen Morpho?”

Jessamine looked over her shoulder, her gray eyes lined with sparkly kohl, her long brunette curls stacked on top of her head. Her bat sat on her shoulder, a tiny dark shape no larger than an acorn, watching with glistening ink-drop eyes. He shook his head. Vesper wasn’t sure if he was shaking something out of his ear, or saying No, we haven’t seen your moth. She guessed it was the latter. Jessamine’s familiar was frightfully intelligent.

“Not since earlier today, in the garden,” said Jessamine.

But Rose said: “I saw him in the hall after I came out of the den. He looked like he was headed for your apartment.”

Vesper thanked her and left the room, hurrying so that she would be back in time. She returned to her suite, calling for him as she entered. Most Calyx knew where their familiar was at all times through the magic that linked them, but Vesper and Morpho had never been strongly connected in that way. They could feel one another’s presence and emotions only when they were physically close to one another. He could pick up on her thoughts if they were directed at him, but he couldn’t return any thoughts back to her. She didn’t know whether that was her failing or his; however, they had developed other ways of communicating, utilizing Morpho’s unique magic.

As she searched the room, she sensed an increase in anxiety that did not belong to her, coming from the direction of her writing desk. She spied her familiar there, perched on the side of a feather quill, and moved toward him with relief. But Morpho’s antennae twitched madly, and she covered a cry with her hand when she saw the reason for his agitation.

On the blotter, making small individual circles in perfect unison, were more than a dozen large black houseflies: fat, with buzzing wings, also in unison, and little hooked feet that Vesper could hear scratching the surface of her blotter. A cold feeling stalked through her. Flies didn’t particularly bother her, but here in her private quarters, she disliked having any insect that wasn’t a familiar. The fact that these flies were moving in unison didn’t help. It looked like they were under some kind of spell.

“Shoo!” She waved a hand over them hoping they would break formation and leave through the open window. “Or I’ll squash you all flat.”

At the sound of her voice, the flies did break out of their dizzying circles. They began to crawl in different directions, and as they did so, their bodies lit up, turning first red, then orange. They reminded her of fireflies, but these insects were much less pleasant. Her breath caught when tiny columns of smoke began to drift up from their bodies. This was a spell, there was no mistaking it. The flies burned up as they crawled, each leaving a trail of ash and soot behind, until there was nothing remaining but the lines on her blotter—lines that formed words, as though written by an invisible hand. The message made her blood turn to ice.

I know where you are. I know what you’ve done. Your time is short, Darkstar.

She stopped breathing, her heartbeat like thunder in her ears. She closed her eyes. “It’s not real. I’m seeing things.”

But when she opened her eyes, the message remained, glaring at her in charred cursive. The threat of it seemed to crawl off the page and lunge at her throat. Morpho fluttered to her and she put out a hand for him. He crawled up her arm, and his anxiety was now also hers. Someone knew her surname… her real surname, not the fake one she’d given Portia when she’d been hired.

Your time is short, Darkstar.

Her time was short for what? For being a Calyx? For living in Solana? For living at all?

Vesper shivered, suddenly freezing in the warmth of her apartment.


TWO
REGALIS


Regalis peeled off his dusty travel clothing, leaving it in a heap on the floor. He glanced at the clock. He had just enough time to bathe and eat before reporting for duty at tonight’s ball. He hadn’t been scheduled for it, but one of the other Fahyli was ill; so when the crofter had asked if he had the energy to work tonight, he’d said yes. Now he wished he hadn’t. The journey back from Archelia had been windy and arduous, and debriefing King Agir and the crofter had been tense.

He crossed to the long set of windows lining one wall of his apartment and lifted the latch of the one nearest Ferrugin’s perch. His familiar had fed herself and was now on her way home. Regalis continued into his bathing room and opened the taps over the copper tub, letting it fill with steaming hot water. Easing into the bath, he groaned as the heat soaked into every muscle and joint, all the way to his marrow. Wishing he could soak until his fingertips pruned, he instead scrubbed away the dust and grime of the journey before tackling his hair. Windblown from the long ride, it seemed to take forever to get the tangles out. As he got out and wrapped himself in a thick green robe, he heard Ferrugin land at the window.

A twinge of pain in his shoulder made him wince, but the sensation had a ghostly quality. Ferrugin had picked up an injury. Her pain manifested in a dull and distant way, sometimes not at all if he was focused on something else. He draped a towel around his neck to absorb the water streaming from his hair and crossed to her perch. His hawk sat on the top rung, her wicked claws curled around the wood. Her beak was open as she watched him, golden eyes unblinking in her pain, one wing partly outstretched.

Thorn, she thought.

Regalis ran his hands along the feathers, probing gently until he found the offending object and pulled it out. It was nearly three inches long and curved.

You were hunting in the ringstrake again, he admonished, referring to a stretch of mountainside where thorny shrubs grew in odd crooked stripes across the land, like someone had tried to plant them in rows after drinking too much ale. A species of plump ground squirrel, one of Ferrugin’s favorite meals, lived beneath the unfriendly shrubs. It wasn’t the first time she’d picked up a puncture wound on the mountainside, and it wouldn’t be the last. It seemed the rodent was a dinner worthy of a little pain.

She didn’t bother to reply, only tucked her head beneath her wing and let out a long sigh, relieved to have the thorn gone. Regalis spun the lid of the healing tincture that Lyndis, one of the palace healers, had made for them after Ferrugin had been injured during Faraçek’s Folly. The tincture was almost three years old. He took a tentative sniff. Satisfied that it hadn’t gone rancid, he applied a little to the puncture wound. Ferrugin was already asleep.

Regalis dressed in plain black leggings and a dark green tunic, lacing it up to his throat. He pulled a supple long-sleeved jacket on for warmth, and was just pulling on a boot when a tap came at his door.

Kite didn’t wait for an answer; she pushed her way in, Panther at her heels. Erasmus, Kite’s familiar, swooped over their heads and went straight for Ferrugin, landing with a squawk. The hawk didn’t lift her head to acknowledge the kite, only squatted down closer to the rung beneath her. Erasmus squawked again and shuffled closer to her, blinking and cocking his head, wanting to socialize.

“I could eat an entire hog,” said Kite, her own hair undone and still damp as it lay in waves across her shoulders, a thick brown mass. It was rare to see it out of braids. “Ready to eat?”

Regalis nodded, pulling on his final boot and getting to his feet.

Panther held something pinched between his ribs and arm. He let it drop, caught it in his hand, then held it out, grinning. “Happy birthday, Reggie.”

Regalis hated being called Reggie, which was precisely why Panther would never stop using it.

Regalis took the package, a book-sized gift wrapped in white paper and tied with a blue bow. “You shouldn’t have.”

Pan gestured that he should open it, so Regalis took off the wrapping and read the title.

“Erotic Poetry by G.R.T. Wood. Great. Thanks,” he deadpanned. “I love ironic gifts.”

Panther’s grin stretched wider as he slapped Regalis on the back. “It’s not ironic. It’ll help you get back in the game.”

Kite held out another gift, this one small and square and wrapped in gold metallic paper. “If that doesn’t work, this should do the trick.”

Regalis took it, suspicion mounting. It was surprisingly heavy. “Why am I suddenly afraid?”

He slipped off the wrapper to reveal a plain gray box of thick cardboard. Silver block lettering stamped on two sides formed the words: Eclipse. For men. Inside was a bottle as elaborate as the box was plain, cloaked with silver and gold filigree.

Regalis laughed. “When have you ever known me to wear cologne?”

“Twenty-four is a good age to start,” said Kite, grinning as widely as Panther had been a moment ago. “Give it a try.”

“I don’t think so,” said Regalis. “But thanks. I appreciate the thought.”

Kite groaned with disappointment. “At least smell it.”

“Maybe after I eat.” Regalis put the gifts on his bookshelf and pushed his friends out of his room. “It’s sad how little you two know me after all the years we’ve worked together.”

It had been years since Regalis had broken up with Gardenia, and both Panther and Kite found it strange that he wasn’t courting anyone else. Panther suspected that Regalis was still heartbroken—no matter how much he insisted that he was fine. Panther thought he was just being noble and keeping his pain to himself. Panther and Peony had been together for over three years, and while their relationship could be volatile, they were happy. Panther wanted everyone he cared for to have that same happiness.

Kite was single, but she enjoyed flirting and dating. Regalis and Kite had grown up together and she’d been confident with the opposite sex for as long as he could remember, unlike her shyer younger sister, Kestrel. It wasn’t that Regalis was insecure, it was that he found meeting new people and telling the same stories over and over exhausting.

Solana City was full of attractive young females, fae and human. Before Faraçek’s Folly, Regalis had fallen for Gardenia, one of the Calyx, a sweet but flighty flora fae who’d shared his passion for quiet evenings, reading, and one-on-one conversation. But a side effect of Gardenia’s magic was that she became emotional at the slightest provocation, growing weepy or anxious under what Regalis considered to be minute amounts of stress. Regalis was even-tempered, calm under fire, and had on occasion been accused of being emotionless. This wasn’t true. He just believed in being in control of himself at all times, something that was impossible for Gardenia.

His steadying presence had become addictive to her, to the point that she had broken protocol in order to be with him. Regalis liked operating by a set of clear principles and regulations; that was part of what had drawn him to the Fahyli in the first place. He knew who he was in the context of the kingdom, he knew where to be and when to be there, and he expected others to behave in a similar manner. In a hierarchy, with a clear set of duties, was where he felt comfortable. He wasn’t rebellious, like Kite, who’d been drawn to the Fahyli for other reasons—she craved adventure, liked using her skills to defend others, liked being part of a team, and was deeply patriotic. They were both loyal, both had given their hearts and their service to Solana, but they each took away something different in return.

The halls of the West Keep were quiet, but the scent of savory dishes grew strong as they reached the dining hall. The hall was chaotic with the usual mealtime hubbub: Fahyli, soldiers, and palace staff—either winding down or preparing for the night shift—were strewn about the room in small groups, seated at the long tables, talking and eating. Laughter punctuated the air.

Panther, Kite, and Regalis went through the buffet lines, filling their plates with roast beef, baked yams, caramelized onions and peppers, salad, and fresh buns glistening with melted butter.

All three of them asked for ale from the server as they seated themselves at an empty table. For several long minutes, no one spoke.

When Regalis felt less empty, he asked Panther around a bite of bread: “Where’s Tully?”

“She and Rialta disappeared into the foothills hours ago,” said Pan with a shrug. “Who knows.”

Fauna fae relationships with their familiars varied wildly. Unlike Panther and Tully, who’d been known to spend days apart, it was rare that Regalis couldn’t sense where Ferrugin was, how far away she was, and in which direction she was traveling. Receiving sight from her happened in Regalis’s mind’s eye, not to his actual vision, but he knew other Fahyli—such as Jessamine—were temporarily disabled when their familiar shared visuals with them, hijacking the flora fae’s own sight. There was no way Regalis would accept becoming blind, even for seconds at a time, while he was hunting or stalking, so the pair devoted hours to honing their skill, and thanks to that self-imposed training, Regalis and Ferrugin had the least disruptive remote viewing of any Fahyli in the kingdom.

Regalis felt eyes on him and caught a blushing serving girl just as she looked away. She glanced back, dimpling. Regalis took another bite of his beef.

“She’s pretty,” said Kite. “I’m happy to see you’re open to humans.”

“I’m not,” said Regalis, if only to shut Kite up, since she thought any female that happened to make eye contact with him was pretty.

Panther glanced at Kite in surprise. “Are you open to humans, Kite? You’re always saying how boring they are.”

“First of all, we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Regalis.” Kite took a sip of her ale. “Who appears to have given up.” If there was a second of all, she didn’t mention it.

“I can’t date two different people every week like you can, Kite,” said Regalis. “It tires me out.”

“Two is a slow week,” muttered Panther.

Kite looked like she was insulted for a second, then made a face admitting he was right. She looked at Regalis. “As long as you don’t go for another Calyx.”

Irritation flared Regalis’s nostrils, and he tamped it down. Kite had bossed him around since they were kids. Some things would never change.

“Why, exactly?”

“We have to discuss the finer points? Gardenia was a nightmare.”

“She wasn’t a nightmare, she’s very sweet. She just wasn’t for me. Besides, they’re not all like Gardenia.”

Kite looked skeptical. “They’re all connected to flowers, which means they’re all fickle and weird. How do you know that who they are when you first fall for them is who they’re going to be ten years down the road?”

“That could be true for anyone, though,” said Panther, defensively. “I’m not who I was a decade ago.”

“A decade ago you were thirteen, of course you’re not the same. You know what I mean,” Kite retorted. “Their magic changes them as it grows, then it changes them again when it fades. By the time they’re forty, if not thirty, they don’t even have magic anymore. They’re not consistent, like us. They’re too volatile.”

Regalis and Panther gave Kite—who was frequently accused of volatility herself—loaded looks.

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be obtuse.”

“How about this for a wild suggestion, Kite”—Regalis speared a forkful of salad, eyeing his childhood friend—“who I date is my business, and we drop the subject. Permanently.”

“Fine,” said Kite. “I’m only trying to help.”

By the time they finished their meal, their eyelids were drooping. On a free evening they’d move to a lounge and play a game or read a book by the fire.

Regalis yawned and Kite shot him a look of sympathy. “You don’t always have to say yes, you know.”

But I do.

It was one of Regalis’s guiding principles. He was jealous that Kite could go straight to bed, but his willingness to be someone the crofter could count on had made him captain of the Fahyli, and that was worth more to Regalis than extra hours of sleep. He said goodnight to his friends, then went to his room to dress.

As he donned the uniform that Fahyli wore to parties, Regalis caught sight of the bottle of cologne Kite had given him. Curious, he screwed off the cap and inhaled the fragrance. A heady, spicy scent curled into his nose, clean, masculine, with a hint of amber. Surprised by how much he liked it, he looked inside the box and found a small folded card stamped with the logo and address of Solana’s Perfumery. The main ingredient was listed as cereus, but that botanical name didn’t ring the bell of recognition that Regalis expected it would. There was no Calyx that went by the name Cereus. Based on the scent, he figured it must come from one of the males. With a shrug, he twisted the cap back on and returned the cologne to the shelf.

Before reporting to the ballroom for duty he took a moment to check Ferrugin’s wing. She chided him for waking her.

If you wanted to be left alone, then you shouldn’t hunt in the ringstrake.

She gave a quork of annoyance but let him dab a little more ointment on her injury. Ferrugin slept in short shifts, taking to the sky for hours, but then being comatose on her perch in between. He often teased her that she had the routine of a puppy.

Regalis headed to the ballroom, hoping there would be fresh coffee available. Doing security at balls was the most tedious of all his jobs. A shot of caffeine would do him wonders.


THREE
VESPER


Vesper stood outside the double doors, which would swing open at any moment to let the Calyx enter the ballroom, trying to look relaxed, her lips curled up in a slight smile. It took everything she had. Fear made her insides feel loose and her hands icy. She stared at the doors, trying to distract herself by studying their beauty. Gold leaf had been applied to the flourishes in the corners and to the wreathed lion’s head crest over the lintel.

“Are you alright, Vesper?” Dahlia asked from behind her, her breath soft on Vesper’s shoulder. “You’re trembling. I can tell because your headdress is vibrating. Are you nervous?”

Vesper dared not make eye contact, concerned the terror would be glaring out of her eyes.

“A little,” she lied. She hadn’t been nervous before a performance for many months now.

Dahlia put a hand on Vesper’s arm to give her a comforting squeeze. “Why is your skin so cold?”

“I’m fine,” whispered Vesper, shaking off Dahlia’s hand.

Dahlia didn’t answer, but Vesper could feel the disbelief and concern leaching from her. Vesper had been part of the Calyx performances for nearly two years and had never shown nerves, not even when she had to demonstrate her magic alone in front of hundreds of guests.

She exhaled with relief when the flutes trilled and the doors swung open. The orchestra’s music swelled and the retinue moved forward, dipping into their dance steps, the females lifting their skirts. The temperature increased several degrees, the ballroom made warm by the crush of bodies crusting its edges and hovering at balconies.

Smiling, Vesper executed the pirouette that showed off her gown before moving forward and into formation. Muscle memory took over, and her body moved through the choreography, even as her eyes combed for unfriendly faces in the crowd. Was the person who sent her the message watching her right now? They claimed to know who she was and what she’d done, but Vesper and Morpho had taken every caution when they’d traveled to Solana, never leaking any information that could lead to their true identities. Vesper had acquired paperwork—which had cost her everything she made from selling her father’s hunting knife—showing that she was Mimi Windward, a citizen of Tryske.

As she swirled around the room, moving as one with the others, the crowd applauded, gasped in delight, gushed about the legendary beauty parading before them. Some had traveled from as far away as the southern tip of Crestina, or the capital of the winter court, Silverfall City. Every face was enraptured, delighted—not a single malevolent expression.

Rose took the center of the ballroom to pirouette and toss up chromatypes—scented ghosts of her signature flower. Ladies in the crowd reached for the mystic blossoms as they drifted overhead. Those who managed to catch one against their skin were rewarded when the chromatype burst, leaving a delicate rose perfume on their hands, wrists, hair, or face. The fragrance would last a few hours before fading, long enough to make a guest wish they owned a bottle. Rose’s perfumes would experience a surge in sales.

Lily and Gardenia took turns showing off their fragrances before the music wound down. Being the center of attention was a privilege that rotated through the ranks of the Calyx, but not all Calyx were connected to botanicals that made good perfumes. Some conjured real blooms from the pots of soil placed strategically throughout the ballroom. Gladiolus, Dahlia, Hyacinth, and Cyclamen would see their bulbs ordered by the sackload. Everything the Calyx did was designed to delight and impress… and drive revenue.

Citizens who were not privy to their secrets thought that the flora fae nurtured acres and acres of actual flowers. The world assumed they were harvested and processed using the methods that had been used by herbalists and apothecaries since time immemorial. None of the public knew that prolific flora fae could produce in one hour what it might take six months and an army of gardeners to produce—thereby keeping the shelves of Solana’s perfume shops, throughout the cities of Ivryndi, stocked with high-priced products.

As the opening performance came to a close, the orchestra struck up a waltz and many Calyx left the ballroom, conserving their energy for a later shift. Morpho fluttered to a potted hydrangea to rest as Vesper danced with a local lord who had a bad knee. She swayed slowly with him around the floor as he chattered about the difficulty he and his wife were having in marrying off his daughters. She smiled politely as he bemoaned that if they looked half so good as the Calyx, he wouldn’t have to come up with such steep dowries. When his hand wandered from her upper back to her waist, she tolerated it. When it wandered from her waist to her hip, she murmured with a demure smile that he must be tired, because his form was not as impeccable as usual. He took the hint and moved his hand back up to her shoulder blade.

When the waltz was done, Vesper curtsied and moved to the perimeter until the next partner approached her. She used the opportunity to scan the crowd for unfriendly faces.

“May I have this dance?” said a deep and gentle voice.

She turned to see Regalis. He was taller than her by several inches, with shoulder-length dark bronze-brown hair. His nearly black eyes were tired but sparkled with kindness. He wore the uniform that all Fahyli wore to parties: a fitted dark blue tunic over a vest of boiled leather. Fine gray leggings encased his legs, and knee-high boots. He would have a weapon concealed somewhere on his body, but the Fahyli were instructed to keep their blades hidden while at balls. Somewhere up in the rafters, she guessed, would be his hawk familiar. Vesper couldn’t recall the bird’s name, but she was pretty, with tawny speckles over her white breast, sharp luteous eyes, and a fiercely hooked beak. Vesper hadn’t spoken to Regalis since the first week of her employment when they’d been formally introduced by Ian, the Royal Crofter.

In the year before she arrived in Solana, the city had undergone two back-to-back violent invasions, one from Silverfall and the other from Rahamlar. Those conflicts had led to changes in security protocols. More Fahyli were stationed at balls; Solanan citizens still had the freedom to move about, but foreigners who wished to cross Solana’s borders were subjected to identity checks. Every foreigner had to present paperwork, but it didn’t make Vesper feel any better because she knew how easy it was to fake that paperwork.

Calyx could ask Fahyli to dance if they thought they had reason to fear someone or to report a guest’s inappropriate behavior. Fahyli could approach a Calyx if they had security concerns. Had Regalis sensed her situation, then?

She curtsied, then took his hand as he led her onto the floor. He smiled down at her with his eyes only. Regalis had always come across as rather emotionless, probably how she must seem to the Calyx, she guessed.

They joined the flow of dancers taking a turn about the room, the amber lights of the etherlamps and chandeliers warming every face. Her cool hand fit perfectly in his warm one, and his other hand never strayed from its proper place. She wondered whether she might permit it to wander if it did, decided she would, then bit her lip to keep her expression from turning coy. She played this game with herself sometimes. It helped pass the time. Rarely did she allow a roaming hand to go unrebuked. Sadly, Fahyli, especially this one, were too professional to test her.

“I thought you looked like you might be trying to find someone, and at the same time, trying to avoid that someone,” he said. “Did I imagine it?”

Vesper cursed silently, all thoughts of coyness vanishing. Had she really been that obvious? He had a hawk familiar. Perhaps that meant that he also enjoyed the preternatural eyesight of a hawk, like how she could push cactus spines out of her skin at will.

“You are indeed imagining it,” she said with a smile, “but I appreciate your concern.”

He glanced down before leading her in a turn. “If you say so.”

He didn’t believe her, and they danced without speaking for another minute before the silence between them felt as thick as oatmeal. She struggled to breathe normally as he held eye contact with her for long stretches without bumping them into anyone else, like he had a supernatural feel of the dancers around them.

She cleared her throat. “So, what’s been keeping you busy lately, Regalis?”

“I just got back.”

“From where?”

“Archelia.”

That plucked further conversation right out of her mind. Archelia was her home and native land… only she’d never told a soul in Solana. It was far too dangerous. She narrowed her eyes. Was it true? Or was he baiting her? His expression was infuriatingly unreadable. She looked away, sensing he was appraising her while she appraised him, and his powers of observation were too sharp. She’d made an art form of being too closed off to attract the attention of Solana’s most observant guards and captains, but held captive in Regalis’s arms like this left her feeling exposed. Especially after telling her he’d just returned from the very place she had fled.

He pulled her a little closer and lowered his voice. “Vesper… you know that I’m sworn to protect you, right? You’re afraid of something, or someone.”

“I’m honestly fine.” She found a smile. “What took you to Archelia?”

He gave her a long, weary look.

“Can you not talk about it?”

“I can. At least, to some. I was sent on a mission with Kite.”

The fierce-faced Fahyli female rose up in Vesper’s mind. Kite and Regalis were often seen together, and Vesper wondered if there was more to their pairing than missions. Kite had a reputation: fearless, deadly with a bow, loyal to a fault, and the oldest of a troupe of fauna faelings, all talented and likely destined to join the Fahyli. Already a younger sister had joined. Except for joining the Fahyli, it seemed like Kite had fulfilled the destiny Vesper had been born for, and here she was in a fluffy ball gown and sparkly paint. Well. At least she was alive.

“Her familiar is Erasmus, the little raptor named after Solana’s founder.”

He nodded. “A couple of weeks ago, King Agir received a letter from the chancellor of Archelia.”

“Chancellor Tagan? About what?”

“The badlands. He has asked whether Archelia may claim it.”

There was only one piece of land in Archelia that fit this description, and it lay east of Vesper’s own ancestral land. She’d never seen the badlands in person but she’d seen it marked on maps. It was a dry wasteland of blond stone, dusty and dead, thinly populated with stunted trees because the winds were so harsh and unrelenting. The land was also home to strange vertical formations that looked like misshapen pillars, which the Archelians called desert spindles. The land was so undesirable and devoid of life that the precise border location between Solana and Archelia, which theoretically passed through the land, had never been determined. If one drew a line through the land to continue the borders between nations, linking the east side to the west, Solana’s piece would be much larger than Archelia’s. Neither kingdom nor republic had made an effort to mark the border and she wondered why Chancellor Tagan suddenly cared to do so now. But she didn’t want to reveal that she knew exactly what Regalis was talking about; a Tryskin citizen had no reason to know about the badlands.

“Where’s that?” she asked.

Regalis led her away from the orchestra, where it was easier to hear one another.

“Next time you look at a map of Solana, look for a large oval patch at our southern border with a broken line going through it. Kite and I went to take a look at it. King Agir hoped that we’d be able to figure out why Tagan wants it.”

“Did you? Figure it out, I mean.”

“Yes.”

She held her breath, waiting for his answer. When he wasn’t forthcoming, she squeezed his hand impatiently. “Well? Before I lose my charms and die of old age?”

He laughed for the first time and her heart unexpectedly flip-flopped. When he smiled with true mirth, he was positively gorgeous. She was tempted to tell him that he should smile more often, but she was too eager to hear about the land.

“An Archelian nomad accidentally discovered fossils there. There’s lots of erosion and signs that it was once underwater. Archelia wants to excavate, but they can’t do that unless the position of the border has been agreed, or it could be seen as an invasion.”

Vesper was fascinated, and relieved, and found herself relaxing in his arms. His trip to Archelia was genuine and had absolutely nothing to do with her. Though the republic as a whole was rather hostile toward their living fae citizens, the humans of Archelia loved fae fossils. Her father used to joke that they loved all things fae, as long as those things were dead. Both Archelia City and the city nearest her childhood home, Arenshar, boasted impressive museums.

“Does Chancellor Tagan know you were there, scouting the land?” Vesper asked.

Regalis shook his hand, his mouth curved in a slight smile. It made Vesper raise her eyebrows. “Really? King Agir had you go in secret?”

He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “The chancellor never told us about the fossils in his letter, so…”

“So King Agir figured it was fair not to ask for permission to send you. And because you both have winged familiars, you were able to spy out the land without anyone being the wiser.”

“In theory.” Regalis’s mouth flattened. “We might have been detected. There was a team already there, surveying.”

She stared up at him. “They saw you?”

“Don’t know for certain.”

“Have King Agir and Chancellor Tagan met before?”

“No. That’s why the situation is sticky. We don’t know what we’re dealing with. Kite and I tried to learn the chancellor’s schedule, to get some idea of the make of man we’re dealing with. But he’d published no public appearances and was taking no audiences while we were there. Not that we would have requested a formal visit. It’s too early for that.”

Vesper knew something about the chancellor, though she’d never met him either. Chancellor Rickard Tagan was the highest authority in Archelia. Vesper’s father had had no grievances with him, aside from the fact that he considered Tagan to be too easily swayed by the sycophants who surrounded him in Archelia’s government.

“If word got back to the chancellor that Solanans were there unofficially, he might not be surprised,” said Vesper. “If I were him, I would expect a visit.”

“That’s what I thought too,” Regalis said. “King Agir did what any ruler would do under the circumstances. We just don’t know the chancellor well enough to guess how he might think. Correspondence between the kingdom and the republic has for decades been done by levels of authority well beneath King Agir.”

“So, what response did the king give to the chancellor about the land?”

“He hasn’t yet.”

Vesper looked up at him in surprise. “Really?”

“He plans to delay, for quite some time if need be.”

“In other words, find out how badly the chancellor wants it so that he can leverage it.”

He jacked an eyebrow. “Has anyone told you that you have a political mind?”

“Maybe once or twice.” Truthfully, no one ever said anything to Vesper about her mind anymore. She’d never let anyone in Solana close enough to make such observations.

Regalis looked a little irked. “In all honesty, now that Agir knows why Tagan wants the land, he might decide to keep it. Even Queen Esha thinks they’ve overlooked its value.”

“Whatever for? Solana doesn’t care about fossils.”

“No, but where King Agir sees an opportunity, he tends not to make sudden moves. I’m told the queen might have whispered about the worth of the finds that are buried there, worth that can’t be measured in gold.”

Archaeology was already an obsession among the Archelian elite; they would salivate over the possibilities. Ideologically, Solana and Archelia were quite different and had always stayed out of one another’s internal affairs. Solana was a kingdom that capitalized on and revered its living fae inhabitants. Queen Esha herself was fae, and a distant cousin of the infamous and immortal Queen Elphame of Stavarjak. Archelia was run by humans, for humans. Its fae citizens, though they had occupied the land for much longer than any humans had, were nevertheless considered second-class by the human population. But if that land contained the remains of exotic fae creatures, or even Terran creatures, remains that could be dated, it would be worth a lot not just to Solana and Archelia, but to all of Ivryndi.

“What are you thinking?”

Vesper realized that Regalis was looking at her as though hopeful she might have wisdom for him about the situation.

She beamed a dry smile up at him. “I wish you luck with the negotiations.”

The hope went out of his eyes.

Vesper was struck with an inspiration. Maybe she could use this situation to her own benefit. “I was just wondering though…”

“Yes?” The hope was back.

“You and Kite were sent to scout—let’s be honest and call it what it was, spy—how do you know that any Archelians present tonight aren’t spies sent by the chancellor?”

Regalis glanced about them at the dancers, the guests grouped in casual conversation, lurking about the room. “To do what, exactly? We’re leagues from the land itself.”

Vesper shrugged. “Eavesdrop, maybe. Learn what the chatter is?”

“But no one here knows about Tagan’s request except the Fahyli, Bradburn, and his generals, and now you.”

“Well, the Archelians don’t know that, do they? They might think that King Agir has been discussing it with his counselors, many of whom attend these parties.”

Regalis considered her suggestion seriously, and she was pierced by a shard of guilt. She didn’t actually believe that Archelia had placed spies here to eavesdrop, but someone had sent her that threatening message, and that someone could only be from Archelia. It was too late to backtrack though, and she’d be damned if she’d let the opportunity slip through her fingers after coming this far.

“Do you know who in the room is Archelian?” she asked.

“I know the high-ranking ones, but I could easily find out about any others.”

“From the guestbook?”

The attendees of Solana’s parties had an opportunity to leave a signature inside a guestbook. They could leave messages of thanks for King Agir and Queen Esha, or for the Calyx. Shelves upon shelves of guestbooks from the past decades of parties lived in the Koi Library. The current guestbook sat on a gilded pedestal just inside the main doors. Anyone could flip through it and read the messages, the names, and where those visitors had come from.

“Signing the guestbook isn’t mandatory,” Regalis reminded her. “Lots of guests never sign it, but Bradburn’s gatesmen know who comes and goes, and Hob also keeps a list of all the foreigners and the dates of their visit, for the king and queen.”

Of course. Hob, the king’s steward. But if she made an inquiry with Hob herself, then the steward would then know of her interest in Archelia, an interest she’d never shown before. It would be the first time a connection would be made between herself and the republic, and the idea grated on her.

Regalis’s hand pressed against her back to guide her out of the path of another waltzing couple. The song was coming to a close, and Vesper found herself feeling regretful that they would have to part.

“It was a pleasure,” he told her, his eyes penetrating hers so intensely that she had to fight the urge to look away. “You know where to find me if you have need.”

I have need, she thought, but dared not say.

Regalis bowed as she sank into a curtsy. She thanked him as she rose, then watched him stride away and disappear in the crowd.

Glancing up, she watched as Morpho fluttered over the heads of the orchestra. He understood her desire to know what Hob’s records said, and went single-mindedly to see what he could learn.


FOUR
REGALIS


On a clear day, the foothills of the Vargilath mountain range seemed to go on forever. Bright green rolling hills were speckled with forests, with patches of gray rubble and loose rock, each sitting in its own cradle of wildflowers. But on humid days, like today, the tops of the mountains disappeared under a heavy blanket of cloud while a mist crawled through the dips and valleys, sometimes so thick that only the tips of the antlers of grazing Vargilath elk could be seen.

Regalis luxuriated in a deep inhale of the fragrant mountain air. He was riding Velour, his smoke-gray mare, while Ferrugin floated above, shadowless as she coasted along the walls of the Vargon.

Surveying the land beyond the city was Regalis’s favorite assignment. He loved the simplicity of scouting. Today, the sky seemed like a living thing: flashes of sunlight splashed against the earth, lighting up water and grass and rock before being swallowed up again by clouds that were not quite thunderheads. Regalis nudged Velour along an old and familiar path, her hooves pressing quietly into the thick moss. Since peace was made with Rahamlar after Faraçek’s Folly, ninety-nine out of one hundred scouting missions resulted in the same report: peace in the valley. Regalis expected today would be no different. Nevertheless, he approached the task with the same wary alertness that he employed for any Fahyli mission. He listened for unusual sounds, attuned to his mount and his familiar—ready to receive communication from her. The threesome traveled for miles. They stopped at noon for water and lunch, Regalis taking his from his saddlebag while Velour clipped hers from a hollow full of juicy clover.

The solitude was a welcome change after the excitement of Archelia, and when he reached the stone marking the end of Solanan territory, Regalis found himself reluctant to turn for home. On the other side of that stone the terrain grew steep and rough, the weather grew unpredictable, and antlered game grew plentiful. So did wolf packs and solitary predators: big cats with thick, impossibly soft pelts, or foxes with small triangular ears, and tails like fluffy pillows. If one was lucky, they might even catch a glimpse of the giant horses of the Vargilath, their unusual hides in shades of blues and purples, the same colors as the stone that made up the mountains.

If he continued north for three weeks—more than double the time it would take if he went by road—he would come to his home village of Kittrell. It was a place he hadn’t returned to since he’d joined the Fahyli, not even to see his family. Seven years was a long time. Many things would have changed. He’d made attempts to write for the first two years, but eventually dispensed with the letters and just sent small gifts from time to time, including miniature paintings of Solanan scenery, which he bought from artists who worked at the portrait tower. He wanted his family to know something of the beauty and uniqueness of Solana.

A vision from Ferrugin blossomed in his mind’s eye: a horse and rider, half buried in a swirling mist, far ahead. They were well beyond the stone marking that had been placed by Erasmus over five hundred years before, but Regalis didn’t hesitate. Squeezing Velour’s ribs with his thighs, he urged the mare forward as the transmission from Ferrugin dissipated.

His hawk was too high for Regalis to be able to identify the rider, but not so high that he couldn’t make out that the rider was struggling. From above, it appeared that the horse was losing its footing. The sound of stones rolling downhill echoed off the cliffs ahead.

Temperatures dropped as Regalis and Velour followed Ferrugin’s lead, and he heard more loose rocks tumbling over one another. A horse neighed with fright. Mist closed around Velour’s legs, so Regalis slowed the mare. The sound of a horse came out of the swirling fog, sliding and fighting for balance, and coming toward them.

Regalis braced himself and murmured to Velour to hold her ground. As the horse broke through the mist and saw them, it squealed and reared. Regalis recognized her by her dark forelock and red hide.

“Holly.” He soothed her with his voice. “You’re alright, love.”

The mare pranced and tossed her head, blowing air, but she recognized Velour and approached, neck outstretched.

“Easy, girl. Where’s your rider? You’re not supposed to abandon them if they fall. You know that.”

He reached for Holly’s bridle, noting the saddle, the bow in the attached holster and the quiver of arrows, but the horse tossed her head, pulling her reins out of his reach. As though in rebellion, she cantered past, tail lifted. She disappeared into the mist behind them, waterskin bouncing against her shoulder and hooves sliding in the rubble. Regalis sighed but didn’t worry she’d get lost. She’d go straight for home, the royal stables, but her appearance there with an empty saddle would spark panic among the stable hands.

Tell Kite that I’ve found Holly’s rider, Regalis told Ferrugin. They don’t need to organize a search party.

Ferrugin screamed her acknowledgment from high overhead.

Regalis called out for the rider and heard a woman answer. He pushed Velour ahead until she balked at the mist, then he dismounted, nearly twisting an ankle on a rock.

He called again. “Where are you?”

“Over here,” she returned, sounding like she was both embarrassed and in pain. He didn’t recognize her voice. She mumbled something but Regalis couldn’t make out her words. He left Velour and moved blindly forward, struggling to keep his balance on the unfriendly hillside.

“Keep talking,” he called. “I can’t see a bloody thing in this fog.”

Her words were half lost in the sound of tumbling rocks: “Is this the famous Vargilath Veil, then? The one that’s featured in poems and songs of old?”

“You mean the one that swallows up the foolish?” Regalis replied, smiling as he picked his way toward the voice. “Yes. This is the one.”

“Well, I can’t say I wasn’t warned,” she said with a sigh.

Regalis didn’t care to offer his opinion. Most Solanans would never venture into these valleys at this time of year for the very reason of the Vargilath Veil. There were legends about those who wandered into this territory by accident and were never seen again. At the moment, it was all too easy to believe those tales.

“Are you hurt?”

“Only a little,” she grunted. “A few bruises from when I fell, and my ankle.”

“Holly bucked you off?” he guessed. “She’s known to spook easily.”

Her voice turned cynical. “Yeah, they warned me about that too.”

Something about the way she said this, almost under her breath, rang a bell of familiarity. But surely this could not be the beautiful Calyx female he had danced with just the other night. What would a member of the retinue be doing out here in the wilderness? And all alone, too.

The sound of pebbles tumbling echoed through the mist, and she let out a curse word that Regalis hadn’t heard before. It made him laugh, at least until he started sliding downhill. The angle of the hillside steepened. Bracing himself by spreading his legs, he managed to arrest his slide, regain his balance, and continue on.

“Portia will be hacked off when she finds out,” she mumbled, followed by another shower of rocks rolling down the hillside. Regalis thought they sounded like chips thrown in a game played by giants.

“So it is you, Vesper.” He angled uphill, squinting at the ground to ascertain where to step. “What are you doing out here?”

She didn’t answer, but he heard her hiss through her teeth. She was hurt worse than she was letting on. Regalis wanted to keep her talking, distract her from her pain. She wasn’t far now, maybe another fifteen or twenty feet uphill. Long moments passed.

“Tell me, what exactly is a vesper flower?” he asked. “Can’t say I know that one.”

“Vesper is for vespertine,” she said, and after a moment where he could hear her panting, she added: “Any flower that blossoms at night is vespertine. In the wild, my flowers come out only once a year, and last for one night, then they die.” She grunted as though trying to dislodge something heavy. “Hopefully that’s not prophetic.”

Regalis suppressed a shiver. The chill and damp of the mist had seeped through his clothing and was now steadily burrowing its way through to his bones.

“You’re not going to die out here tonight,” he said. Not on my watch.

Stones rattled. Her grunts of pain were a horrible thing. “You have your work cut out for you. It appears I am very solidly stuck. I’m worried that if I pull too hard, I might break my ankle.”

Regalis was now close enough that her scent wafted briefly into his nose. If he had scented her before hearing her, he would have known it was her. Spicy. Heady. Warm. It was lovely, but it was also tainted with stress and pain.

He reached her, finally. Her face and form came out of the gloom, softened by clouds of hazy moisture. Her hair was wet, and if he didn’t already know that it was a deep, dark auburn, he might have thought it was black. Her cheeks—normally tawny—were so pale she looked like a phantom. The dark slashes of her thick eyebrows were like wounds across her forehead. Her eyes were circles of pain. Like her hair, they too appeared to be black in this dim light, though he recalled clearly that they were the color of moss. Her cloak had settled around her like a shroud, hiding most of her body. Regalis moved it out of the way and saw the predicament. Her right leg disappeared into the rubble, up to her knee.

“I slid right off Holly’s back when she reared,” said Vesper through teeth that were beginning to rattle from the cold. “I tried to get up but the rocks fell around my ankle. If I struggle, it gets worse. Know what I mean?”

Regalis didn’t like it. The rocks above them were precariously piled and could pour over both of them if dislodged carelessly.

“I’ll move them one by one, okay? Hang on to me if things start to shift.”

“So we can slide to our deaths together?” she joked, but put a hand on his shoulder as he lifted rocks away from her leg one at a time, carefully setting them to one side. “I always wondered what it might be like to go over a cliff with a bunch of boulders.”

“There is no cliff to go over.”

“What a relief.”

“Just a long slope that ends at the river, so instead of falling over a cliff we’d be caught in the avalanche, then be buried underwater when it all fell on top of us.”

“You’re not very good at this, Regalis,” she said. But her laugh turned into a gasp of pain as he lifted away the last of the rocks pinning her leg.

“Take your time,” he told her, warmed by the way she said his name. “I’m not going to touch your leg unless you want me to.”

She nodded, clenching her teeth. She leaned back, using her hands to lift her leg free of the depression it had been caught in. She pressed her lips into a line, turning them white.

“Do you think it’s broken?” he asked.

He always carried a small medical kit with him, but it was strapped to Velour. Why hadn’t he thought to grab it? He shook his head at himself. He hated making stupid mistakes. If she’d been bleeding, he would have had to go back over those rocks to get supplies to stop the bleeding and—if necessary—stitch her up. He wasn’t a medic, so his emergency medical training was slim, but still… he should have known better.

“Maybe a sprain,” she said. “It’s not so bad. I just need a minute.”

Regalis waited while she fought her private battle. When he saw her foot making small circles, he breathed a sigh of relief. That was a good sign.

The next challenge lay in getting back to Velour. He doubted he’d be able to carry her without spraining his own ankle, or dropping her. He was about to ask her if she’d be willing to climb onto his back when she extended a gloved hand.

“Help me up. I want to see if I can put weight on it.”

He helped her to her feet, wondering if her personality was as complicated as the fragrance oozing from her pores.

She stood, reminding him of a newborn colt, awkward and gangly with long limbs that were not fully under her control. She wrapped an arm around his neck and he braced her around the waist. She put her foot flat on a large rock, easing her weight onto it.

“I think I can walk.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

“Lean on me. If I have to carry you, I’ll do my level best not to topple us both into the river.”

She said through a chattering jaw: “I’d better take as much of my own weight as I can. I’m heavier than I look, and I don’t want you to fall under me.”

He was tempted to argue about how heavy she was, but didn’t waste his breath. He could see she was determined. Bracing one another, they made their way across the treacherous rubble at a snail’s pace.

Worry gnawed at Regalis. If Ferrugin hadn’t spotted Holly, they’d have been halfway back to the city by now, and Vesper would have been stuck out here all alone, exposed on the mountainside, as night fell.

He tightened his grip around her waist as she lost her footing. “What were you doing out here? All by yourself, and so far from home?”

She regained her balance, panting a little. “Hunting.”

Regalis blinked. A Calyx was out here in the wilds… hunting… He couldn’t wrap his head around why she would do such a thing. A Calyx going hunting was like a Fahyli doing crochet by the fire. There was nothing wrong with it, per se, it just didn’t happen.

“May I ask why you’re hunting at all? It’s not exactly one of your duties.”

She took a long time to answer, occupied as she was with the no-longer-simple task of walking. When the stones grew sparse and the ground leveled, she eased some of her weight from his shoulders.

“Because I enjoy it.” She looked up, tendrils of damp hair curling at her temples. “Well, I usually enjoy it. This time won’t go down as one of my favorites. I didn’t bag anything but an injury. I hate having nothing to show for all this trouble.”

“What would you do with it if you’d caught game? Skin it and roast it on a spit in your room?”

She dimpled but didn’t look at him. There was something secretive in that expression. “Give it to the kitchens, of course.”

They reached Velour, and Regalis helped Vesper mount before settling himself behind her. The air was cool, their hair and clothing damp, but as the horse picked her way south, the heat of Vesper’s back against his chest warmed him. His arms either side of her, his hands gentle on the reins, he could feel Vesper relax. He felt her exhaustion, and his heart went out to her. Pain was tiring.

“So, are you a born and raised Solanan?” she asked, her breath puffing in the air.

“Yes, but I’m not from around here. I was born in Kittrell.”

“Where’s that?”

Regalis wondered how she couldn’t know. Everyone knew of Kittrell. It was the village through which anyone traveling to or from the winter court had to pass. “North. It sits right on the border between Solana and Silverfall.”

“Oh, of course.” She nodded. “I knew that.”

He touched the reins to Velour’s neck to keep on the path that wound its way through this valley, more out of habit than any real need. Velour knew how to get home even better than he did.

“And you?”

“I’m Tryskin. Right from Tryske City itself,” she replied.

They were out of the worst of the fog. Glancing back, he saw that the mist was a wall behind them now. The tops of the trees appeared to be afloat in places. The sun had disappeared behind the mountains while he’d been rescuing Vesper, and now the valley was shrouded with shadow.

“I’ve never had reason to visit Tryske,” said Regalis, his interest sparking. He was always curious about places in Ivryndi that he’d never seen. “What’s the population of Tryske City?”

“Oh.” She paused. “I’m not really sure.”

“Is it true about the sandstorms?”

There was another pause before she answered. “They can happen, yes.”

Regalis frowned. The sandstorms that swept over parts of Tryske, including the capital city, were legendary. History books detailed stories that Tryskin residents had learned how to turn the sand into a kind of stone. They used the stuff that blew into their cities to add height to buildings and build walls to keep more of it out. He’d always been curious about this and a chance to talk to a native Tryskin didn’t come along every day. Vesper’s answer was vague and unsatisfying. He opened his mouth to ask her for more details, when she spoke again, almost in a rush.

“Your familiar is a hawk. Remind me of her name?”

“Ferrugin.”

“Where is she?”

“South of us. She alerted Kite that you’ve been found so the stables won’t go into a panic.”

She lay the back of her head against his sternum, her hair tickling his chin and catching in his stubble.

“Ferrugin can talk to Kite?”

Regalis smiled. “No. Ferrugin can talk to Erasmus.”

“Oh,” she breathed. “So, you talk to Ferrugin, she talks to Erasmus, and Erasmus talks to Kite?”

“That’s right.”

“You’re so lucky to have that level of telepathy.”

Regalis chuckled. “It’s not luck. We’ve worked hard to communicate as well as we do. Where is your luna moth?”

She chuckled. “Morpho’s not a fan of hunting. He’s back in the gardens somewhere, but he’ll be getting worried soon.”

Regalis assumed that meant she couldn’t tell her familiar where she was or what had happened, which wasn’t surprising. Insect familiars didn’t usually have telepathy. Vesper shifted in the saddle, rubbing at the inside of her knee. She had no stirrups, and the weight of one’s legs dangling could get uncomfortable over time.

“What made you decide to leave Tryske City?”

“Just adventure, I suppose,” she replied, her tone suggesting that she was either exhausted or that if Regalis was hoping for an interesting story, he’d be disappointed. Before he could inquire further, she said, “Listen to the river. I love that sound.”

Regalis could hear the river, burbling along to their right. Soon it would curve away, on its meandering path through the low places between the mountains, and join the Tadylat. The song of the river was one of his favorite sounds too, but he had the distinct impression that she was trying to distract him from asking more about her life, which only intrigued him more. Who was this fae who’d been such a shadow among the retinue that he’d not really noticed her? He wasn’t about to let her give him the brush-off. He had all the way back to the stable to get her talking.

“Is there anything you miss from home?”

She didn’t answer for a while, and Regalis couldn’t tell if she was really thinking about it or if she didn’t like that he’d continued to ask questions.

“I miss the songs of the jackdaws and butcherbirds,” he volunteered. “They don’t live this far south, so I never get to hear them anymore.”

“I feel that way about the wood thrush,” she admitted, and he could hear the smile in her voice. “Yes, I do miss waking up to that. I also miss a book that my mother gave me for my twelfth birthday, a book about moths.”

“A reference text?”

“Yes, it was beautiful and contained paintings of hundreds of different species. Morpho liked it too.”

“I’m sure. Who made this whimsical book, do you remember?”

“I remember, although I don’t know if it was a male or a female. The artist was PJ Woodhouse.”

“Why didn’t you bring it with you to Solana?”

“I would have if I could, but it was burned in a fire,” she said simply.

He wondered if one of the libraries might carry a copy of this book, and was about to ask her about the fire, when she groaned with feeling.

“Oh, and food! Boy, do I miss food.”

He nodded knowingly. He had had the worst cravings for his mother’s basherberry pie during his first year in Solana. He knew what it was to feel deprived of the foods you grew up with. One of the main topics new Fahyli talked about was food from home. Kite hadn’t shut up about a mushroom sauce that her father used to make, a sauce that Regalis had despised.

“What food do you miss?”

“I forget the name of it. It’s a muntjac dish with dried carly berries and cinnamon. It’s almost like a stew, but not quite so juicy. My mom used to serve it with buttered rice and baked sweet potato.” She leaned her head back against him and groaned. “Yeah, that’s what I miss.”

“Sounds delicious.”

“So delicious,” she said with a passion that made him smile. “Sometimes I miss it so bad I dream about it. How silly is that?”

“Not at all. Cravings for my mom’s pastry just about killed me in my first year.”

“What I’d give for one spoonful,” she sighed.

“Can’t say I’ve seen any muntjac served in Solana’s dining halls, but the head chef of the East Keep would make it for you. Have you ever asked?”

“I wouldn’t want to bother her with that, especially now.”

“Why especially now?”

“She’s short-staffed. Two of her people left last week. She’s looked harassed ever since. Even if she wasn’t busy, I’m not sure I should ask her to make something that isn’t on the list Portia approved.”

“Would it hurt your perfume?” Regalis took a gentle inhale of her hair. The taint of pain had gone, leaving behind only her warm spicy fragrance. He suddenly remembered where he’d smelled it before, the cologne that Kite had given him. He’d been wrong to think the scent had come from a male. The cologne had been refined, and smelled different than Vesper did herself, but the two were obviously related. Calyx were lucky, no matter how much they sweated or how little they bathed, as long as they were safe and happy, they smelled incredible. And based on how Vesper smelled at this moment, she felt… pretty good.

“Depends who you ask.” She chuckled. “Peony acts like consuming nonapproved foods is akin to murder.”

Regalis laughed. He was well acquainted with Peony’s tendency to overdramatize.

“But if it did hurt my magic, I don’t think the effect would last long. Maybe a day, twenty-four hours at most.”

“In other words,” Regalis ventured, “it’s worth it for that taste of home.”

Vesper made a sound that he took as agreement.

Regalis guided Velour around a patch of boulders, touching the sides of her neck lightly with the reins. A pheasant exploded from the bush to their left, winging away into the gloom. Velour plodded on, picking her way through.

“She doesn’t startle,” said Vesper.

“It’s one of her best qualities.”

“Is she yours?”

“Yes.” Regalis wondered if she was thinking about the next time she might try going out for a hunt alone. “You’d be welcome to take her, as long as I don’t need her.”

“That’s very kind of you. Most of the palace horses are well trained, but if there’s a deficiency, I’ll be sure to find it. Do you ever go hunting for fun?”

Regalis smiled behind Vesper. It sounded like an invitation, which made his heart feel light. “I have a hawk familiar. Hunting is in our blood.”

So quietly he almost didn’t catch it, she said: “Maybe we should go together some time.”

“I’d like that,” Regalis said, just as quietly.

She added a beat later: “Pride knows Portia won’t be happy to learn that I’ve gone out by myself again.”

Regalis wondered now whether she’d asked him because she needed a body with her so she didn’t get in trouble with the Royal Gardener, or if she’d asked him because she wanted to spend more time with him. He hoped it was the latter. How was it that she could feel so natural sitting in front of him? Two people on a horse could be awkward, especially if those two people didn’t know each other. But somehow, he felt comfortable with Vesper, her back warming his front. Her gloved hand came to rest on top of his, her head relaxed against his chest, just under his chin.

The lights of Solana City came into view, sprinkled against the dark blues and purples of the landscape just after sunset. The palace looked like a dream, its spires stretching up into the sky, the etherlights sprinkled along the windows and balconies. But most of the city itself was hidden behind the tall stone walls. The trail before them snaked its way through the pastureland before joining up with a main road that led to one of the city gates.

“So pretty,” she breathed.

As she took in the view, looking from one side of the city to the other, Regalis realized that his chin had come to rest on the top of her head.

“Sorry,” he murmured, lifting his chin off.

“I don’t mind,” she replied. “You must be tired. I’m exhausted myself.”

“How is your ankle?”

“Better. I think it might just be bruised, although the real test will be to see if I can walk when I get down. It feels tight inside my boot.”

He nudged Velour to continue on toward home.

“Has King Agir written back to the chancellor about that land yet?” she asked.

“Nope. I don’t think it’s likely to resolve quickly, that matter.”

He thought she might want to talk about the badlands, but she fell silent. They were quiet for the rest of the way, each lost in their own thoughts. After passing through the narrow western gate nearest the stables, Velour climbed the cobbled path up and up to enter the stable yard from the back. They were greeted by stable hands who knew they were coming. Regalis helped Vesper down and steadied her while she tested her foot. She surprised both of them by limping under her own power.

“Thank you, Regalis.” She grinned sheepishly. “Any chance we can keep this from Portia? I’m supposed to be lounging and drinking cocktails on the lawn.”

He held his hands up, palms out. “I don’t report to her, so if the crofter doesn’t find it worthwhile to tell her, then there’s a chance. Let me help you to the infirmary. Lyndis can take a look at your ankle.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I do, actually, it’s part of my duty. And even if it wasn’t, I want to.” He put an arm around her and looked down at her. “I can get them to bring a wheelchair, or a stretcher?”

The look she shot him made him laugh out loud.
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It was late when Vesper opened her eyes and rolled over, looking toward the window with sleepy surprise. The shaft of light that swept over the floral carpet had reached the carved paw feet of her writing desk. It was a testament to how much the tumble from Holly’s back had taken out of her. Most nights, Vesper experienced vivid dreams. But last night she’d slept like the dead. What a relief to wake feeling refreshed. If it took a fall from a horse and an embarrassing rescue by a handsome Fahyli to knock her into a place where sad dreams couldn’t reach her, it was worth the sore ankle.

She dragged herself from the bed, then bent her body this way and that, groaning as parts popped and crackled. Her tailbone was incredibly tender, worse even than her ankle, which was a bit of a surprise. Lyndis, the elderly healer who had looked at her ankle, had pronounced it bruised, not sprained or broken. She was to stay off it as much as possible, though necessary walking was okay. She was to tell Mrs. Tierney to mix in extra orchid bark and peat into her elixirs for the next few days.

She smiled when she remembered how Regalis had hovered like a fretful midwife during the diagnosis, while also looking like he didn’t want to appear fretful. He’d been so hesitant to leave her at the infirmary that when Lyndis told her she could go to her own room, he escorted her there. He was sweet, and handsome, she admitted, and Portia had commanded that she make a friend—she hadn’t stipulated that that friend be Calyx, just that they be fae. Vesper had been more comfortable around Regalis than she was around anyone else. He said he’d go hunting with her, and maybe he even meant it.

She supposed that, if she had to get bucked off a horse and half buried under rocks, right at the beginning of a forced week off was the best time to do it. Portia didn’t allow injured Calyx to produce raw materials, claiming that the quality would be subpar. Vesper didn’t buy it. Fae sweat was fae sweat, what did it matter whether she had a bruise on her butt or a swollen foot? Emotional issues were another thing entirely.

Vesper showered, then dressed in sand-colored trousers and a long-sleeved cotton blouse with billowy sleeves and cuffs that reached halfway to her elbows. Over that, she fitted a deep purple suede vest that had taken the shape of her torso over time, fitting her like a second skin. She laced it up under each arm with black ribbons. She wore dresses much of the time, but preferred trousers when she wasn’t working. She wrapped her ankle with the strip of cotton Lyndis had given her, then coaxed her foot into a boot that felt a half size too small.

Morpho was still sleeping, perched on a bouquet of hydrangeas on her bedside table. He was presently in the form of a fictional moth: one wing matched exactly the periwinkle of the hydrangea blossoms, while the other wing matched the pale green of the leaves. He’d fallen asleep incognito.

Tears pricked her eyes. When they were growing up, they played a game that involved him trying to blend into the background of whatever he’d perched on. If she didn’t find him quickly enough, he’d fall asleep there. They hadn’t played the game in years. It was strange to fathom that they’d once been so light of heart.

“Good morning, Morpho,” she murmured, feeling him wake. “I see you.” She put her hand close to him and he crawled onto her knuckle. Vesper looked lovingly on while Morpho transitioned into luna moth form, pale green hindwings trailing from her hand. It’s a worthy goal, to find happiness again, she thought, and I believe we will. There has to be a reason that we survived when no one else did.

She left her rooms, walking slowly, her limp barely there, to the elixirs kitchen.

Through the empty window, Mrs. Tierney’s assistants could be seen measuring and stirring, whisking and shaking. Unusual concoctions were conjured into existence in this kitchen, customized for each Calyx. Milly, Mrs. Tierney’s head assistant, had a pair of powerful spectacles perched on the end of her nose as she stooped over a thick volume of recipes. She looked up as Vesper appeared at the window where elixirs were passed over to servers. A young lad in livery stood waiting. Vesper stopped but Morpho fluttered on down the hall, headed to the nectar table set up for the pollinators in the dining hall.

Milly’s thin silver brows lifted. “Slept in, Vesper? Thought I’d never live to see the day. How’s the ankle?”

So, Milly had been told about Vesper’s fall. That meant the crofter had told Portia. Or, she supposed Lyndis could have told her. Vesper’s cheeks heated. The fact that information circulated so quickly was a reminder that her body was not her own. Her superiors would always be informed of her state. They saw it as protecting their investment. Not unlike how prized racehorses were cared for in Archelia.

“I’m fine. Just a little bruised,” said Vesper. “I’m barely limping.”

“I caught it, though. Let me see what I can do about that.” Milly’s mouth pursed with concentration as she flipped through the book, scanning the encyclopedic contents of the most complex and unusual recipe book Solana had ever produced.

“Lyndis suggested orchid bark and peat.”

“Oh, she did, did she? I don’t know whose kitchen this is anyway, Lyndis or Mrs. Tierney’s.”

Vesper let Milly grump about being told what to do by the healer. Mrs. Tierney’s collection of recipes was almost three hundred years old, having been passed down from one kitchen steward to the next. This kitchen didn’t have an appetizing smell to anyone who wasn’t flora fae: minerals and soil, nitrogen tinctures, potato water, rotting banana peels, crushed eggshells, and coffee grounds. To Vesper it smelled of life. To others, she guessed it stank of compost, even though everything had its own airtight canister to keep the smell at a minimum.

“Dash it, but she’s right,” Milly huffed when she found what she was looking for. “I’m short on orchid bark—expecting a shipment tomorrow—but I’ve plenty of peat and I’ll put in a bit of that phosphorus extract you like. I’ll have Ines bring it to you when it’s ready.”

“Thanks, Milly.”

“Portia says you’re resting this week. Where are you planning to be this morning?”

“I’m going to the Koi Library.”

“Then you won’t eat until after your elixir?”

“I promise.”

Her stomach was growling from hunger, but the elixir would work faster if it was taken on an empty stomach.

Milly nodded with approval and Vesper turned away. She crossed much of the palace until she came to the Koi Library, where anxiety began to destroy her appetite. Someone knew who she was, where she’d come from.

Morpho hadn’t been successful the night of the ball—was that only two nights ago?—because Hob’s office door had been locked and the carpet in that hall meant Morpho couldn’t even squeeze under the door. Today, her sole objective, she decided as she limped toward the back of the library, was to get ahead of whoever it was. She hated the feeling of being caught off guard, and knowing that someone intended her ill. Perhaps they merely wanted to frighten her, but to what end?

Combing the stacks, Vesper selected a few titles that promised a thorough listing of spells and enchantments. It had to have been a spell. Something had been conjured to resemble houseflies, something set to burn itself up and leave a residue.

Vesper chose an empty table far from any other library patrons, then flipped to the index of the largest tome, entitled Warner’s Encyclopedia of Magic. Spells were as foreign to her as plumbing. Fae magic was inherent, as much a part of them as their eyes or their tongue, so spells weren’t necessary; only witches and warlocks used spells and incantations. Spells were considered dark magic and not approved of in civilized kingdoms like Solana. Witches and warlocks—who gave up something of themselves in exchange for the ability, some said they sold their very souls—could find employment in some realms, but not in this one. Employing someone who did dark magic was illegal in Solana; nevertheless, Solanans were not to be ignorant, so information about dark magic could be found for educational purposes. As she skimmed the index, she noted that this was indeed a reference only, not a grimoire. Information was given about the spells: the name, the objective, and a basic idea of how the spell was cast, but no incantations, nor details as to how a spell might be executed.

Her whispered name pulled her gaze from the book. She looked up to see Regalis standing between the stacks not far from her table. Her heart picked up speed at the sight of him. In one hand he held what looked to be a cookbook. He held the book between a thumb and forefinger and lifted his three other fingers in a gesture of hello.

She smiled and lifted her own hand in return, but when he took a step toward her, she ducked her head, hoping he wouldn’t come any closer. She put a hand over the title of the spell she was reviewing, her heart banging against her breastbone. As much as she would love to talk with him, now was the worst time. He’d be curious about why she was looking up spells, then she’d have to come up with an excuse. She wasn’t against lying, when necessary, but lying to Regalis after the way he’d been so kind to her felt especially bad.

She pretended to be completely absorbed in her research and felt him walk by, passing a few feet behind her chair. She heard him go down the aisle behind her, where she’d taken the books from. When the sense of his presence left, she let out a long breath.

“Miss Vesper?”

She stifled a cry as a voice came right beside her ear. She turned to see a young girl in palace livery balancing a small tray with a champagne flute containing an opaque green liquid.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to frighten you. Your elixir. Milly says don’t let it oxidize.” The girl set the drink at Vesper’s elbow, bobbed a quick curtsy, then waited expectantly.

“Thank you, Ines,” Vesper managed, before drinking the elixir in one go.

Ines grabbed the empty flute and tray, then sped away heavy-footed, drawing a hiss from a librarian.

Heart still in her throat, Vesper closed her eyes and took a moment to compose herself. Her elixir’s rich nutrients filled her belly and steadied her nerves. She turned her attention back to the book, her tailbone and ankle already tingling with the drink’s healing effects.

She spent another half hour wading through the book before pushing it away and opening the second one. This one was entitled Identification of Spells for Prosecution or Defense, a Lawyer’s Handbook by Morath Pelligrain, which seemed promising. Perhaps she should have started with this one.

The author’s introduction detailed that the index had been utilized to list the most common ways that spells initially presented themselves, and that readers should start there. Morath went on to suggest, for example, that if a frog landed in one’s vicinity and stuck out its tongue to reveal a key, the word in the index would be frog, rather than key, since the frog was the initial experience of the spell.

“Seems easy enough,” murmured Vesper, not bothering to read the rest of the introduction but flipping straight to the index and finding H. She passed “horseflies” and found “houseflies.” Then flipped to page 374, as directed.

The title and subtitle of the spell made her blood go cold: Hide and Seek: a spell to force a concealed individual to reveal themselves.

When she’d gotten over the shock of that title, she continued reading. The book informed her that the spell appeared as houseflies, which spun, then turned into glowing coal, then ash that trailed a message, exactly what she had seen. Whoever executed this spell needed only two things: her birth name and some blood taken from the index finger of their own left hand. The text didn’t say how much blood, but stated that a significant wound would need to be made on the finger of the individual executing the spell. The magic of the spell was this: if the person whose birth name was intoned during the incantation was within nine hundred ninety-nine yards, the flies would find them and deliver whatever message the magic deemed most effective at getting the person to reveal themselves.

Vesper chewed her cheek. Perhaps the situation wasn’t quite as bad as she’d first thought. They had her real name and believed she was in Solana City, but perhaps they didn’t know for certain that she was in the palace. The message had effectively sparked panic, but the text delivered had been written by the magic itself, not the person who’d done the spell. She looked over her shoulder, suddenly paranoid that the someone who’d done the spell might be in the library, expecting her to be doing the very thing she was doing. If she was being watched, she was revealing herself by reading this book.

There was a man the next table over, studying a map through a monocle. Two other patrons could be seen from where she sat, both on their feet, combing through the stacks. Any one of them could be spying on her. Closing the book quietly, she carried both titles back to the shelves where she’d found them. Putting them into their places, she headed for an adjacent row. For ten minutes she pretended to be looking through books about moths, which would surprise no one, but covertly kept the aisle that contained the books about spells in her periphery. No one approached the aisle, but if she was being spied on, would they really go and look at the titles she’d been reading while she was still present?

She chewed her lip, undecided about soliciting the help of a librarian. Could she ask them to keep an eye on the books for the next little while without making them wonder why she would ask such an absurd thing? No. Such a request was bound to raise eyebrows. Not for the first time, she wished that she and Morpho had the kind of telepathy that the fauna fae had. If they did, she could watch the stacks while summoning him, and once he hid himself away with a view of the books, she could leave. But by the time she’d gone and found her moth and told him what she needed, a spy could come and be long gone again.

She let out a frustrated breath. There was nothing to be done. She could only hope that she hadn’t inadvertently walked right into the trap that her enemy had set for her. She couldn’t hang around here all day. Either she had to ask a librarian for help, or she had to leave. She stewed over it for another five minutes, but in the end, she decided to leave without alerting anyone to her predicament. It was simply too risky.


SIX
REGALIS


“You’ve been searching the food and wine section for nearly twenty minutes. Can I be of assistance?”

Regalis turned to see one of the librarians, a petite human male with tufts of white hair sprouting from his ears. The kindly man peered up at him through glasses even thicker than many of the books on these shelves.

“Actually,” Regalis corrected him, “I spent ten minutes looking for a book on moths by Woodhouse, and when I failed at that, I spent another ten minutes over here, looking for a particular recipe and failing at that, too.”

“What kind of cuisine? Perhaps I can help you find it.”

“It’s a Tryskin dish,” said Regalis, closing the cookbook in his hand.

“Let’s see. Most of our food section is Solanan but I think we have something…” The librarian frowned and adjusted his specs, running a finger along the colorful spines. He pulled a thick hardcover from the shelf. “This should have it: Regional Foods of Mid-Ivryndi.”

“That was the first one I looked through.”

“No luck?”

Regalis shook his head.

“Your best bet might be Mr. Bricker. His collection of cookbooks is more extensive than ours, in fact, and not only for Solanan dishes.”

Regalis knew Mr. Bricker. He ate the food from Mr. Bricker’s kitchen most days. “I’ll try him, thank you.”

“Good luck.” The librarian nodded and shuffled away.

On his way to return one of the books he’d looked through, Regalis passed through a section of study tables and saw Vesper seated by herself with books stacked around her. She was reading the page beneath her hand with a serious expression. He whispered her name, and she looked up. Regalis held up some fingers in hello, wondering if he should go over and see how her ankle was. Then he hesitated because she was the reason he was in the library in the first place, and he didn’t want to have to make up some lie.

She gave him the smallest smile, but then ducked her head and went back to her reading. He could take a hint. Walking through the stacks behind her as he headed for the exit, Regalis noticed the empty spaces where titles were missing. This section appeared to be reference books about magic, and he wondered what she was researching as he headed out.

Regalis rapped a knuckle on the archway leading into the West Keep kitchens. The scent of baking wafted across his face. Rows and rows of round sourdough breads sat out to cool, and beside them were racks of the small hollow buns used for making popkins. Three kitchen staff looked up, in various states of food production. Two of them—a short round woman and a tall slender one—stood side by side kneading large hunks of dough across a floured surface. A third—a girl with bright blond hair and a button nose who looked maybe fifteen—stood at a range with a dozen burners, stirring something in an enormous copper pot. Ether flame licked out of the burner, keeping the contents of the pot steaming. Her ruffled apron was the Solana blue with an imprint of the wreathed lion’s head in the corner.

“Help you?” the girl at the stove asked, releasing the handle of the wooden spoon to turn to Regalis. She posted her hands on her hips. “Don’t often get the likes of you poking yer head into these parts. Normally you just eats what comes out and carry on your way.”

“Fsht, Mirabel,” said one of the bakers, then nodded to Regalis apologetically. “She means that as a compliment.”

“’Course I do,” said Mirabel with a coquettish shake of her shoulders.

“Don’t let the sauce burn, Mir,” snapped the other baker. “You heard Mr. Bricker.”

Mirabel made a face, but the baker didn’t see as she was looking at Regalis with curiosity.

“Is Mr. Bricker about?” asked Regalis.

“Taking inventory,” said Mirabel, knocking her head toward the wooden door across the kitchen. “Down there. But maybe we can help you?”

“Maybe you can.” Regalis came further into the kitchen. “It’s about a Tryskin dish.”

The three exchanged blank looks. “Never even been to Tryske, let alone learned their cuisine.”

“Yeah, we don’t travel much,” added the plump baker with the red cheeks.

“I travel a lot,” said Mirabel with a smirk. “From the herb garden to the kitchen to the dining hall to the cellars, and back to the herb garden again. Round and round. It never ends.”

“Ask Mr. Bricker,” said the slender baker, her ringlets spilling from under her cap. “He’ll know. He’s been to Tryske, even did an internship there when he was younger.”

“How do you know that?” Mirabel’s hands were back on her hips.

Regalis thanked the three as a lively argument erupted about Mr. Bricker’s travels. He crossed to the door Mirabel had indicated and took the four steps down. He found himself in a large cellar filled with wooden shelves stacked in orderly rows with all kinds of foodstuffs: bottles of oils and vinegars, sacks of flours, cans with colorful labels, dried herbs and spices hanging from the rafters. Etherlamps were lit but the room was still as dim as a closet. It smelled strongly of earth, probably from the sacks of potatoes that lined the back wall.

Mr. Bricker was on his knees, sorting through a stack of brick-sized paper packages. He was accompanied by a young lad wearing a green cap tilted at a dapper angle. The lad made notes as Mr. Bricker counted. Regalis thought he looked like a jester in a blue and green pajama set and a dark blue apron; on his bald pate perched the same kind of simple cap the boy wore, but this one had a small pheasant feather pinned to the side.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Bricker.”

“Doubt that.” The chef put down the package of flour in his hand. “Twenty-eight Terran rye flour from the Steppin Mill, Quinn. Don’t confuse it with that foul stuff from Cardagenya we got last month.”

“Noted.” Quinn marked the page.

“Regalis.” Mr. Bricker laboriously got to his feet, then brushed himself off. He had a way of speaking that made one not quite sure whether he was being sarcastic. “I always welcome visits from Fahyli, although you only ever see me about one thing. Would be nice to chat about something other than food once in a while. Missing something from Kittrell, I take it? Kite was in here last week about pie.”

“I am here about food, yes, but not a dish for me. For a friend from Tryske. I wondered if you knew how to make a Tryskin dry stew made with muntjac. She says it has cinnamon and dried carly berries also.”

Mr. Bricker scratched at his head, pudgy fingers reaching up underneath his cap. His brow furrowed. “A Tryskin dish made with muntjac?”

“Yes, sir.”

The chef frowned. “You must have heard her wrong. Muntjac isn’t used in any Tryskin dishes. They live south of here, not southeast. Only Archelians cook it, far as I know.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mr. Bricker is from Tryske,” Quinn said shyly. “He knows their food.”

“I’m sure he does. I don’t mean to imply that he is mistaken. I barely know a Terran apple from a fae plum, but the dish my friend is missing was one she grew up with. She said her mother used to make it a lot, and she’s from Tryske City.”

Mr. Bricker scratched at his jowls. “Come with me. I might have a recipe.”

Regalis followed the chef out of the cellar and across the kitchen to a small office with an overstuffed bookcase. His desk was scattered with notes and bottles and receipts for produce. Mr. Bricker went to the bookcase and touched the tops of several books before pulling one out and flipping it open to the index. He scanned down the page and found what he was looking for. Then he lay the book on his desk so Regalis could see the hand-painted image of a dry stew, an ingredients list, and instructions.

“Here’s a muntjac dish with carly berries and cinnamon. It’s often served on top of a sweet potato mash, or sometimes on rice. Lots of butter in this dish. I bet it’s delicious. I’m a fan of cinnamon in my savory dishes, too.”

Regalis studied the painting of the meal, dark chunks of meat in a creamy-looking sauce littered with the small purple berries. “Have you ever made it before?”

“No. But it’s not a difficult one, by the looks of it. Who’s it for?”

“One of the Calyx. Do you know Vesper?”

Mr. Bricker waved a dismissive hand. “They’re all the same to me. They come, they go, they all smell and look like flowers. I don’t have much to do with them as I’m not the one who feeds them, but I’d be happy to have someone make this dish. We make all kinds of things from foreign places for homesick folk. I even have some preserved muntjac on hand, not in any large quantity, mind you, but enough for a few servings. Oh.” Mr. Bricker marked the page of the recipe with a finger, then flipped the book closed so Regalis could read the cover.

“Traditional Dishes of Archelia,” read Regalis aloud. “Well… that’s a surprise.”

“Maybe her mama was Archelian? Moved to Tryske to be with her papa?”

“That must be it. I should’ve realized.”

Regalis told Mr. Bricker he’d talk to Portia about the best time to surprise Vesper with the dish. The chef clarified which days he’d be able to spare a cook to produce the stew, then Regalis left, heading for the other side of the palace to find Portia.


SEVEN
VESPER


The day after her visit to the library, Vesper stood before her—mostly empty—wardrobe, chewing her lip. She planned to go to tonight’s ball, as a guest, but she had nothing suitable to wear. She’d never had much need to own pretty dresses; she’d lived most of her life in vests, tunics, trousers, and boots, the same attire that her parents and her brothers had worn. Now that she was Calyx, she wore dresses a lot, but they weren’t hers. Some of the females spent their earnings on dresses that they wanted to own, but Vesper had no interest in spending any of her hard-earned royalties on unnecessary clothing. She’d made only one withdrawal from the palace coffers: to purchase a bow, a set of arrows, and an outfit for hunting and riding. If she needed clothes, shoes, or accessories, they were supplied by Olinya and her team, even her day wear. If she needed a book, the palace had three libraries. She was fed from the kitchens, and all her toiletries were provided. Her bed sheets were changed, her apartment cleaned. If she was sore or unwell, there were healers on staff. She had bespoke elixirs on the daily. She’d never been so well provided for in her life.

A knock came on her door. She opened it to find one of the palace serving staff, a freckle-faced girl in an apron. “I’m to ask you where you’d like to take dinner tonight, Miss Vesper.”

Vesper was momentarily stumped.

It was assumed that the Calyx ate in the dining hall. If they wanted to eat in their apartment, they had to make a request. Vesper had made this request many times before, but she’d never had anyone come to her room to ask her directly.

“How nice of you to ask,” she replied. “I suppose I’ll eat here.”

“Very good, Miss.” The young woman curtsied and walked away.

Vesper returned to the problem of a gown for tonight. She would have to ask for a dress from the couturiers and hope that she didn’t get too many questions. She should have planned better. It was early in the afternoon, but if she went now the den should be quiet; she’d get what she needed and get out before the place became overrun with flora fae.

As she entered the tailors’ den she waved at Gaby, Olinya’s daughter, who was marking out measurements on a swath of fabric with a piece of chalk. Olinya was a few tables away, bent over an oversized sketchbook, spectacles on her nose, discussing conceptual drawings with a seamstress and an embroiderer. Olinya’s employees were highly specialized, each doing only one thing. A gown or suit passed through a dozen hands before it was ready to be fitted to a body.

Vesper sidled up to Gaby without alerting Olinya to her presence. Gabrielle had her mother’s long black hair, and wore it the same way too, with a severe middle part. Sometimes it hung loose, sometimes it was in a low bun, but it was always parted dead center. When Vesper looked at Gabrielle or Olinya, she saw a set of twins, twins who were wholeheartedly invested in making Vesper so beautiful that she regularly didn’t recognize herself.

The couturier put down her chalk and picked up a pair of wicked-looking shears. She made her cut, neatly and precisely. “Hello, Vesper. I thought you were on a break.”

“I am, but I need a simple gown for tonight.”

Gaby lay down the shears and folded up the fabric she didn’t need, sliding it to one side. Her dark brows arched. “What’s the occasion?”

Before Vesper could answer, Olinya spied her and brightened on realizing that a Calyx was in need of something. She came over, tossing the end of her colorful shawl over her shoulder. “Hello, Vesper, darling. I didn’t expect to see you today. Can I help?”

“She wants a gown for tonight’s ball,” said Gaby.

“Oh dear.” Olinya took off her glasses and began to clean them with a swatch of velvet she pulled out of her bosom. “Is someone ill? Or is it a scheduling mistake?”

Vesper’s cheeks heated. So much for managing this discreetly. “No, I beg your pardon. I just want to go as a guest, but I don’t own anything suitable.”

“You want to go as a guest?”

“Yes. So, any old gown will do.”

Gaby’s giggle let Vesper know that she’d said something silly.

Olinya’s perfect forehead was marred with perplexity. She sniffed, shuddering as she tucked away the velvet and returned her glasses to her face. “My dear, I am not in the habit of sending flora fae to a ball in ‘any old gown.’ I ask you: Why would I make something if it wasn’t going to be spectacular?”

Vesper stammered, but thankfully Olinya’s question had been rhetorical.

“Most Calyx are dying to do something other than mingle with a bunch of aristocrats for a night. It’s important to take time away, you know. Have you mentioned this to Portia?”

Vesper avoided the topic of Portia. “I don’t plan to dance; my ankle is too sore anyway. I just want to observe.” She needed a reason, and was struck by the perfect excuse. “I’m curious to see how the foreigners dress, you see.”

“Oh, I know what you mean!” Olinya gushed, rolling her eyes good naturedly.

Vesper had no interest whatsoever in the costumes of partiers, but Olinya and Gaby both did, so naturally the tailor bought her curiosity as genuine.

“Honestly, I don’t know where they get their ideas.” She leaned close, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Do you know that Lord Reuben once dressed from head to foot in metallic rainbow foil? It set off a spasm in my eyelids that didn’t go away for a week. I’m sure we can find something suitable for you.” Olinya turned to Gaby to fire off some instructions that were so strange that Vesper wondered if the mother-daughter pair had developed their own language. It included words like appliqué, passementerie, and guipure.

“Don’t give me anything that draws attention,” Vesper pleaded, overcome with terror that Olinya would make her look as ravishing as the Calyx who would be on duty that night.

Olinya stopped midsentence. “Did you just say that you don’t want to draw attention?”

Vesper nodded. “Make me blend in, not stand out. I’m not going to wear makeup or do anything impressive with my hair. And I’ll be sitting all night, probably in the balcony.”

Olinya looked at Gaby, losing interest. “In that case, the gray velvet.”

Vesper brightened. “That sounds perfect.”

The tailor’s mouth flattened. “What it was, was a mistake made by someone I never should have hired, but I never throw anything away, and this one won’t sell at auction. It’s yours for the evening. Gaby will make any necessary changes. Good luck with the… blending in. Don’t look directly at anything Lord Reuben is wearing or you might go blind.”

Vesper thanked the royal tailor, then waited as Gaby retreated into the rows and rows of gowns, each hanging within its own meticulously labeled garment bag. She returned carrying one draped over both arms. After laying it out on an empty worktable, she unzipped the bag, revealing a gown that was really more blue than gray. Vesper had thought it was actually quite pretty, and couldn’t imagine why it was considered a mistake.

She stepped up on the pedestal, shedding her tunic. Gaby helped her with the gown, which she had to step into, then lift its velvet bulk up and over her hips, letting the skirt fall into place. As the dress was fastened, she frowned at how much of her cleavage remained on display. The gown had a drop shoulder design, the bodice held in place only with a set of ribbons that were tied over each shoulder. Most flora fae were tall, but they ranged from waifish to obscenely voluptuous, and this gown had been designed for someone with a lot more curves than Vesper possessed.

She stood as Gaby pinned the dress, then helped her get out of it without stabbing herself. Gaby delivered the gown to a seamstress to make the requisite nips and tucks, but because the fabric was so thick, it took longer than expected. Vesper waited, and waited. She sipped apricot juice and snacked on grapes and cheese at a sideboard, trying not to look impatient, but before the dress was ready, some of the Calyx arrived for their preparations. Gaby got distracted, and suddenly the den was full of the usual pre-ball mayhem.

Vesper’s heart fell as her final fitting got delayed, then delayed some more. She wasn’t on duty and had no right to pull Gaby away from her duties. By the time Vesper was helped into the gown, all the Calyx had left the den and Gaby and her team were tired. Vesper felt badly that she’d ever asked, but in the end, she got what she needed. Her tummy murmuring over too much cheese, she tied her hair half up with a bow, then went directly from the den to the ballroom, her mind on her mission.

[image: ]


Vesper snatched a pair of opera glasses from the basket by the door of the ballroom’s second-floor balcony as she entered with Morpho—half asleep on her collarbone. She took a gilded chair in a front corner, from which she could study the guests below. Calyx and aristocrats whirled around the parquet floor, making close examination difficult. She moved her gaze to the guests who mingled along the ballroom’s outer edges. It was much easier to inspect faces and hands while people were standing still. She developed a system of combing down one side of the ballroom and up the other in the length of time it took for one song to play. When a new set of faces came off the dance floor for a rest, she repeated the process.

“Looking for anyone in particular?” asked Lady Lecta as she plopped down in the chair beside Vesper’s.

Lady Lecta was one of the first aristocrats who Vesper had become acquainted with after she’d started working at balls. Lecta was a frequent attendee, an adviser to the queen, and she knew every important person who lived in Solana City. Vesper squashed her irritation as she put the opera glasses down. She had hoped that by sitting alone in a corner it would signal to other guests that she preferred not to socialize. It had been working up until now.

“My feet are so tired.” Lady Lecta extracted a foot from a slipper, then bent down to rub it. “I used to dance until the very last song, but every year I find I kick off my dancing slippers for good earlier and earlier. It’s not yet ten and I find I miss my pillow more than I ever miss my dead husband.”

“No. I’m not looking for anyone in particular,” she said, answering Lady Lecta’s question. “I just like to look at the costumes.”

The feather in Lady Lecta’s hair waved and bobbed as she tilted her head. “Have you a hobby that involves fashion?”

“Maybe I will one day,” replied Vesper. “When I’m too old to be Calyx, I’ll have to do something to earn a living, right?”

At the rate she was going, Vesper would be able to retire in comfort, but Calyx earnings were a secret, and she never bragged about her income.

“Surely that’s a long way off,” said Lecta. “But I admire your foresight.”

Vesper put the opera glasses before her eyes again as the song headed into denouement. She noticed a man in conversation with a couple of other human males. In his left hand he held a tumbler half full of amber liquid. It wasn’t the drink that caught her gaze, but the bandage wrapped around the full length of his index finger. Her breath caught and she directed the glasses to his face. He had a square jaw covered with thick stubble, a receding hairline, and his fawn-colored hair was tied into a short tail. She’d never seen him before; she was sure of it. She kept her eyes glued to the man. After his companions moved away, he stood sipping from his glass and watching the dancers. There was nothing much odd about his behavior, but the bandage on his finger… dare she ask Lecta?

“Well, my dear—” Lady Lecta put her hands on the arms of her chair, preparing to rise.

“Lady Lecta?” Vesper turned to her companion, handing her the opera glasses. “May I ask if you know the gentleman standing just in front of the third table?”

Lecta took the glasses, placing them eagerly over her face. Knowing everyone was a pride of hers, their position, and many times, their personal life and any indelicate relationships. “Let’s see… third table, third table. The human male with the earring who looks a bit like a pirate?”

“I hadn’t noticed an earring, but he’s holding a tumbler and has a receding hairline.”

“Yes, the same.” Lady Lecta studied silently for a moment. “I’m afraid I don’t know him. I can say nothing for certain other than he is not Solanan. Why?”

“He just looks familiar,” Vesper lied. “Sort of like an old friend.”

Lady Lecta handed the glasses back. “Hob would know.” She pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll ask him on my way out.”

“Oh no. Please don’t bother him.” Vesper got to her feet as well, as was customary in the presence of an elder.

“It’s no trouble.” Lady Lecta kissed Vesper on the cheek, then made her way to the steps that would take her down to the ballroom floor.

Regret pooled in Vesper’s belly as Lady Lecta floated toward Hob. Vesper leaned forward with her palms on the railing, watching in morbid fascination. Lecta touched Hob’s elbow and exchanged words with him, discreetly pointing out the man with the tumbler. Hob answered her and Lady Lecta nodded and moved away. Next, she approached a young lad in livery, putting something into his hand as she whispered in his ear. Lecta brought his attention to the corner of the balcony where Vesper stood, waiting in quiet dread. The boy nodded, then slithered his way through the crowd to the stairs.

“Miss Vesper?”

She turned to the eager and innocent face she knew quite well.

“Lady Lecta wishes me to give you the name Crassus Kallus, from Archelia.”

“Thank you, Harold.” She gave the lad a prim smile.

She was certain she’d never heard the name before, but he had a bandage around his left index finger and he was Archelian. It was enough to warrant further investigation. She was not about to allow a random stranger from the republic to jeopardize the life and security she had worked so hard to build.

Morpho, thought Vesper, her gaze flicking back to the fellow in question. Her moth flexed his wings in response, his antennae twitching.

Get me the name of his suite, if you can, my love.

No one took notice of her familiar, in his customary luna moth attire, as he fluttered out the open door.

Vesper waited patiently for Morpho to return, one dance turning into the next and the next. She sipped from a flute of sparkling water scented with peach and garnished with a mint leaf. She did not move from her spot on the balcony, keeping an eye on Crassus Kallus as he moved about the room, socializing with small groups of men. She noticed his dark eyes roaming the females. Was he just gawking, or was he hunting someone?


PART 2


EIGHT
VESPER


When Morpho’s featherlight feet touched the bare skin of her shoulder, she drained her flute, then walked calmly toward a private alcove, demurely greeting anyone she passed in the corridors. As she closed the curtains to one of the coves near the library, Morpho crawled beneath the hanging etherlamp. Vesper twisted the dial on the neck until the light that shone down was not tainted with any color. Solana’s palace illumination continuously shifted in shade to complement the time of day and the natural light coming in through its many windows. Private rooms and alcoves like this one allowed residents to change the color of lamps on a whim.

Morpho’s form trembled, his antennae vibrating from the effort of his shift. His wings changed from pale green to pure black. He continued to shake, and from his apparent effort Vesper understood that he needed to take a shape that was not a natural moth in order to communicate what he’d learned. Those were always more difficult for him. Two splotches of white with a yellow center bled through the miniature black feathers on his wings. White seeped outward from a central golden point, forming into the petals of a blossom of leucanthemum vulgare. Growing up, Vesper had known this humble Terran flower as the ox-eye daisy.

Rest, love. Thank you. I understand.

Morpho’s wings drooped a little as he released his magical efforts. The duplicate daisy blossoms glared brightly against the backdrop of his black wings. Vesper offered him her hand and he crawled aboard, letting her carry him out of the alcove and over to a pot of common myrtle near a window. Aside from her own cereus blossoms, it was one of Morpho’s favorites.

Now, while the ball was in full swing and Crassus was still in the ballroom, would be the perfect time to pay his room a visit to see what could be learned.

The corridors were empty as Vesper made a beeline for the daisy suite. When a servant carrying a basket full of dirty linens rounded the corner at the end of the hall as she reached the room, Vesper carried on past, smiling at the girl. As soon as the laundress was out of view, Vesper doubled back. She rapped on the door with a knuckle; if anyone answered, she would ask for a fictitious person, then pretend that she had the wrong room. When there was no answer, she checked that the door was indeed locked—because many guests didn’t bother—before slipping two pins from her hair and using them to force the bolt back, a trick she’d learned from her younger brother, who taught himself how to break into their father’s knife cabinet. The moment the door opened, she slipped inside and shut it quietly behind her. Momentarily blind, since the lights were turned so low, she stood frozen, barely breathing. As her eyes adjusted, she scanned the room.

The copper plaque outside promised that the suite was decorated with a daisy theme, and it didn’t disappoint. Large white daisies cavorted across the walls, the throw pillows, the curtains, and the quilt on the four-poster bed. Black, white, and yellow overstuffed furniture sat positioned around a low table in front of a fireplace where daisies had been carved into the mantel. A massive vase full of cut daisies sat on the writing desk, while fresh daises grew in pots throughout the room. Daisies cavorted across the carpet on the floor and the heavy floor-to-ceiling drapes. Vesper shook her head. The palace interior design team took themes too seriously, in her opinion. When she’d first moved into her own suite, she’d taken out two-dozen potted cacti just to be able to move around without puncturing herself.

She went to the wardrobe, opening and shutting doors, looking inside drawers, searching for personal items that might reveal Crassus’s intentions. When she found a cloth bag, she noted its position, then lifted it from the wardrobe and set it on the bed to search it. If Crassus paid attention to details, he would know someone had been through his things, but Vesper wasn’t sure she cared. First, there was not much she could do to prevent suspicion except put things back as she’d found them. Second, it could be a good thing: Maybe she would make him feel as frightened as he had made her. We are onto you, stranger.

When she found only clothing inside the bag, she returned it to the wardrobe. On the top of the bedside table she found a book. A quick glance at the title suggested an adventure story: The Ogre and the Clockmaker’s Son, by Hanuman Bilge. In the top drawer she discovered a knife in its sheath, a miniature magnifying glass, and a small fabric bag tied shut with a ribbon. What spilled out of the bag was the kind of thing she had been hoping to find: a wax seal and a set of six wax columns in various colors. The colors were important to those who knew what they meant. Four sticks were unused, both ends still as square as the day they’d been poured, but two were half melted away. One was bright white, the other was deep purple, with a pearly finish. She wouldn’t have thought much of either, in isolation, but together… and the fact that they’d been used… they were the colors of the Republic of Archelia. They were only used by those in Archelian government, or by someone who’d been given authority of the same.

She flipped the seal over; it was in reverse, of course, but even so it was easy to recognize the scorpion. Below the raised figure was a surname in very tiny letters, curved to follow the bottom of the circular seal: Cutright, VC of A.

Goosebumps sprang out on her arms when she read the name. Callus was here on behalf of Cutright? Terror gripped her, making her stomach clench and her hands tremble.

At a noise in the hall, she scrambled to put the seal and the wax back into their bag. Dropping the bag where she’d found it, she slid the drawer closed, then ran to hide behind the drapes. There was nowhere else to go except under the bed, and Vesper wouldn’t be able to run if she was discovered there. The window behind her looked over the grassy bailey behind the palace. Heart stammering in her ears, she froze in place when a man’s voice murmured from the hall. A woman’s voice answered in kind. A key entered the lock but the door opened without the click of the bolt.

“That’s odd,” muttered Crassus, interrupting himself.

“What’s odd?” The female came into the room, speaking with a strong accent that Vesper recognized as Boskayan. “Oh, this is a lovely room. I love the black and white with splashes of yellow. They gave me the fuchsia suite. It’s like walking into a uterus.”

The man gave a forced chuckle and Vesper held her breath as he closed the door. For what felt like a long time, there was no sound but the rapid drumming of her pulse. She closed her eyes and stamped down the urge to panic. It felt like at any moment, the drape concealing her could be ripped back, her presence exposed.

“You look troubled, dear,” cooed the woman. “What is it?”

“I had locked this door,” he replied. “I’m sure of it. But just now… it wasn’t locked.”

His voice was gruff and wondering, like he wasn’t sure he could trust his own memory. Vesper mentally kicked herself for not putting the bolt back in place. She’d assumed she would have enough time to search the room, then leave again, locking the door behind her.

“The first thing to go is your memory, you know,” joked the woman. “Don’t worry. In Solana, at least the palace, no one steals. If thieves get caught, they are publicly humiliated and never invited back. I never lock my room. No one does.” Her tone turned teasing. “Except the paranoid types. Is that you? Lord Kallus? Have you reason to be paranoid?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” he growled playfully. There was a rustle of fabric as their bodies came together in an embrace.

The woman squealed, but not without pleasure. “Stop that, you lout! My mother raised me to be a lady.”

“Oh, I see.” His tone turned lascivious. “Is that why you came up to my room? A man you only just met? Is that what ladies do?”

“You promised me a game of Joy,” she chided in a baby voice. “I’m starting to wonder whether your idea of Joy and my idea of Joy are the same.”

“Mine is much more fun, I guarantee you, my dear Lady Melissa.” His words were muffled, as though his face was buried in her neck, or perhaps her cleavage. “You smell like apricots, and… and… what is that?”

“Peony,” replied Melissa. “I’m glad you like it. It’s called ‘Visions of Spring’ and I paid a fortune for it in the shop on the high street. Honestly, I don’t know how they sleep at night, charging what they do. No wonder this place is so opulent. I’m a fool for paying it.”

“A fool that smells of the gardens of heaven.”

Wet sounds of kissing followed and Vesper clenched her eyes shut, hoping with every fiber of her being that she wouldn’t have to endure the sounds of them coupling. She wasn’t sure what was worse, learning that her enemy was so certain she had hidden herself in Solana that he’d sent an agent to root her out, or having to listen to that agent copulate. Gross.

When moans of pleasure joined the kissing sounds, Vesper’s stomach clenched. She briefly entertained the idea of exposing herself so that she wouldn’t have to endure the torture, but the insane impulse passed. The bed squeaked and Vesper covered her mouth with a hand, horrified.

But then a different kind of squeak came from just outside the door, putting a sudden halt on the heavy petting sounds. Vesper pulled her hand away, smiling with relief.

You’re such a clever wee moth, she told Morpho.

“What is that?” The woman sounded breathless.

Kallus didn’t respond, but Vesper heard them get off the bed. The sound continued in the hall.

“A… cricket?”

“Crickets don’t sound like that where I’m from.”

“No, you’re right. It’s really rather intense.”

“And a little threatening… Could it be a rat?”

Morpho’s rasping squeak continued, luring the couple to the door. When Vesper heard the knob turn, she clutched her midsection with hope. The squeaking—louder now that the door was open—moved away, enticing them down the hall.

“I don’t see anything.” Crassus sounded flummoxed. “What the devil⁠—?”

They moved into the hall, searching for the source of the sound.

Morpho had the capability of producing the squeak when in the form of a Terran moth called acherontia atropos. They’d spot him eventually and they’d grow bored once they realized it was just an insect. Then they’d return to continue their game of “Joy.” She had a small window of opportunity and she had to take it. Slipping out from behind the drape, Vesper went to the balcony doors and through them. A tiny set of table and chairs sat there. She squeezed past the furniture to look over the railing, judging the distance to the grass. The bailey was a long rolling stretch of lawn and decorative shrubs, beyond which were pasturelands—when the wind blew just right, the scent of manure tainted the air back here. She was one floor up, but even with a sore ankle she’d rather risk the drop than be discovered.

Vesper threw a leg over the railing and used the rungs to lower herself until she hung free, fingers hooked over the saddle that fastened the railing to the balcony. She took a bracing breath, then let herself drop.

Pain exploded through her injured ankle as she hit the ground. Her knees buckled and she collapsed, breath rushing from her chest as her back hit the grass. Stars burst in her vision, popping against a field of black, fireworks of agony. She rolled into the shadows beneath the balcony and the thick shrubs that lined the base of the palace. There was another suite below the daisy suite, but at least those windows were dark. When she could breathe again, she sat up and took stock of her body. More bruises, and… son of a goblin. Her ankle wasn’t just twisted, but properly sprained, maybe even broken. Her boot already felt like a vise closing around her ankle.

She looked up as she felt Morpho’s presence. He spiraled down, his gorgeous luna wings backlit briefly by the moon. He perched on her jawline, running his antennae delicately across her skin, concerned that she was hurt.

I’ll be alright, Vesper thought. Thanks to you, my brave little one, I didn’t get caught.

Light flooded the window behind the shrub where Vesper was hiding. She crawled past the window, then scrambled to her feet. She clamped a hand over her mouth to keep in her cry of pain. She brushed herself off and tucked loose hair back into place, but by the time she made it to the end of the wall, she was sweating. The fragrance of tainted cereus oozed from her body. The edges of her vision fuzzed. She had to stop and bend over more than once to ensure she didn’t faint. Distantly, she heard the clocktower in the heart of the city chime. She counted off eleven. The dancing would be winding down now; the halls would get busy as guests went to their rooms and servants saw to their needs. She needed to make it back to her suite without drawing attention.

She took another moment to compose herself, then, gritting her teeth, turned the corner and began the long walk through a portico to the double doors. A few guests were out, admiring the night sky or chatting quietly while seated on the benches scattered about the gardens.

Every step sent fire up her leg. It was impossible not to limp. Morpho flew before her whenever someone approached from the opposite direction. He would get in their faces, spiral around their heads, show off his best aerobatics. It never failed to bring a smile to the person’s face, some even paused to watch him, captivated. Morpho knew how to impress. Vesper had never been more grateful for the skills he’d picked up since they’d joined the Calyx.

She paused when she saw a trolley with a tray parked just outside her door. A silver cloche with an elaborate handle sat over a platter. Oops. She had completely forgotten that she’d told a server earlier that she’d take dinner in her room. This food was hours old. Upon closer inspection, she found a handwritten note pinned underneath the crystal water glass. Wondering if the staff had accidentally delivered someone else’s order to her room, she plucked up the card and opened it. Her jaw sagged as she read the handwriting.

Vesper,

It wasn’t easy, but I found the recipe with Mr. Bricker’s help. I doubt it will taste as good your mama’s (not knocking Bricker’s kitchen, but no one makes food as well as mamas do, that’s a fact), but I hope it brings you good memories of your childhood.

Regalis

Tears welled up in her eyes, and for a moment she forgot about the pain in her ankle. She was astonished, amazed, and so touched. This was, by far, the nicest thing that anyone had ever done for her.

Lifting the cloche, the scent of muntjac stew wafted into her nose. It was cold now, but it still smelled delicious. The fragrance of the meal her mother had often made for the family put her over the edge. The agony of loss seized her heart, and she bit back a cry of grief. She couldn’t stand out here in the hall, bawling. A servant would discover her, then there’d be no stopping the gossip. She returned the cloche to the platter and left the trolley in the hall as she entered her room, limping heavily. Closing the door, she collapsed onto her bed, tears pouring down her face and sobs wracking her body.


NINE
REGALIS


Regalis stopped one of the servers in the East Keep dining hall, a girl carrying a tray stacked with empty nectar dishes. “Have you seen Vesper this morning?”

“No, sir. Sometimes she skips breakfast.” The girl shrugged. “She’s off this week. Maybe she’s still asleep?”

“Do you know if she got the meal that the West Keep kitchen made for her? I’m told one of you delivered it.”

The girl’s expression turned pitiful. “She did. I was the one who delivered it, but I’m sorry to say it came back uneaten this morning.”

His heart fell. “Are you sure?”

“I fetched the trolley myself. It was sitting just where I left it, outside her door.” She brightened. “Your note was gone, though.”

Regalis thanked the girl and left the hall, heading for the wing that housed the Calyx. He could have asked anyone he passed where Vesper’s room was, but now he was too concerned to talk to anyone else. Why hadn’t she eaten the muntjac? Was she ill? Had it been made poorly? Maybe because the muntjac wasn’t from a fresh kill? Perhaps his kind gesture had had the opposite affect and ticked her off. What if she’d found it presumptuous? The more he thought about it, the more convinced he became that he’d offended her. Idiot. He had to make things right.

He searched the wing until he found a copper plaque with Vesper’s name engraved into it. He rapped a knuckle on the door. When no answer came, he knocked a second time. He heard her voice from inside this time, but didn’t understand her words.

“Vesper?” He tucked his face close to the wood. “It’s Regalis. Are you alright?”

Several long moments passed without any response. He was about to speak again when she told him to come in. He opened the door. Vesper was in bed, her back supported by a stack of pillows; her face was a pale moon swallowed by tresses of deep auburn. He frowned as he closed the door, noting the bruise-colored circles below her eyes, the crease between her brows, the sheen of perspiration at her hairline. She smiled, but the whites of her eyes were pink, like she’d been crying all night.

Alarmed, he sat on the edge of her bed. “Are you ill?”

“Not ill. Just… well, it seems I’m unable to walk today.”

Regalis took a moment to absorb this unexpected news. Though he hadn’t seen Vesper at all yesterday, he’d asked Lyndis for an update and been told she was up and about, almost as good as healed. It didn’t make sense that now she couldn’t walk. A bruised ankle didn’t suddenly get worse… or had Lyndis misdiagnosed the injury?

He swept his gaze down Vesper’s form, to her feet and back up again. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

Vesper hesitated and it was enough to make Regalis feel self-conscious. He realized suddenly that he was sitting on the edge of her bed and had asked to pull her covers back and expose her body. He guessed from her reaction that it was too familiar for her comfort.

“I beg your pardon. Let me get Lyndis,” he said in a rush as he got to his feet. “Obviously she missed something and you should have been made to stay in bed.”

Vesper pushed herself up against her pillows, grimacing with pain. “No, it’s fine, I— Ah!”

Regalis was galvanized. “It’s not fine, Vesper. I’ll be right back.”

He had to ask several people, but he eventually found Lyndis in the library just off Portia’s workshop. He had to pull her away from her study by force, since the healer had already looked at Vesper once. Regalis carried Lyndis’s bag of healing tinctures, tonics, and tools—glad she always kept them at hand—and ignored her grumbling all the way back to Vesper’s room.

Vesper was seated on the side of her bed when they entered, wearing the kind of silk slip that Regalis had seen on Gardenia many times. It was the color of the inside of a seashell and made of a thin, shiny fabric. Simple embroidery of flowers danced across the bodice. Regalis thought Vesper looked vulnerable and excruciatingly feminine, like the subject of an oil painting.

“Let me see, then,” said Lyndis impatiently, stooping over Vesper.

With a resigned look, Vesper slid back on the bed, bringing both her feet up into view.

Regalis’s eyes popped when he saw her ankle. “It’s doubled in size!”

“Yes,” agreed Lyndis. “And has developed the color of plums.”

“A delayed reaction?” Vesper offered timidly.

“No such thing with physical injuries, my dear,” said Lyndis curtly.

The healer snugged her spectacles into place and examined Vesper’s ankle and foot closely, touching it in a few places, and asking Vesper to move it this way and that. Finally, the healer sighed and dropped her glasses. She looked at the Calyx with a fierce expression, posting her hands on her hips.

“I told you no workouts, no running, and only necessary walking for your entire week off. You’ve obviously done something to reinjure it.”

“I went to the ball last night,” Vesper admitted in a quiet voice. At a reproachful tsk from Lyndis, she added: “I didn’t dance, I promise. I just sat in the balcony. Ask Lady Lecta, she sat with me.”

Regalis was surprised to the point of speechless. She’d been at the ball? While off duty?

Lyndis growled. “The evidence suggests otherwise, Miss Vesper.”

Vesper bit her lip. “I guess the injury was worse than we thought.”

“So, it’s my fault, is it?” Lyndis snapped.

“I’m sorry?” Vesper gave the healer a pleading expression and said it like a question.

Vesper kept her gaze on Lyndis, and Regalis wondered whether she was too embarrassed to look at him. He realized also that it was strange, watching a healer and a patient converse. There was no need for him to be there, yet he hesitated to leave. But Vesper still hadn’t looked at him, and he was starting to feel uncomfortable. It didn’t seem like she wanted him there.

“I’m going to have to make a poultice,” said Lyndis, turning to root through her bag, then bringing out a few bottles and setting them on Vesper’s side table.

“I’ll go, shall I?” Regalis took a step toward the door. “Check on you later.”

“Do something for me please, Regalis?” Lyndis pulled out a small cloth bag from her satchel and a pair of sharp-looking scissors, setting those on the table as well. “Fetch Portia, if you would be so kind.”

Fetching people was a job for the juvenile servants who worked as palace messengers, not Fahyli warriors, but if it was for Vesper, Regalis didn’t mind. Even when he passed young Graf on the way to the gardener’s workshop, he didn’t delegate the task to the boy.

Portia came out of the moss cave, her skin dewy and her hair frizzy from humidity, when Regalis called. She grew increasingly concerned while she listened to Regalis relay the message, then she left the workshop in a hurry. Feeling a bit idiotic and out of place, Regalis found himself unable not to follow. They were halfway back to Vesper’s room when Ferrugin’s thoughts invaded his mind.

Why are you so anxious?

I’m not.

You are. Do you need me?

No. Everything is fine.

Ferrugin fell quiet, but stayed tuned in to his thinking. It was impossible to lie to his familiar, but for some reason he was too embarrassed to explain the situation. He lingered by Vesper’s door as Portia went inside, and was about to leave when Lyndis emerged, coming out backward. She put her bag over her shoulder, closed the door and turned, a baffled look on her wrinkled face. When she saw Regalis, the look smoothed away.

“You were right,” Lyndis told him, peering up at him through her glasses and crossing her skinny arms. “The injury is much worse today. She’s broken several bones in her ankle and foot.”

Regalis was shocked. “Several bones?”

One broken bone might be walked on very gingerly, but several broken bones definitely couldn’t be walked on. Yet Vesper had walked herself to the infirmary… and gone to the ball last night.

Lyndis narrowed her eyes and jabbed an arthritic finger into his ribs. “There’s only one explanation, silly faeling. She reinjured it, and badly. The ankle looks like she sprinted laps, or jumped off a building.”

Regalis shook his head. “You heard her. She said she sat in the balcony all evening. She must have broken it in the rocks. Is it possible she was in such shock that she could walk on it?”

The healer shook her head. “I’ve been doing this a long time, boy. She had no broken bones that night, but now, there are at least five. She’s lying.”

Regalis, exasperated, spread his arms wide. “Why would she lie?”

Lyndis pushed past him, her bag of medicine and tools clinking softly. “They pay me to tend broken bodies, not…” Her words turned into an unintelligible mumble as she walked away.

Regalis stood in the hall, his mind turning the situation around and upside down.

Lyndis had been brought on to help with the injured after Faraçek’s Folly and was found so useful that she was given a permanent position. She was human, but she specialized in healing fae injuries—treatments for fae, especially flora and fauna fae, were often different than what was required for humans. Regalis didn’t know Lyndis well but he liked Vesper, a lot, and he was more inclined to believe that the healer had made a mistake than Vesper had reinjured herself. But he recognized his own bias, and tried to see past it. If she was lying, why? Why not just admit that she’d done something she shouldn’t have?

Portia came out of Vesper’s room and shut the door.

“Well? What do you think?” Regalis fell in step with the gardener as she walked back toward her workshop.

Portia let out an unhappy huff. “She’s one of my star Calyx. I was hoping she’d use the week to rest and rejuvenate, not break herself. She’ll need to stay off that ankle for at least six weeks, probably longer, which means she won’t be able to work. Not only will that make her irritable, it’ll put us way behind schedule. I can’t afford that.”

Regalis frowned. Portia had misunderstood him. He was expected at the maproom in fifteen minutes, and Portia had to go in the opposite direction. He put a hand on her shoulder, holding her back for a moment.

“How did she do it though?” Regalis studied the gardener’s distressed face. “Did she tell you?”

Portia rubbed her temple. “Why are you asking me that? You were there. You rescued her. She came off her horse and the leg was pinned.”

“But it’s much worse today than it was when I found her.”

“How do you know that?” Portia cocked a brow at him. “Did you take her boot off and look at it?”

“No, but I saw her walking on it.” He gestured in the direction of Vesper’s room. “She can’t walk on that.”

“It must have been worse than it first appeared.” Portia sounded tired of the subject. “What does it matter? She is injured, and although I already have a very busy day, I now have to do a complicated analysis, and I dislike math. If you’ll excuse me, Regalis.”

The gardener left the Fahyli standing in the hall, disturbed and mystified.


TEN
VESPER


Even before Morpho tickled her bottom lip with his antennae, Vesper had woken with a start, sensing a presence in her room. She lay on her back, her foot raised on pillows and her ankle still packed with the poultice Lyndis had made. Her quilt was drawn up to her chin. Cracking her eyes open, she inspected as much of the apartment as she could without moving.

The room was swathed in shadows, but even so, he was easy to spot, having made no attempt to hide. He’d made himself at home in the sturdy wooden chair she used when at her writing desk. A dark shape turned in her direction, elbows resting on the arms of the chair, but his head and neck looked caved in between his shoulders. He was looking down, his chin on his chest. One foot was flat, the knee bent, the other leg was outstretched. It was an odd posture for an invader to take, far too relaxed. Vesper stared at him. Crassus Kallus was in her room, but he appeared to be… asleep?

In the past twelve hours, one of Lyndis’s junior assistants had been in three times to deliver food and elixirs or help her to the bathroom. No hope for any assistant to pop in at this hour though. Vesper cautiously flexed and the pain surged to life. There was no way she’d be able to walk on her foot, let alone run. Her best bet would be to scream for the nearest night guard.

A snort from Kallus made her freeze and close her eyes, pretending to be asleep. Her heart was pounding so loudly that surely he could hear it. He shifted in the chair, then all went quiet again. She counted out a full minute, then dared to peek again. Her stomach gave a twist of distress. Kallus sat fully upright now, his eyes gleaming in the dark.

She felt Morpho crawl down her neck and onto her chest. She didn’t know how well camouflaged she was in the shadows of her canopy bed, but if she could tell that his eyes were open in the gloom, did that mean he could tell that hers were open too?

“I nodded off for a hen’s peck there.” His accent was so familiar that her traitorous heart gave an ache of homesickness.

There was a world of information buried in the way he said that single sentence. He’d put on an aristocratic Solanan accent last night, aping his betters, but he was no aristocrat. He was a lowborn from Archelia. Worse, he’d used a colloquialism she’d only ever heard in Arenshar, the city nearest to her family’s land.

“I suppose you’ve come here to kill me,” she said at full volume. “I warn you, there are guards stationed on every floor and I have the lungs of an opera singer.”

“Go ahead.” He made a lazy gesture with a hand. “Scream.”

She couldn’t think of anything to say to that.

He chuckled. “We both know you’re not going to scream, Elara.”

She clenched her teeth, hating the way her birth name sounded on his lips.

“What is it they call you?” he asked. “Vesper? What idiot thought up that sock puppet of a moniker? You? Surely you must have known that simply changing your name, even multiple times, would never be enough to protect you. Did you think that we would just forget what you did? You can run away from the past, but the past will never stop chasing you.”

Vesper clenched her hands around the fabric of her bedsheet. “I’ve never done anything to you. I don’t even know you.”

He threaded his fingers together over his belly. He didn’t look like someone preparing to spring. She couldn’t see any weapon, but the room was dark. He must have the knife she had found in his room, perhaps strapped to his thigh or belted at his hip.

“I know you were poking around in my things,” he said. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“No,” she lied. “Why don’t you tell me who you are and what you want?”

He let out a slow, patient exhale. “You can’t be allowed to live, Elara. Surely you must know that this is the end of the road.”

“I have money,” she blurted. “Ten gold pieces to go away and never come back. Forget who and where I am. That’s a fortune.”

He seemed to consider this. Could he be bought off? He was a hireling, not personally invested, but Cutright probably paid well—he had the wealth to be generous.

“Whatever you’re being paid,” she said, “I’ll double it. How about that?”

“You know”—he drew breath, cocking his head in a gesture like wonder—“some part of me doubted your guilt. How could a faeling like you—young and innocent and seelie—have done what they say you did? But now I know it’s true. Your guilt is as apparent to me as your smell. You really did it: you murdered them all.”

He leaned forward. “I won’t be bought off, little Darkstar. I don’t care what happened to your family, and I don’t care who you descended from. Some Archelians believe that fae have historic value, like a heritage building or something, but I know what they really are: an insidious rot, a cancer deep inside a bone. You will all be eradicated. Eventually, every last one will leave of their own choice or be made to quietly disappear. But you won’t be around to see that.”

Anger burned in her cheeks. The injustice of it was breathtaking, but she’d find no sympathy here. Kallus got to his feet and Vesper tensed, but he didn’t come closer.

“You have a choice, Elara. You can report yourself to your superiors as a wanted murderer and fugitive, then allow me to escort you home to be dealt with. Or I’ll report you, and you’ll leave as my prisoner, in disgrace. Either way, you’re coming with me. Be thankful I am giving you the option of leaving in a more honorable manner than you deserve.”

Vesper narrowed her eyes. This couldn’t happen. She opened her mouth to respond⁠—

There was a knock on the door and a gently asked question.

“Vesper? Are you awake?”

Portia’s voice on the other side of the door made Kallus move fast. In the time it took for Vesper to look toward the door, then back at the chair, he was gone. She didn’t know if he’d gone out the open window, or hidden in her bathing chamber. Aside from the chair facing her bed, it was as though he’d never been there at all.

“Come in, Portia,” called Vesper. She was so relieved by the gardener’s interruption that she felt limp and shaky.

Portia came in and closed the door. She touched the switch on the etherlamp on Vesper’s bedside table. The soft golden glow revealed a vial in her hand.

“I’m surprised to find you’re awake, but I’m glad. Must be the pain, poor dear.”

Portia sat on the bed, gazing at Vesper like a doting mother. She touched Vesper’s chin, turning her face toward the light. Then she put the back of her hand to Vesper’s brow. “You’re very pale and a little clammy. Is your ankle hurting you terribly?”

“A little, I guess.” Vesper glanced at the clock and saw that it was after three, very late for a visit from the gardener, even for an injured Calyx.

“I’ve brought you something.” Portia placed the vial into her hand.

“What is this?” The glass ampoule contained a dark opaque liquid.

Portia looked pleased. “When you experience its miraculous effects, you will mention it to no one.”

Vesper could only stare at the gardener.

“Go on. Drink it up.”

“You’re telling me this is, what? A magic potion?”

“Close enough.” Portia removed the stopper and lifted Vesper’s hand holding the vial toward her mouth. “It’s a secret for two reasons. First, it’s very costly to produce. The ingredients are so pricey that I daresay one could sell it and buy a villa on the coast.”

Vesper put the vial to her lips and tilted the liquid into her mouth. It tasted like iron, copper, and a touch of parsley. She swallowed it with a grimace, then handed the empty ampoule back to Portia.

“Second, if all the Calyx knew that they could be healed as quickly as this is going to heal you, some would take advantage.”

“In what way?”

“The reckless ones—such as you, for instance—would be even more reckless, and I can’t have that. It’s far too expensive to make, and not always worthwhile to administer. Which is why I know you’ll keep it a secret.”

Vesper understood. She would make more for the perfumery in the weeks she would otherwise need to convalesce than it cost to produce the potion, but not all Calyx would meet this threshold.

“No one except you, Lyndis, me, and Regalis know that you broke bones in your foot—and no one will know. As far as they are concerned, you were just bruised. I’m not going to ask how you did it. I don’t want to know what you’ve been up to, but I am asking you to take more caution. Promise me you’re not going to do anything else stupid during your week off?”

Vesper nodded. “I promise. You’ll tell Regalis about the potion?”

“Unfortunately, I’ll have to. Now shimmy under your quilt and close your eyes. The mixture works best when followed by several hours of deep sleep.”

Vesper did shimmy under, but couldn’t control glancing toward her washroom door. Was Kallus in there, eavesdropping? Not that she cared if Kallus knew about the potion, but if he was there, he was just waiting for Portia to leave, and Vesper didn’t want to be alone with him again. She was tempted to ask Portia to sit with her for a while. But she had never asked for coddling; she was connected to a hardy cactus that could weather a drought for months, and among the toughest flora fae in the retinue. Portia would be alarmed if she was suddenly afraid to be alone.

Portia turned off the etherlamp. “Rest well, Vesper. I’ll see you in the morning. You’ll be back on your own two feet again. You’ll see.”

The gardener left the room, and the moment the door snicked shut behind her Vesper tensed. But Kallus did not emerge from the bathing room, nor from behind a drape.

Morpho, please check the hiding spots.

Vesper held up her hand when Morpho returned, confirming Kallus had left. Vesper let out a long exhale and held him where she could see him. His luna moth form was so pale in the darkness, so beautiful with the long graceful tails.

You heard our supposed two choices. Can you think of a third?

Morpho flexed his wings, but he made a little circle so that his back was to her, then he opened his wings wide and went still. With a small vibration, his form morphed into that of a less showy species, but still beautiful in its own right. Brown forewings with golden yellow hind wings and a yellow abdomen covered in very fine fur. The feathery antennae of the luna moth were gone, replaced by two simple straight antennae coming out from just behind his large dark eyes. A clear shape bled into view across his thorax. The iconic marking on the back of his acherontis form seemed to glow in the darkness. A pale yellow skull blazed out against the darkness of the fur on his body, like a bad omen. Morpho used the death’s-head hawkmoth form for two reasons: when he needed to emit sound, and when he considered murder justified.

She’d suspected that death would be his suggestion. What other options were there? They were not going to reveal themselves to the scented court, and they were most certainly not going to allow an Archelian agent to out them. She wished she could keep this burden from Morpho, but she wasn’t able to do it herself tonight, and they needed to deal with Kallus immediately.

Go on, then, she thought grimly. I’m sorry I can’t go with you. Please be careful.

Morpho fluttered across the room and out the window.


ELEVEN
REGALIS


Someone’s died.

Regalis jerked awake. Ferrugin? Was that you?

It was me.

What did you say?

Ratchet says that Beazle told him that someone’s died.

Regalis looked toward the window, where Ferrugin’s shape was a silhouette against the early morning. Sunlight was a mere hint on the horizon, the sky awash with peach and pink. He rolled over and propped himself on an elbow, staring intently at his familiar.

People die all the time. Be more specific.

Guests don’t die all the time. Especially young ones.

Regalis rubbed his eyes, fighting through the cobwebs of deep sleep. He pushed himself to sitting, still not sure what to think. Not that he doubted Ferrugin, just that it wouldn’t normally be his familiar who reported such news.

Is it official?

Not yet.

The death of a guest at the scented court—even deaths from accidents or old age—sparked a wave of investigative activity and paperwork that usually fell to the Fahyli. Regalis’s opinion was that it was a responsibility better passed to other authorities, but Ian had explained—after someone choked on a chicken bone and died in Regalis’s second year—that the king and queen wanted the world to see how important guests were to Solana, so important that they put their top resources on the matter.

But such news would usually be preceded by a⁠—

“Regalis?” Hammering reverberated on his door, and the crofter’s voice had Regalis bounding out of bed.

“Coming!”

He opened the door, wearing just his sleep braies, to find Ian fully dressed in leggings, boots, and Fahyli leathers. His eyes looked as sleep swollen as Regalis’s felt. “Get dressed. I’m waiting.”

“Yes, Crofter.”

Regalis closed the door, turned on the lights, and dressed as quickly as he could, pulling on his leathers and strapping on a blade. He rushed out into the hall and was still buckling his belt when he caught up with Ian. “Ferrugin says a guest passed away?”

“How does she know that?”

“Beazle.”

“Ah. Of course. It happened in the East Keep, not far from Jess’s room. I guess the bat heard the screams.”

“Screams?” That wasn’t good. Was this a death or a murder?

“It appears one of our guests paid an early morning visit to the daisy suite for a tryst. Lady Melissa from Boskaya found Mr. Kallus already cold in his bed. Hob’s pulled his identification. Archelian, and not yet forty. The coroner is on her way.”

“Do we know yet how he died?”

“We won’t know for sure until his body is examined. Lady Melissa found him only ten minutes ago. She was hysterical, but is out of the way now.”

“So, the screams were hers, not Mr. Kallus’s?”

“That’s right.”

They turned a corner and took a carpeted staircase up two at a time. The etherlamps pulsed, adapting to the rising sun, as Ian handed Regalis two identity cards. Arrival dates were stamped on the backs. Regalis scanned them as they strode through halls of the East Keep. Lady Melissa Wellington, wife of Lord Herb Wellington, had arrived three days ago—without her husband. Crassus Kallus had arrived eight days ago from the city of Arenshar in Archelia. Kallus’s identity card had a small gold seal stuck on one corner, which meant that he had a place in government. The seal didn’t have a position noted, which meant that he wasn’t particularly high up. A messenger or emissary, was a good guess. Still, the fact that he was only thirty-nine and had a position of some importance was enough to make Regalis look askance at the crofter.

“I know,” said the crofter grimly. “This isn’t some elderly aristocrat passing away in his sleep at the end of a well-lived life. The circumstances are strange.”

Regalis handed the identity cards back to Ian. “Is it a coincidence that we are in the early stages of negotiation over the badlands with Archelia and that one of our few Archelian visitors has died?”

“Like I said. Strange.”

They arrived at the daisy suite to find one of Bradburn’s guards outside. He told them the coroner was already inside, along with Hob and one of Hob’s administrators, then opened the door for them. The body lay stretched out on the bed, already covered from head to foot with a sheet. The dead man’s things were lined up on the bed in a row for inspection.

The coroner, a short woman with a riot of white hair curling out in all directions, was scribbling notes in a small book. Sherrilyn Poste looked like someone’s eccentric grandmother, but she had no family and had been examining dead bodies for longer than Regalis had been alive. Regalis had worked with her a few times before. She knew her stuff. She looked up when they came in.

“It looks like an allergic reaction.” Sherrilyn wasted no time on the pleasantries. “But I can’t be completely sure. I need to know everything he consumed in the last twenty-four hours.”

Hob turned to his assistant. “Interview all the serving staff and make a list of anything that Mr. Kallus consumed. Report back to Ms. Poste as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Steward.” The man left the room to complete his mission.

“What else?” Ian asked, looking at the coroner.

“We’ve gone through his things.” She walked them through the items laying out on the dead man’s bed. “He had a knife. Nothing special. He had a magnifying glass, and a fairy tale. My guess is that he uses the glass to read since the two were together. He had parchment, wax, and a seal, also not surprising given he had a place in government, apparently with the vice chancellor of Archelia, we can see that from the seal, but there’s no correspondence or anything.”

Regalis glanced at Ian. “The vice chancellor of Archelia?”

Ian cleared his throat. “Man named Canon Cutright. He’s not involved with the badlands deal. Maybe he gives counsel to Chancellor Tagan on some things, but the two men rule from different cities and the vice chancellor has nothing to do with the museums. Archaeology has always been Tagan’s baby.”

“So this man’s appearance in the scented court is coincidental to the land issue?”

Ian shrugged. “Seems so. There’s no apparent link.”

The coroner pointed to a collection of bottles and jars that had been pulled from the suite’s bathing room, each decorated with daisies. “Aside from those, I need samples of any products he may have sampled at the store or applied to the body. I also need a list of the flora fae he may have come into contact with. I’ll need help questioning them, and I’ll need to interview Portia as well.”

“What are the injuries?” Regalis asked. “May I see?”

“There are two, although one is not life threatening.” The coroner directed the etherlamp at the bedside to illuminate the body, then pulled back the sheet revealing the head and torso of the corpse. Crassus Kallus certainly looked dead, with waxen cheeks, his eyes mostly closed, his mouth sagging. His hair was mussed, but there was no blood or signs of a struggle. Pulling on gloves, Sherrilyn turned the head to one side and lifted the shoulder. She gestured to where a cluster of raised puffy skin ran from beneath the ear, down the neck, and across the back of the shoulder. It did look like an allergic reaction.

“Can we rule out food?” Regalis wondered, studying the welts. “Otherwise, his lips would be swollen, wouldn’t they?”

“Probably, but look at this.” Sherrilyn points to a barely-there crust at the corner of his mouth. “It’s not vomit, but dried spittle. To your point, though, neither his lips nor his mouth have the rash, so I’m thinking that his reaction made him foam at the mouth. It’s possible he choked on his own saliva, given that he was found lying on his back. Or it could be that he had a seizure. Also—” She lifted the corpse’s left hand out from under the sheet to show them the index finger where there was a long cut starting at the tip and going all the way to the inside of the second knuckle. “He has this injury, but it’s days old and could even be self-inflicted. It had a bandage.” She gestured to the bloodstained cotton she had cut away. “This wound is not involved in his death, but still strange.”

“Any idea why he would do that to himself?” Ian asked.

Sherrilyn sniffed with disgust. “I’ve seen it a couple of times before… only on spellcasters. There are some that require such a sacrifice, one in particular that I know of. I can’t remember what it’s called, but casters use it when they’re trying to root someone out of hiding.”

Ian and Regalis exchanged a look of shock. Kallus might have been using magic… to find someone?

“This is all hearsay, though,” the coroner went on. “There could be other spells of which I’m not aware that require this type of injury, or he could have done it accidentally.”

“Or you’re right,” murmured Regalis, “he was looking for someone, only they found him first.”

He was looking at the corpse, but wasn’t really seeing it anymore. He was thinking about Vesper at the library, looking through what might have been reference texts on magic. But even if she had been looking at spell books, it was impossible that she had anything to do with this man’s death. She had a broken foot and couldn’t even walk. Which reminded him of her strange reinjury… which Lyndis believed she’d lied about. It was all so odd.

“Possible,” said Sherrilyn. “Whether he was casting spells or not, his cause of death still looks very much like a reaction to me. We will need to write to his family and ask about known allergies. The picture should be as complete as possible. We owe them that.”

Regalis glanced at the coroner. “How do we know that the woman who discovered him had nothing to do with it?”

Sherrilyn went back to her notebook. “He’s been dead for three hours, by my estimation, and she was seen leaving her own room for the tryst less than an hour ago. Prior to that, she was ensconced in her suite.”

Hob said, “I hate to say it, but there are a number of flora fae in Portia’s employ who are capable of producing results similar to this.”

The coroner looked doubtful, but replied, “That’s why we need to question them, just to rule them out.”

Ian looked at Regalis. “Hob has someone looking for the address of his next of kin. Talk to Portia and get the information that the coroner needs, then write to his family and deliver the letter to me as soon as it’s ready. Arrangements will have to be made to repatriate the body and the Kallus family may have specific instructions. Write a letter for the vice chancellor too, to let him know his agent has passed away, likely from an unknown allergy. I’ll have the king sign both.”

“Yes, Crofter.” Regalis left the room and headed for Portia’s workshop.
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“Here’s the list of Calyx whose botanicals can cause irritation to the skin,” said Portia, handing Regalis a parchment on which she had written the list. “Digit is included here too, though he’s not Calyx. To establish his alibi, you’ll have to talk to your own people. Of those, Jessamine, Wisteria, Oleander, and Lily have watertight alibis, not to mention no motive. I’ve included detailed descriptions of the symptoms their toxins can cause, but I think you’ll find that none of them match the reaction you described exactly. Further, none of those Calyx exchanged words with the man, let alone danced with him. You won’t find the guilty party among my retinue.”

“I’m sure.” Regalis took the parchment. “What about the familiars? Are they detailed here too?”

“Of course.” Portia moved Siksin from the back of her chair to a little puddle of fabric on her worktable so that she could sit down. The finch ruffled his feathers and sank in for a nap. Portia gestured that Regalis should take a stool.

“We have a lot of familiars that can sting or bite, but none of them will raise hives in quite that manner. Bee familiars die after inflicting a single sting, but all of them are alive and well. Wasps and hornets can deliver multiple bites or stings, but the wounds they leave are distinctive and local, not broad and puffy like what was on your victim.”

Regalis nodded. “Do you happen to keep any drawings or images of the physical symptoms you mentioned earlier, to give me something to compare with?”

Portia pushed a large hardcover book toward him. “That’s why I pulled this textbook from my library.”

“Thank you. I’ll review everything and let you know if I have more questions.” Regalis made a move to take the book and get up, but Portia put a hand on his forearm.

“If we’re finished talking about the dead man, I also have something to address with you, concerning Vesper.”

At the look on Regalis’s face as he slowly sat back down, the gardener laughed.

“No need to look so scandalized. It’s nothing to do with what’s happened, but still, I’d like to speak confidentially. I need your promise that you won’t share what I’m about to tell you with anyone.”

“Of course.” Regalis put a hand over his heart, curiosity piqued. “You have my word, as long as it doesn’t interfere with the oath I gave my king.”

“No.” She waved a hand. “Nothing like that. I just want to let you know that, as of lunch time today, Vesper’s foot and ankle are completely healed.”

Regalis was once again shocked. None of the healers employed by the palace had the ability to heal a broken bone in a day. They could speed healing, absolutely, and some Calyx could also promote healing with their botanicals, but he’d never known anything to be as potent as what Portia was suggesting.

The gardener smiled. “I need you not to question how, just trust that I have means of looking after my Calyx of which you know not. No one outside of you, me, and Lyndis knows that she broke bones, and no one is to find out. Understood?”

Mystified, he could only nod.

“Wonderful.” Portia got to her feet. “Are we done here?”

Regalis hesitated, then took the opportunity presented. After all, it was the gardener who had brought up Vesper, not him. “While we’re on the topic of Vesper⁠—”

Portia put up her hands in defense. “Her botanical is not toxic, and Morpho is also perfectly harmless.”

“Of course, they are.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I never had any doubt. I just meant… well, since we’re speaking confidentially, I have more of a… personal curiosity.”

Portia brightened, looking at him with a new interest. “Really?” She sat down abruptly and leaned forward, threading her fingers. “Tell me, does she return this curiosity?”

The textbook slipped in his hand and he realized that his palms were sweaty. He put it on the table. “It’s hard for me to tell. All I’ve learned about her is that she likes to hunt, and she misses the muntjac stew that her mother used to make.”

Portia looked even more delighted. “That is more personal information than she’s shared with anyone else. This is wonderful news!”

“It is?”

Portia was beaming. “Yes. I have been harping at Vesper about making friends. I had hoped she might open up to one of her colleagues, but I take no issue if she bonds with someone outside the retinue. How can I help nurture your friendship?”

Regalis felt keenly awkward. He had not expected Portia to be so enthusiastic about a relationship between himself and Vesper, but now his curiosity was stronger than his discomfort. “Well, you know how private she is⁠—”

The gardener got up and moved to a tall wooden case of drawers. Pulling one drawer out, she fingered her way through a bunch of folders. She extracted one, then lay it on the desk and opened it. Regalis was stunned. The gardener had pulled out Vesper’s dossier.

“Oh, I didn’t mean… you don’t have to—” he stuttered, but shifted his stool closer when he saw a gorgeous portrait of Vesper’s face.

“This is a duplicate of the larger one done when she first joined the Calyx,” Portia told him as she sat down again. “There are many more in the archives, but as you can see…”

“She has not changed that much,” Regalis observed, studying the portrait. He had witnessed many flora fae who entered the retinue as spotty-faced, awkward teenagers blossom into breathtaking beauties as they matured along with their magic. But Vesper had joined the retinue already a beauty. There was one positive difference: her eyes. In this portrait, Vesper’s moss-green gaze seemed not just sad, but empty, almost lifeless. Regalis knew her eyes to be aloof but warm. Was it a shortcoming of the portrait, or had the artist captured the truth of her at the time? Regalis wished he could remember.

“She was nineteen,” Portia continued, “and the oldest I’ve ever taken on. Auvo says she gained an inch of height, but her features remain the same.”

Portia pulled out a sheet with Vesper’s registration details.

Guilt slipped its fingers around Regalis’s heart. He hadn’t expected Portia to be so forthcoming, but he now recalled Jess complaining to him and Kite once that Portia didn’t have the same level of propriety that Ilishec had had. When Kite pushed her, Jess admitted that Portia enjoyed gossip. Now Regalis understood what she meant. He’d only asked because he thought maybe he’d learn that there was someone else in her life, or a reason that she was emotionally unavailable, that he shouldn’t waste energy pursuing her. The information Portia was sharing with Regalis wasn’t necessarily confidential—fae shared their history, hopes, and dreams with each other all the time—but Vesper hadn’t volunteered the information herself. How would she feel knowing that Portia was exposing her? And he was just as much to blame.

“She grew up in Tryske City. Everyone knows that, but maybe you didn’t know that her birth name is Mimi Windward, and, hmmm…” Portia paused at a blank space on the document. “She told me she was orphaned but I neglected to collect her parents’ names. Legal adults are not required to give family information if they don’t want to, just a birth date.”

“Not even a home address?” Regalis pointed at another blank line. “I can add one more piece of information: Her mother was probably Archelian. Mr. Bricker says the muntjac stew she remembers is an Archelian dish, suggesting her mother was from there.”

“That could be.” Portia laughed and her cheeks tinged with pink. “Ilishec was more diligent about these things than I am. I really don’t care as long as there’s no criminal record or outstanding liens or grievances. Solana becomes their home, and the past is the past. I’m more concerned with their future, and Vesper’s is very bright. She is one of my top performers and she got there in record time. You should have seen her the day I met her.” Portia shook her head. “She shocked me, and that’s not easily done.”

“What do you mean?”

Portia chuckled as she thought back. “I had no Discovery scheduled, yet somehow she made her way past Hob and his staff to find me. She was scrawny and dirty, her trousers torn, her jacket too big. It looked like a hand-me-down from an older brother, same as her boots. But she smelled incredible under all that filth, and no amount of dirt can hide that beauty. When she conjured her cactus for me, and then two dozen cereus blooms…” Portia rolled her eyes as though in ecstasy. “I have goosebumps just thinking about it. I knew she was going to be a star. Of course, I didn’t know how much trauma she was going to have to work through before she could produce quality raw materials in any useful volume, but⁠—”

Concern tightened Regalis’s gut like a fist. “Trauma?”

“Oh yes. Sometimes they come to us from difficult backgrounds. I’m sure it’s the same with the Fahyli and palace staff. We all have sorrow in our past.”

“What happened to her?”

Portia waved a hand. “She wouldn’t say, and if I pushed, her sweat turned sour, so I learned not to. I was disappointed initially, but I’ve gotten over it. I don’t need to know the specifics in order to help. As long as they can learn to block out their past and focus on the present before a workout.”

Regalis was quietly jolted. “So she’s never talked through her trauma with anyone?”

“Not that I know of. It’s one of the reasons I want her to make one good friend. Maybe she will feel safe enough with them to talk, even if she won’t talk to me. For a while, I was sure someone would come visit her, someone who knew the deepest wounds of her heart, but no one ever has. Do you know that for the first six months of her performances, she read all the autographs in the guestbook after every ball?”

Regalis was taken aback. He’d scanned through the guestbook from time to time, but to read every single one? After every ball?

“Why did she do that?”

Portia lifted a shoulder. “Watching for guests from Tryske City, perhaps, or maybe she was hoping to find other Windwards. Perhaps she did it for luck, or simply enjoyed the novelty of it. A few of my Calyx are superstitious. They anoint the doorposts with perfume before a performance, or always keep their familiar on their right-hand side when they enter a room, or do a little ritual with a friend for good luck. That type of thing. She stopped when her sales took off though, which is understandable. She’s too busy, and parties are exhausting. Who wants to stay up late to read signatures after dancing all night?”

Several of the Fahyli also had superstitious habits, but reading the autographs in a guestbook that could rack up hundreds a night smacked more of caution than curiosity. He was probably reading too much into it.

Regalis looked down at her dossier again. Mimi Windward. The name didn’t suit her one bit. His eye went to her portrait, followed the elegant line of her cheekbone, traced the thick auburn hair, the sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks, and those eyes. He suppressed a shiver at that emptiness, but resisted the urge to root through the rest of the pages. They would most likely be her chemical profiles anyway. He tucked the textbook under his arm and got to his feet.

“I should go. The crofter is expecting me and I still have to write a letter to this poor man’s family. Thanks for your help, Portia.”

She walked with him to the door. “Let me know if there is anything else I can do. I’m sure that fellow’s family will confirm his allergy to something.”

“I doubt that,” Regalis replied as they reached the door. “If Crassus was aware he had a deadly allergy, he would have taken the necessary precautions before eating a dinner made by strangers, yet Hob made no note of one and the serving staff report that nothing new or unusual was served last night. So, if it was an allergy, it was one he wasn’t aware of.”

Portia opened the door and leaned on the handle. “Perhaps it was to a Solanan ingredient to which he’d never been exposed. We do grow a lot of edibles that can’t grow elsewhere.”

“Yes, that’s possible.”

She shook her head, expression sad. “It’s a hell of a way to find out that you’re allergic to something. How tragic for his family.”

“He had a place in the Archelian government as well. They won’t be impressed, either, I’m sure.”

“Will there be legal trouble from that quarter?”

“That remains to be seen,” said Regalis. “But I hope not. I have yet to learn why he was even here. He never presented himself formally to the court.”

“A holiday?” Portia winced. “Poor man. I hope he had a good time before he passed.”

Thanks to the attentions of Lady Melissa, Regalis suspected that Callus had passed his last days pleasurably enough, but he kept that tidbit from Portia.

He stopped by his apartment to write the letters for the Kallus family and the vice chancellor, then went to the maproom to find Ian.

“Any Calyx with the ability to cause such a skin reaction have alibis,” Regalis told him as he handed over the letters.

Ian read the letters, nodding with approval. “Simple, sympathetic, and to the point. So, we have no suspects, no motive, and evidence of a serious allergy.”

Regalis gave a shrug. “Yes, it seems so. Will be interesting to see what his family says. I wish I knew whether he had any enemies.”

“Everyone has enemies, Regalis.” The crofter rose to his feet. “I’m turning over responsibility of this investigation to you, but I’ll get these signed and on their way. Hopefully we won’t have to wait long for a response.”


TWELVE
VESPER


It had been more than two weeks since the death of Crassus, and Vesper was starting to relax. After some of the Calyx were interviewed, not including herself, general attention turned elsewhere. News of his death had gone through the palace like a brush fire on the first day. By nightfall, everyone believed that a foreigner had died of a tragic, unknown allergic reaction. Over the next few days, the death came and went in conversation, but by the end of the first week, he wasn’t spoken of at all. Vesper didn’t know what had been done with the body and didn’t care. Her injuries healed as quickly as Portia had promised, and she had thrown herself into her work. She’d had regular meetings with Teyvik and Portia about the new cosmetics line, while resuming her usual workout schedule.

Vesper took a free afternoon to go riding, enjoying being out in the countryside after so much time spent in the lab. When it began to rain, she set her mount to a canter and just made it back to the stable before the sky opened and a deluge hammered the city. The sound of torrential rain pounding on the tile roof and the rich petrichor was so pleasant that she lingered with the horses and the stable hands, enjoying the weather.

Ferrugin came swooping out of the rain to land on a rafter. She shook herself and flapped her wings, sending droplets spraying in all directions, then began to preen. Five minutes later Regalis entered through the stable’s wide doorway; both he and Velour were soaking wet. Vesper stayed out of the way while Regalis dismounted and a stable hand led Velour away.

Regalis smiled despite his dripping hair and clothes. “I haven’t seen you in a while.” He held his arms out and stalked her. “Give us a hug?”

She dodged him, laughing.

He shed his cloak and draped it over the edge of a stall. His dark gaze dropped to her feet and back up to her eyes. “How is your foot?”

“It’s perfect, thanks.” She held her hand out for his riding gloves as he took those off, then set them next to the cloak. “I haven’t seen you since you interviewed the Calyx. I’ve been meaning to find you so I could thank you properly and in person, but Portia’s been keeping me busy. Today was the first day I didn’t eat in a laboratory since I’ve been back to work.”

He looked a little confused as he rubbed his face and wrung out his hair. “You don’t have to thank me for that. I’m just doing my duty.”

She shook her head, laughing and waving her hand. “I meant for the muntjac stew you sent to my room. It’s the nicest thing anyone has done for me.”

He gave her a look she couldn’t quite read, a little smile curving his lips. “You’re welcome.”

Her eyes widened when she had a new thought. “You didn’t make it yourself, did you?”

“That depends,” he said, pushing his sodden hair back from his forehead. “Was it as good as your mother’s?”

She gave him an apologetic look. “I don’t know. I’m sorry to say I wasn’t feeling well enough to eat that night. I wish I had tasted it.”

For some reason, he seemed relieved. “Now that you’re better, why don’t we try again and have it together? I would like to taste a dish from your childhood.”

“I’d like that.”

“I’ll talk to Mr. Bricker and let you know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, the crofter is waiting for me.”

Vesper watched him go until he disappeared out the stable door, but the warmth of being in his presence remained.
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Two evenings later, Vesper entered the West Keep. She had very little reason to visit this side of the palace, and looked around in fascination as she made her way to the hall where soldiers and Fahyli took their meals. The artwork and decor were appropriately themed. In the East Keep, the tapestries, paintings, and sculptures were mostly floral and garden themed, featuring bees, butterflies, and other pollinators. Fae couples picnicked on hillsides, or danced in gorgeous ballrooms, or were otherwise engaged in leisurely activities. On this side of the castle, the art was often a battle or a hunt, but sometimes it was a portrait of an animal or a soldier. She paused in front of a large sketch of an overgrown garden outside the walls of Solana City, a placeholder while the actual piece was being painted. She had been told about the gigantic vines and plants the Calyx had grown as a protective barrier around the city, but this was the first time she’d seen it rendered. Surely the artist must be exaggerating, she mused. There was no way that flowers could ever get as big as trees, even with powerful magic.

Regalis met her as she entered the dining hall and guided her to one of the alcoves, where a table had been set up. The dining hall was busy, with soldiers and Fahyli eating in groups, and servers rushed about keeping the buffet table stocked and mugs full. A few noticed Regalis and Vesper, but no one stared. She knew Peony came often to eat with Panther, and there were others too. The hall was loud with conversation and bustle, but once they entered the alcove, they could talk without having to raise their voices.

A table large enough to seat a dozen people had been given just two place settings, across from one another. Two covered pots sat in the middle, along with a ladle and a bottle of wine. They sat on the benches and Regalis removed the lid from the larger pot. Fragrant steam rose, making Vesper’s mouth water. Her nostalgic reaction was easier to control this time, thankfully. She’d shed all her tears after smelling the first one.

“I’m really looking forward to this,” she said as Regalis put the ladle into the stew and stirred.

“I bet,” he laughed. “Those weird elixirs you Calyx drink have nothing in common with real food. I took a sip of one once; the aftertaste lasted days. I’ve never sucked on so many peppermints.”

“You tasted one of Mrs. Tierney’s elixirs?” Vesper held her bowl out and Regalis ladled her a generous portion of the stew. “Why, and when?”

“Gardenia dared me.” He took the cover off the second pot. “Sweet potato?”

“Please.” Vesper shifted her plate closer to the potato, ignoring the dart of jealousy that pierced her heart. “Gardenia?”

Regalis served her, then himself, then put the ladles into the resting dishes and re-covered the pots. “A couple of years ago, when we were dating. It tasted like pond scum.” He pulled a face as he picked up his spoon. “Sorry, not a great topic when you’re about to eat. I guess you drink your own version of pond scum, so it’s no problem for you.”

Vesper smiled and took a bite of the stew. It was a little spicier than how her mother had made it, yet recognizable as her childhood dish. But her mind wasn’t on the taste as much as it was on the fact that Regalis had once dated Gardenia. Vesper might have no close friends in the retinue, but she was well acquainted with them, especially Gardenia. It was hard not to be, with a female who stood out even among the beauty of the Calyx females. She was exquisitely shaped, slender and feminine, with very pale and perfectly unmarred skin, platinum hair, and lavender eyes. Her neck and limbs were impossibly long and her every movement was graceful. No one could deny her beauty or that her fragrance was among the most pleasing in the retinue. But Gardenia was fickle, overly emotional, and was a nervous talker. Vesper found her silly, as well, because she complained about things that didn’t matter. Like when she broke a fingernail right before a ball and started crying, which wrecked her makeup and made her cry harder. Portia had replaced her with Vesper that night, who had been reading in the parlor to pass the time until her shift.

It rendered Vesper speechless for a long moment as she tried to reconcile what she knew of Gardenia with what she believed of Regalis. Regalis was unflappable, serious, and regimented. Further, Vesper was about as opposite from Gardenia as it was possible to get. Vesper kept a tight lid on her emotions, talked very little, and maintained a calm and dutiful presence throughout her workday—whether she was producing raw materials, working with Teyvik in a lab, or dancing at a ball. Vesper was athletic, dark-haired, and freckled, with an impish face and no natural feminine grace. She’d grown up wrestling with brothers. Portia had had to teach her how to walk elegantly, not to mention how to dance with a man, before she was allowed to work a ball. How was it that Regalis could be with someone like Gardenia, but also be interested in someone like her?

“Well?” He was watching her expectantly. “Does it meet your expectations?”

“It’s delicious.” she said around her morsel, then swallowed. “Very close to how I remember it. Do you like it?”

He grinned. “I like almost everything, so… yes. Muntjac isn’t a common dish around here so it’s nice to taste something different. Which reminds me, I was meaning to ask you⁠—”

A young boy in livery approached but hovered at the entrance, his hands behind his back.

Regalis smiled at him. “Come in, Lior. What is it?”

The boy darted forward and handed Regalis a letter, then, with a high-speed bow, he was gone again.

“Thank you, Lior,” Regalis called after him, shaking his head and smiling. “That one is so shy. I can’t get him to say more than four words. At least this time he didn’t run into the doorjamb on his way out. I don’t know what I did to make him so afraid of me.” He scanned the return address on the letter and lost his smile. “Do you mind if I open this? It’s important.”

“Of course I don’t mind.” Vesper took another bite of her stew while Regalis broke the wax seal and unfolded the parchment. He scanned the contents, expression turning serious.

“Not bad news, I hope?” she asked.

He held out the letter. “See for yourself. It’s not confidential. It’s from Kallus’s family.”

Her stomach gave a twist, but she kept her expression neutral as she took the letter.

Dear Mr. Marksman, the letter began.

She looked up. “Who is Mr. Marksman?”

“That’s me. We don’t use our Fahyli names in foreign correspondence.”

She read the rest aloud.

Thank you for your letter informing us of our son’s unfortunate passing. Crassus had one allergy of which we were aware, to nickel. We learned of it when the buttons on one of his coats gave him a rash when he was a child. Perhaps he ingested some accidentally. We have been estranged from Crassus for over twenty years due to family conflicts. Please deal with the body as is most convenient to you.

Your servant,

Simon Kallus

Vesper looked up in surprise. “They don’t even seem to care.”

“No. I’ve been waiting for instructions on where to have his remains sent. Turns out, it doesn’t matter.”

Vesper handed the letter back to him. “What will you do?”

He folded the letter and set it aside. “I’ll discuss it with Ian. He may not want to pay for the body to be taken all the way back to Arenshar, since it’s not important to the family.”

Vesper wanted to ask more about it, learn what Regalis thought about the death, but she didn’t want to seem nosy. When Regalis changed the subject, asking her about her work, she gave him a few highlights. But he asked for more, and seemed fascinated in how she spent her day. When she described the labs connected to the perfumery, Regalis interrupted, eyes bright.

“Will you show me one day? I’ve never had reason to go beyond Portia’s workshop.”

“I would love to show you! The labs are my favorite place in the palace.” She realized only then that they’d finished eating and the pots and plates had been taken away. She hadn’t even noticed, she’d been so absorbed in conversation. She’d been doing all the talking for the last twenty minutes and felt a stab of self-consciousness.

“What’s your favorite room in the palace?”

He thought about it, making his wine goblet spin by rolling the stem between his fingers. “I’d have to say it’s the maproom.”

“Where the Fahyli meet with the crofter, right? I’ve heard of it, but never been there.”

He gave her an inviting smile. “Would you like to see it? It’s not in use just now.”

“Yes, please!”

They finished their wine and left the dining hall together. The castle halls were quiet, the etherlights emitting a shade of pale peach, softening every hard corner and the many tapestries they passed. Regalis unlocked the wooden door to the maproom with a key from a small ring he kept in a pocket, then touched the etherlight switch so light flooded the room.

Vesper could immediately see why this was Regalis’s favorite room. It was large enough to accommodate a party of at least one hundred people, but not so large that it had lost the feeling of coziness. There were no windows, but many tapestries—the largest being a colorful map of the continent of Ivryndi—and a huge stone fireplace, with soot stains blackening the rear wall, around which were the only chairs, a dozen mismatched ones in a cluster. Vesper imagined she could stand upright inside the hearth. Along the side walls were sturdy shelves bolted to the stone. These held cedar chests, rows of tall books, wooden game boards, and perches for birds of various sizes. Along the floor were chests too large to sit on any shelving. There was one enormous manzanita perch in a corner that was as tall as Vesper, with two roosting posts, each as long as her arm. It made her breath stop for a moment. Ferrugin was a large raptor, but even she would look small sitting there; however, her sister’s harpy eagle might have grown to require a perch of that breadth had he lived to reach maturity.

The centerpiece of the room was the table: huge, a perfect square, and made of hauberwood harvested from the forests that wreathed the Vargon. The wood was dark and marbled with caramel-colored streaks, polished to a shine. Forty people could stand around this table and still have plenty of elbow room, ten on each side, but double that would fit if people didn’t mind getting close. A copper light fixture hung over the table, fitted with dozens of etherlamps, and above that arched a vaulted ceiling made of thick beams. Vesper could picture familiars hanging out in the rafters during meetings, looking down over their fae and the proceedings, perhaps even contributing to the meeting telepathically. Oversized maps, hand-painted on a variety of materials, lay stacked in a thick pile on this table.

Vesper was drawn to them. “May I look?”

“Of course.” Regalis moved the lion’s head paperweights off the pile so Vesper could spread them out. She looked at the top four maps each in turn—Solana City, all of Solana Kingdom with the hundreds of villages and towns marked, a mostly vacant map of Rahamlar’s territory, and a topographical map of the Vargon. Each one was hand-painted and uniquely stylized. Some were rendered in color, but the topographical one was in shades of grays and greens. She ran her fingers over the corners, feeling the textures.

“I recognize this material,” she said, pinching one between her thumb and forefinger. It was a lot like the maps her father had kept in his study. “It’s calfskin, quite old, and this one is parchment. But I don’t recognize these others. What are they made of?”

“This one is kenaf.” Regalis touched the map of Rahamlar. “It was a gift to the Fahyli from a border village after a skirmish. That was before my time. And this topographical one is woven iris leaves, if I’m not mistaken.”

“They’re art,” she murmured, shifting more to the side to see those stacked underneath. Like most things in Solana, the maps were beautiful and functional. Regalis let her look her fill, and after some time she moved her attention to the lion paperweights, heavy hand-carved pieces, some from wood, others from stone. She picked one up, running her thumb over the lion’s mane and whiskers, the fangs in his open mouth. Each carving was bottomed with cork and could slide smoothly, like playing pieces.

“They’re all different, these paperweights,” marveled Vesper.

Regalis laughed. “They’re not paperweights, although I suppose they do look like that.”

She looked up. “They’re not?”

“They’re used during strategic discussions to represent forces at play. The one with the crown represents King Agir, and the female with the wreath of flowers is Queen Esha. The smaller ones that roar represent contingents of Bradburn’s soldiers. Here.” Regalis reached under the table and slid out a drawer. Inside lay many more carvings in neat rows. He pulled some of them out, setting them on the table.

“This white quartz snowflake represents Silverfall. This golden sun carved of sandstone is Calasath, a desert territory full of dunes in south Archelia.”

Vesper knew of Calasath, a region that ruled itself, cushioned from the republic by virtue of northern forces being either unwilling or unable to brave the hot, dry weather long enough to take control. Calasath had been a thorn in Chancellor Tagan’s side since the republic first formed.

Regalis set out a purple scorpion, followed by a carving out of white quartz in the shape of a classic round-cut diamond. “The Republic of Archelia, obviously, and the diamond is for the kingdom of Tryske, because the main source of their wealth comes from their mines, as you know.”

Stavarjak had a pale pink rose made of marble. Rahamlar’s was made of iron and enameled with bright orange and brown paint: a cowbird with its wings outstretched. The kingdom of Boskaya was a rearing red stallion with a flowing mane and tail.

Vesper studied each one in turn, admiring the careful detail the carver had taken in revealing the shape. She saw the onyx carving that represented her own family, but passed over it without touching it, moving to pick up a periwinkle workhorse carved of wood, representing the wild horses of the Vargilath Mountains. “They’re all so beautiful.”

Seeing that she was enchanted by them, Regalis retrieved a cedar chest from a shelf. Bringing it back to the table, he opened the lid. “King Agir is a collector. We have more pieces than we need. The majority of them sit in storage so they don’t gather dust.”

Delighted, Vesper went to the chest and began to pull the carvings out; most had been tucked inside little cloth bags, others were wrapped in paper. She could guess what some stood for, but Regalis had to explain many of them. There were pieces for famous strongholds, powerful lords and their houses, towns of significance, and unique features of the landscape such as the violent gorge where the two largest rivers of Ivryndi, the Tadylat and the Tamyrat, crossed. The swamp that defied being named was represented by a bright blue toadstool. Even dragons of old had their pieces: Anabraxas of the Deep Dark, a snakelike horned creature supposed to have lived below a ruby mine in Tryske, and Sharlyk and Minyar, the ice dragons who had clashed in the sky over Outer Darkhan, raining blood down on the steppes. These two dragons were glacier blue, though the carver would surely have had little idea what the ancient beasts had actually looked like.

When they got through that chest, Regalis brought out another. He seemed to enjoy showing Vesper the pieces as much as she enjoyed looking at them.

There were great birds, great spiders, monsters believed to swim the seas, fae-Terran hybrid beasts with frightening teeth, wings, claws—or all three. There were soldiers too, of course. Foot soldiers in colored doublets, wielding swords and brightly colored shields. Cavalry as well, tiny knights on rearing horses, their capes flowing over the hindquarters of their coursers. There were weapons, such as the Razor of Kalothosk, a great sword made of green iron, the color so bright it was hard to look at.

“Even now,” Regalis told her, “smiths can’t explain how the forger achieved such an effect. It wasn’t paint, but the color of the metal itself.”

“Which kingdom did this legendary weapon come from?” she asked, running her thumb over the blunted replica.

Regalis gave her a sheepish look. “You know… I can’t remember. I’m sure the achievements of the blade are impressive, but now it’s known mostly for its appearance.”

On and on the carvings went, the playthings of kings and captains.

“So many!” Vesper exclaimed, laughing as the table became crowded. “Who made them? Do we have an army of sculptors that I don’t know about?”

“Actually, the vast majority have been made by one person.”

“You’re teasing me,” she accused. It seemed impossible.

“Long before I ever joined the Fahyli,” he explained, leaning with one hip against the table, “King Agir set up a standing order with a skilled carver named Marshall in a tiny village in a corner of Solana. Hollyhock, I think the town was called. Early on, King Agir told Marshall what he needed for strategic sessions, but when those orders were fulfilled, the king liked the sculptures so much that he told Marshall to keep carving, and to make whatever he chose, so long as it was an item that represented an actual landmark, person, or legend. That’s why there’s so many pieces that relate to myths. When the registrar’s office told Hob that it had been reported from Hollyhock that Marshall passed away, everyone assumed the carvings would stop coming. Marshall had never married and never had children, yet the deliveries never ceased.”

Vesper was intrigued. “How is that possible?”

Regalis chuckled. “The story of the mysterious carvings spread to every corner of the city. Superstitious folk were convinced it was Marshall’s ghost, that he’d carved so many in life it was all his ghost knew how to do. One of Bradburn’s soldiers got into an argument with a friend over it, and when they couldn’t let it rest, they made a journey all the way to Hollyhock to learn the truth.”

“And?”

Regalis grinned. “Well, it isn’t nearly so impressive as a ghost. Marshall had taught a local boy from a poor family everything he knew, hoping to give the lad an occupation. When Marshall passed, the boy continued to fulfill the orders, hoping that his work would be good enough that the king wouldn’t notice they were done by a different hand. The soldiers said Archie was a bit of a simpleton and didn’t realize that deaths are reported to the registrar in Solana City. He’d hoped no one would find out. When King Agir learned of it, I thought he was going to burst a blood vessel, he laughed so hard. He was happy with the kid’s work, and never canceled. We still get one carving delivered from Archie every month, and Hob continues to pay the invoices.”

“Soon you’ll have one for every hill and hollow in Ivryndi,” Vesper said with a laugh, then her eye fell on a hawk with speckled feathers. “Is that Ferrugin?”

Regalis gave her a crooked smile. “Yes. The Fahyli don’t get carvings, but the familiars do. That’s all you need to represent both of us. All the familiars who have ever been part of the Fahyli are stored in a drawer on the other side of the table.”

The eagerness on Vesper’s face to see those too made Regalis laugh out loud. “If I had known how much you’d like them I would have brought you here sooner.”

She held his gaze, smiling shyly. “I like this room, everything about it. It’s now my favorite, too. It’s even better than the labs. Thank you for showing me.” Her heart beat with more. Thank you for being the one to find me on that hillside. Thank you for trying to ease my pain. Thank you for wanting to see past my walls, even if I can’t let you.

She didn’t speak those things, but it was like he’d heard her anyhow, because he closed the distance between them until he was looking down at her, mere inches between their faces. She had been approached like this by other males, but with them, she had stepped back. With them, it had felt like there wasn’t enough air for both of them to continue breathing. With Regalis, she registered with wonderment, there was more than enough air, in fact there was too much space between them still. She leaned forward minutely, like a cat leaning into a stroking hand, even as her mind whispered that it might be a bad idea to let him into her heart. Too late, she thought, as he kissed her. Featherlight. Until it wasn’t. His hands went to the nape of her neck, fingertips in her hair. It was achingly sweet, and her heart gave a tender tug, like it had moved out of its place in an effort to get a little closer to his.

She melted into him, opening her lips as she slipped hands up his arms to his shoulders, then around his neck. The fingers of one hand went into his silken hair and clutched it. As their bodies fit together, a starburst went off in the center of her being, a honeyed pleasure at the rightness of it, the rightness of them, and the way it seemed to fill the hollow place she tried to pretend wasn’t there. She closed her eyes, wondering how long it had been since she had felt this safe.


THIRTEEN
VESPER


Vesper’s life as Calyx had been, up until Regalis, a balanced routine tailored to meet one driving objective: refine her magic to be as successful as possible. Days had passed with a singular focus on being in the right place at the right time, ready to either perform or recover, produce or restore. As the days since their kiss turned into weeks, she began to think of her life in Solana as either “before Regalis” or “since Regalis”—which brought some level of private embarrassment, but it couldn’t be helped. Morpho didn’t care; as long as she was happy, he was happy.

She found herself analyzing: Why the grudging shame? Advances of friendship, or more than friendship, had been so easy to rebuff… until they’d been made by Regalis. She used to feel disdain for Calyx who fell in love—yes, that’s what was happening—their looks of longing, their sighs of remembered pleasure, the way laughter came so easily. Barring the easy laughter—because laughter still did not come easily to her, and she doubted it ever would—she’d become one of them. Something about Regalis’s steady, confident manner put her at ease, and when they weren’t together, she ached to be with him. His presence became a balm, his voice a palliative vibration, but what made her heart really crazy for him was his infernal, enticing, unending patience. She hid it well, but she’d come to care deeply about something other than work. On the outside, she appeared much as she’d always been. On the inside, she was changing. He was changing her. She’d once been warned by her mother not to let any male change her, but her mother had never known Vesper, she’d only known Elara, and while they inhabited the same body, they were not the same person. Elara was before, Vesper was now, and Vesper needed changing in a way Elara never had. Vesper had sorrow and emptiness the way Elara never had.

At first, it frightened her, the want he made her feel. But he never pushed, indeed he seemed to have a preternatural sense of when she feared getting too close, and would pull back, leaving the pace up to her. Always the fear would pass and she would seek him. He would be there, warm and receptive, kind and steady.
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Vesper stood in the center of the perfume store on Solana’s main street, looking at the newly built wall dedicated to cosmetics. Satisfaction warmed her bones and settled in her heart. She had worked tirelessly with Teyvik and Portia and the team of chemists at the labs to procure the raw materials they needed. She and a team of a dozen other Calyx were getting close to the grand launch at the midwinter festival next week.

The line wouldn’t be extensive, not in the beginning. It included only a few face powders, blush and lip colors. Her isolates were used in all of the products, for the ability to reflect light, so she’d see royalties from the entire line. Training materials had already gone out to all of the retail shops across Solana. The launch would be exclusive to Solana City to start, but in a few months, provided all went well and sales were good, more product would be made, packaged, and sent to locations throughout the kingdom. Eventually, the entire continent.

It was incredibly satisfying to run her gaze over the pretty containers and packages, all priced and ready for tomorrow’s soft launch. Behind the counter, Portia talked with the store manager, Brida, walking through the next day’s schedule. Vesper didn’t need to be here any longer, she had done her part, which was to explain to Brida and her staff how her ingredients contributed to the finished look of the product. Really, Teyvik could have done it, but Vesper had wanted to, and she had wanted to see the merchandising, how the display had all come together.

Vesper put her hands into the pockets of her dress, her right hand closing around the tiny carving that Regalis had surprised her with last week. She pulled it out, smiling at the memory. A wood thrush carved of white sheldie, no larger than a pearl earring, with a yellow crest, a short tail, and a white potbelly. Its head was tilted, its beak opened as though in song. It didn’t boast the level of detail that the carvings in the maproom had, it was too small for that, but he’d carved it for her himself, making it all the more precious.

Portia interrupted herself midsentence. “Are you still here, Vesper? I honestly don’t know how you are still on your feet. Go home.”

Vesper was tired, and hungry. She’d missed the dinner hour. She held her hand out for Morpho; he flew from a bouquet of peonies and landed on Vesper’s knuckle. She left the shop, stepping out into the brisk evening air. It was damp, but not too cold, even approaching midwinter. The streetlamps cast a beautiful soft light over the cobblestones, leaving pools of darkness in between. It was an uphill walk to the palace courtyard, one that Vesper had made many times. She paused, mustering her strength; Portia was right, she should have gone home hours ago.

She plodded upward, one foot after another, her legs aching and her back stiff. She needed one of Mrs. Tierney’s elixirs. She’d ask for one to be brought up to her suite, then she’d pour herself a hot bath and soak away the aches of the day.

Thoughts of Regalis passed through her mind, making her smile and her pulse jump. She hadn’t seen him in a few days, she’d been too busy. She wondered if he would have time to come by the shop tomorrow, even for a moment. A “good luck” from him was worth more than the sales they’d rack up, and it would be a lot. The launch was invite only and all the big spenders from the aristocratic houses of Solana would attend. Vesper had been fitted for the launch gown last week, and though it was gorgeous she felt a kind of dread when she thought about being sewn into the glittering concoction of gauzy tulle, beads, lace, and hand-painted silk. The dress weighed more than a saddle.

Vesper heard the sound of shoes on grit. Looking back over her shoulder, she caught a shadow as it seeped away down a side street. She carried on, winded by the climb. Morpho was already asleep on her forearm, his wings lying flat, his antennae drooping. A sensation of threat overcame her and she shivered, then chided herself. She had made the walk between the shop and the palace countless times, though usually in the light of day and not alone. Aside from the high street which led straight down the hill from the palace to the main city gates to become the king’s road, Solana was a tangle of alleys and streets of varying widths. Most were only wide enough to accommodate pedestrians, but all of them curved and meandered like a nest of snakes. She contemplated taking a shortcut up the stairs, but decided against it.

Passing through a shadow between lamps, Vesper again heard someone behind her.

As she turned, she barely registered the big masculine bodies suddenly closing in around her. A hand clamped over her mouth and she was propelled sideways into the shadows between two buildings. Her heart exploded with panic, and she caught sight of Morpho fluttering in dizzy and disoriented circles high above her head.

Regalis! her mind screamed, just before pain exploded across her temple.


FOURTEEN
REGALIS


Regalis sat at a splintery table with a pint of stale beer under his hand, watching Kite, Kestrel, Pan, and one of Ian’s newer recruits to the Fahyli—an unseelie male connected to an alarmingly large lizard—playing a knife-throwing game. Regalis didn’t know where the crofter had found Nicobar and his reptilian familiar, Asia, but he didn’t like that an unseelie had been allowed into the ranks. He’d respectfully questioned Ian about the addition, and Ian’s rationale was sound: Having an unseelie in their midst would help them better understand the nature of unseelie. Further, they had no reptilian familiars among the retinue at the moment, and a cold-blooded animal might be useful in certain circumstances.

Yet… Regalis didn’t trust Nicobar, although he couldn’t say precisely why. It was more than just because he was unseelie. Nicobar seemed to have the same cold-blooded gold-green eyes and pitiless expression as his nearly ten-foot-long lizard did. Kite had argued Nicobar couldn’t be blamed for having such a savage look. The Fahyli had once been joined by a fauna fae who was connected to a grivet, she’d reminded him; both the familiar and the fae had large round eyes and white whiskers sprouting from the sides of their faces.

Regalis brooded as he sipped his now-tepid ale, watching as Kite humiliated Kestrel at their game. Nicobar—the sides of his head shaved, leaving a shaggy stripe of dark green hair that reached to the collar of his vest—stood elbow to elbow with Pan, laughing at the sisters, who were a little tipsy and really shouldn’t be allowed to hold sharp objects. Annoyance simmered under the surface as Regalis watched his friends and fellow Fahyli socializing with the rookie. Pan, Kite, Kestrel, and all the others had welcomed the reptilian recruit. Thank Jezaret that Nicobar had left Asia back at the West Keep. Regalis didn’t think he could stomach having the huge lizard waddling through their legs. Despite being large enough to be called a dragon, she was as susceptible to the cold as Jess’s bat.

Kite cajoled Nicobar into stepping up to take Kestrel’s place. As Kestrel passed him on her way to the bar she handed him the blades; the new kid eagerly took the small throwing knives, hefting one of them in his hand to test the weight. Regalis frowned at the way Nicobar seemed so comfortable with the foreign blades. They’d been forged in Kittrell in a style that was not seen elsewhere, and the curved handles usually took a bit of getting used to.

Pan slid onto the bench beside Regalis, bumping up against him and jostling Regalis’s ale so that it sloshed over the back of his hand. He gave Pan an icy look.

Pan laughed at Regalis’s glower. “You’ve been sitting over here by yourself since we arrived. You’re brooding.”

“Not since we arrived,” Regalis said, shaking off his hand. He couldn’t deny the rest. He hated to admit it, but he was brooding.

“You’re right,” Pan allowed. “Only since Kite beat you at blades. You’re not usually a sore loser.”

“How would you know? You’ve never beaten me at anything.”

Panther’s infectious laughter rang through the tavern. “Only because you refuse to race me up a tree. No one navigates a canopy like me.”

Regalis smothered a smile. “A commendable talent. Truly. I thank Jezaret every day that Ian bought you.”

Pan had grown up deep in the southern jungles of Archelia. He and Tully had been enslaved by a tree-dwelling people who were not considered citizens of the republic—more like an invasive pest that had proved impossible to exterminate. Ian had, as the story went, bought Panther and Tully when they were barely into their teens. They’d been Fahyli even longer than Regalis and Ferrugin. Unlike Regalis though, Panther wasn’t ambitious. The wildness instilled in him since his youth had never fully been civilized out of him, and while he and Tully were effective, Pan wasn’t always easy to find. He was better now, having learned that Ian needed reliability, but in the early days, some of the jobs intended for him and Tullina had fallen to Regalis and Ferrugin. Thanks to their dependability—and in no small part their unsurpassed telepathic skill—they’d leapfrogged past Pan and Tully in seniority.

“Are you being sarcastic?” Pan put on a mock expression of scandal. “That’s not like you. Did you have a fight with Vesper?”

Regalis shook his head, but the mere mention of Vesper’s name was enough to draw a smile to his face. A fight with Vesper was something Regalis couldn’t picture, and didn’t care to contemplate. Pan fought with Peony on the regular, and when asked why he stayed with the peevish flora fae, claimed that making up was the best part of their relationship. He looked forward to the next fight for the passion that inevitably followed.

“No, we haven’t fought. Unlike you, Pan, we don’t crave drama.”

“I’m noting the ‘we,’ though. It’s the first time you’ve ever referred to the two of you as a ‘we.’ So, it’s going well, then?”

“Fine.”

True to his understated nature, Regalis made a practice of using as few words as possible. It would send Pan into paroxysms if Regalis had conveyed just how much better than fine he felt things with Vesper were. They had been able to talk for hours in a way he’d not experienced with any other female—as long as the topic of discussion was relevant to the present time. Vesper loved talking about her work, and Regalis loved hearing about it. She had shown him the laboratories, the harvesting dome, and told him about the cosmetics line she and Teyvik were working on. But they could also sit in silence and not feel uncomfortable; just being next to each other was enough.

Vesper loved to hear about Regalis’s life, about his relationship with Ferrugin, what it was like to see through her eyes. She loved hearing about the more exciting tasks that he’d been given during his time as Fahyli. Her version of exciting was less about violent conflict and more to do with politics, negotiations, and diplomacy. She listened intently as he described how he grew up, what life was like in Kittrell, and about his family and their familiars. However, it had not gone unnoticed that whenever he asked Vesper about her past, her family, or life in Tryske, she cleverly segued the conversation back to something relevant to the present—without ever directly saying that her past was something she didn’t wish to talk about. While her caginess had concerned Regalis a little while he was investigating Crassus Kallus’s death, learning of the trauma in her past made it understandable. Regalis hoped to be the one she would share her past with one day, and he was patient. If it took months, or even years, he would wait. One thing he and Ferrugin had by the barrel load was patience.

Another skill he had was being able to study Vesper when she thought he wasn’t looking. This talent was magnified when Ferrugin was in the mood. Ferrugin felt Regalis’s care for Vesper as it blossomed like a rosebush under a spring rain. Ferrugin was also coming to care for the Calyx female in a way she hadn’t for Gardenia. In all truth, Ferrugin had been annoyed by Gardenia, annoyed and jealous. Regalis never asked his hawk to send him snapshots of Vesper, but of her own volition, she had. It wasn’t spying exactly because all Ferrugin shared was an image of Vesper’s face. Each time she had an expression she never had when they were together. It was that of a lost child, and it made his heart bleed. After the third time, Regalis asked Ferrugin to stop. He got it: Vesper was broken and valiantly hiding it from him and everyone else.

“Peony is nagging me to get the four of us out together,” Pan was saying.

“I’m aware.”

Panther ran a hand through his wavy black hair, making it stand up. “Between you and me, I think Peony is starting to think Vesper doesn’t like her.”

Regalis gave Panther an eyebrow. “I thought Peony didn’t care about being liked.”

“I think it’s actually a case of keeping her enemies close. Vesper is outselling her and it’s getting under her skin.”

“Ah.” Regalis took a sip and instantly regretted it. He made a face and pushed his ale away. The difference between cold ale and warm ale was the difference between a smile and a slap.

“What does Vesper have to say about Peony?” Panther asked in a casual tone, as he signaled to the barkeep for a new beer for Regalis. Regalis shook his head at the bartender but it was too late, she had turned away and was already pouring another ale.

“Nothing.”

Panther closed one eye in a grimace. “Ouch. I won’t pass that on. That’s about the most insulting thing you can say to Peony.”

“It’s not personal. Vesper is busy.”

“Yeah… busy getting rich. It would be nice if the Fahyli would leave here as wealthy as the Calyx. We’re the ones who keep them safe, so one could argue that we’re actually worth more. Without us, the Calyx wouldn’t make it anywhere outside these walls.”

It was a debate that Regalis didn’t want to get into, especially since he was of the opposite viewpoint. Even if the Calyx never did another public performance and were isolated in the gardens of Solana, they’d still bring in a fortune. The Calyx were celebrities, the Fahyli were soldiers and agents of the crown. Fahyli did enjoy a level of fame too, but the Calyx? Everyone knew their names, everyone was wowed by their beauty. Being connected to an animal was not nearly so impressive as being able to ooze perfume from one’s pores and produce spectacular blooms on a whim.

Something pale and green fluttered into view, and Morpho landed on his knuckle. Regalis looked over his shoulder, scanning the pub for Vesper, but she wasn’t there. Morpho flexed his wings open and closed, then walked a circle on Regalis’s hand. Then he took off again, making tight spirals over the table. He watched the moth’s display, wondering what he might be trying to communicate. Why are you here without your fae?

“Dang,” said Panther, watching as Morpho repeated the same pattern in the air. “That’s one acrobatic moth. Do you think he’s trying to tell us something?”

“If he is, it’s not coming through.”

Morpho grew more erratic in his flight, acting panicked.

“Something is wrong.” Regalis surged to his feet, almost knocking the waitress over as she came to bus the tables in their corner. He mumbled an apology, gently scooped Morpho into his palm, then headed for the door, not bothering to tell Kite goodbye. Panther called for Regalis to wait up, but Regalis was reaching for his hawk.

Ferrugin? He sensed her over the pasture beyond the western wall.

Regalis strode into the dim streets with Morpho fluttering into the air ahead of him, but Morpho’s path was without confident direction.

I’m here.

Find Vesper, please.

Dutifully, she banked toward the palace, but Ferrugin would only find her if she was outdoors. Ferrugin wouldn’t swoop through the corridors and parlors of the palace, she was too big; however, Erasmus wasn’t. Regalis did an about face and headed back for the tavern, bumping into Panther as he did so.

“Pan, ask Kite to look for Vesper, inside the palace. Ferrugin is looking from the sky.”

Panther’s expression turned serious, and he turned about, leaving Regalis to try his best to follow Morpho. The moth was pale and easy to see at night, but the way he zigzagged aimlessly was neither helpful nor comforting. Regalis’s anxiety increased as the moth looped and spiraled, climbed, then drifted down, flew up a street, then wheeled and came back again, as though to try another direction. Nearby, a window slammed shut, startling a flock of crows. Some twenty or thirty of them flew past Regalis, and Morpho blew around in the bluster they raised. Regalis put his hand out.

“Morpho, come to me.”

He did, alighting on the back of Regalis’s wrist. The little moth was trembling.

“Let’s give this a try, little one. I’m going to make some guesses. If I am correct, put your wings together.”

Morpho waved his pink antennae, and Regalis could only hope that meant he understood.

“Is Vesper in trouble?”

The fragile wings lifted, sticking together as though magnetized. The pollinator looked like a tiny green sailboat with a very long rudder.

“Is she in the palace?” Regalis asked, buoyed by the cleverness of the moth.

The wings flattened.

“Is she in the palace gardens, somewhere near the East Keep?”

The wings did not move.

“Near the stables?”

No change, only a trembling, the little feathery antennae waving, the tiny front legs marching in place.

“Has she left the palace grounds?”

The wings snapped together again.

“She is out in the city somewhere, then.” With tomorrow’s launch, there was only one possibility: “The perfume shop?”

The wings opened, then closed, then opened again. By the simple code they’d established, it was a no, then a yes, then a no. Ugh.

“Morpho”—Regalis searched deep inside himself for that sense of calm that he could always find when things got hairy—“Vesper says there is a way you can communicate with her that doesn’t involve telepathy. I don’t know if I’ll be able to read it, but can you try it with me?”

The moth seemed to freeze in place for a long moment. Seconds ticked by and he moved nothing, not a leg, not an antenna.

“Come on, just try,” Regalis pleaded. “If she’s in trouble, you need to try.”

Morpho began to tremble again, only this time it was more violent, a whole-body quaking. Alarmed, it was on his lips to tell the moth he was sorry for asking, but the words died in his throat as Morpho’s luminescent green wings darkened and changed shape before his eyes. Goosebumps prickled down Regalis’s arms and across the back of his neck as Morpho became a completely different species: a sinister-looking moth of black and dark yellow. On his thorax, a shape bled through the tiny black feathers, the unmistakable form of a skull.

Regalis cursed as shock reverberated through him. Vesper’s familiar was a shapeshifter? Never in his life had he seen a familiar do this. Duplicate? Yes, although not usually insects. Change species entirely? Never.

Panther burst out of the pub. “Kite says Erasmus is searching the pala— Who is that?”

“It’s Morpho.” Regalis looked up at his friend, his gaze fraught.

Panther looked at him askance. “No, it’s not. Morpho is green.”

“It is him.” Regalis held Panther’s gaze. “He’s a shapeshifter.”

Panther’s eyes widened.

Then, with that disturbing skull still blazing from his back, Morpho began to scream.


FIFTEEN
REGALIS


The forests that hugged the foothills had never seemed vaster, and Regalis had never ridden so hard, nor felt less in touch with the cold, calm reason that had never abandoned him before. It had taken Ferrugin more than two hours to find Vesper, and even though it was a miracle his familiar had found her at all—Vesper had a hood over her head and was draped over the back of a horse like a sack of turnips—every minute had been agony. It was a wonder he had any molars left at all, for now he was grinding his teeth for yet another reason: Someone had kidnapped Vesper from the streets of Solana. Three someones, according to Ferrugin. Big human men. Thugs with steel and brawn.

Kite went to inform the crofter as Panther and Regalis thundered out the gates of the city. Backup would be on its way soon, but well behind them. The crofter had not sent any instructions through the raptors, which meant he trusted Regalis to make wise and calculated moves. Regalis’s first calculated move was to use a little-known path to get ahead of the men.

He and Panther were riding that double-track road, which meandered through a tangle of Terran oaks and maples, fae sheldies, and briars with thorns as long as a man’s thumb, beneath a canopy so thick that no moonlight could penetrate. The road was used by local farmers and merchants to shave hours from the journey between Solana City and the village of Grynpass, but it was not an easy ride.

Panther and Regalis joined the road the kidnappers were traveling and concealed themselves in the trees, ahead of the men. Both Tully and Ferrugin knew exactly where their quarry was, and both eagerly anticipated the moment of meeting. Ferrugin reported regularly, though little changed: Vesper hung limp over the back of one horse. Unconscious. Probably drugged. Almost certainly injured.

Wrath burned in Regalis’s throat and behind his eyes. No Calyx had ever been abducted while he’d been a member of the Fahyli. They’d been in danger, yes. They’d even thrown themselves into the battle of Faraçek’s Folly without concern for their own welfare, stunning the entire kingdom with their courage and the power of their magic. But snatched away from under the noses of both Bradburn’s soldiers and the crofter’s warriors? Not in his time.

There were documented incidents in history, of course. Slavers or unscrupulous merchants had at one time been known to take Calyx for ransom or forced labor. But it was a rare flora fae who could produce a beautiful scent while under duress, so ransom dominated the records—Regalis had studied these cases in his first year as part of his training—and they always ended in one of three ways: the Calyx had been rescued and the kidnappers prosecuted, a ransom had been paid, or the Calyx had been killed and the body abandoned, to be found by whomever fate decreed should do the finding. Kidnappers were never Solanan—because such a crime meant exile at best, death at worst—and these men would be no exception.

But this was worse than kidnapping. This was Vesper. His Vesper. He’d come to think of her as belonging to him in the past two months and there was nothing he could do to prevent such a possessive sentiment. He was protective by nature and she was his to protect, his to love—he had admitted to himself that it was love, while clinging to the back of his mount as they clattered through the city gates—and three heathens had taken her. Where they were from, where they were headed, and whether they were acting independently or compelled by some higher authority all remained to be discovered.

Just ahead, the road split into three where it met the base of the Ilgish, a mountain south of the Vargon. One path turned north and became a harrowing boulder-strewn goat track that scarred the backside of the Ilgish with jagged switchbacks. Regalis had never taken it, and doubted the men would turn in that direction. There was nothing at the top of the Ilgish but an abandoned hut where adventurers might make a fire and sleep under a roof for the night. More likely they would take the road that led to the south-western edge of Rahamlar, or the road that hooked straight south and followed the Tamyrat… all the way to Archelia. If they made it to a river barge it would be hard even for Ferrugin to track them, but they wouldn’t make it that far.

The thugs came nearer to Regalis and Panther by the moment, where soon they would be arrested and dragged back to Solana City for an interrogation. Regalis hoped that backup didn’t arrive until he had done an interrogation of his own. He wanted some time alone with them, provided Vesper was whole and breathing. If she wasn’t… it would take no time at all to end their lives, and he wouldn’t be disciplined for it either.

If Regalis had been a fae of deeper faith, he might have sent a prayer to Jezaret for help, but with Pan at his side and Tully lurking in the shadows—a muscular sentinel with fangs like knives and claws like grappling hooks—Regalis expected this to be over quickly. Under other circumstances, it might even be fun. Too bad there was not a single bone in his body in the mood for fun. It was all he could do to keep the fear at bay, terror which seeped into his bones and whispered horrible things into his mind: they’ve beaten her, they’ve raped her, they’ve given her poison that might damage her forever, she is covered in bruises, perhaps she has broken bones, she’s suffocating under that hood, the life draining out of her, and they don’t care.

Your logic has flown, Ferrugin whispered from her place in the sky.

Regalis knew that his feelings for Vesper were a liability. If the crofter knew the true depth of his attachment, he would not have given Regalis authority over the situation. Too late for that. He was in charge. And he was angry.

New sounds whispered through the trees: horse’s hooves on soft needles and murmured conversation. The thugs were unaware they were not alone, that was clear in the casual way they were speaking—two of them, anyway; the third had yet to use his voice. One of them carried a torch, which floated and blinked through the trees like an oversized firefly. Regalis couldn’t see the individuals from where he sat atop the black horse he had taken from the stables, a swift, sleek gelding named Shadow. Velour had been ready but her color made her too easy to see at night. Panther, nearly invisible in the dark, sat astride a black mare called Weaver. Somewhere beyond Panther, closest to their quarry and completely invisible, waited Tullana.

It was over in moments.

Tully dropped from above, snarling, to knock one of the men from his horse, then pinning him to the earth. He didn’t scream, but his horse did. Panther and Regalis exploded from the trees while the other two thugs circled in surprise and panic. The torch fell onto the road, guttered, then surged, fighting to remain alight. Regalis was afraid Vesper would fall off the horse, but she’d been strapped firmly in place. Panther had the second man—the torch carrier—on the ground with a blade at his throat. The last man, the one with Vesper tied behind him, fisted a dagger, then hesitated, as if trying to figure out where to aim his attack. Regalis leveled the tip of his sword into the man’s neck, forcing his chin up.

“Drop it,” said Regalis.

The dagger fell to the earth with a clatter.

“On the ground. Don’t do anything stupid or you’ll lose your head.”

Wordlessly, the man slithered to the ground, stinking of sweat and onions.

“On your belly.”

As soon as he was face down, Ferrugin swooped out of the darkness to land on his back. He tensed and tried to get a look at the raptor, but when he turned his head she bit his ear, drawing blood. He yelled a foul curse, smashing his forehead into the ground as he jerked away.

Regalis was off his horse the moment all three men were subdued. With steady, fast fingers, he unbound Vesper and pulled her off the horse’s rump and into his arms. She felt like a sack of loose bones. His heart in his throat, he knelt, turning her over and pulling the hood off. Putting her face in the glow from the torch, he saw her complexion was unseelie gray. Her eyes were mostly closed, with only a hint of the white showing, her mouth slack. There was a goose-egg sized bump forming just behind her hairline. Blood ran from the cut that split the swelling.

“What did you do to her?” Regalis growled.

“Poison,” grunted the man Ferrugin held down. One of her huge claws splayed around his skull like a gruesome hat. “She’ll be fine by morning. I swear it.”

The accent was Archelian. These men, or at least the man Ferrugin held at talon point, was from Archelia.

Regalis lay Vesper gently on the ground, cradling her head so it wasn’t jarred. He put a hand on her forehead, then brushed her hair away from her eyes. It looked raven black in the darkness. She was too warm, and he hoped the fever was her body’s way of fighting whatever they’d drugged her with. He also hoped Morpho felt none of its effects. If it was strong enough to knock her unconscious, it might be strong enough to kill a familiar as fragile as her moth. One never knew with toxins. He got to his feet, sword in hand, and stood over the man who had spoken, looking down with barely banked fury.

“Which one of you is in charge?”

The man under Ferrugin pointed to the one who was frozen beneath Tully’s paws. The cat lay on her stomach, her tail twitching, one giant paw casually lying against the man’s chest. One ear flicked, as if shooing an insect. Her lantern-green eyes looked huge and black in the darkness, her pupils fully dilated. If it weren’t for the razor-sharp claws she’d extended to warn her quarry not to move, she’d look like an overgrown kitten playing with its food. The man beneath her paw looked up at Regalis with hatred and defiance.

Regalis crossed to him, slowly, flexing his free hand. He stopped beside the leader, glaring. When the man’s lip curled in a mutinous smirk, Regalis drew back and punched the man full in the face, welcoming the pain that blasted through his knuckles.

Regalis heard Pan suck in a breath, but he wouldn’t criticize in front of their quarry. It was against protocol to harm those who had been disarmed and taken into custody. The punch was pure rage and malice, both were against Regalis’s nature, and foreign to his record. If he hadn’t been so angry, he might have been alarmed at how little he cared that he’d just broken a cardinal rule.

The leader grunted in pain, his eyes going dazed, his lip split. Blood trickled down his chin. He moved his tongue around his mouth, then spat a gob of blood and saliva toward Regalis’s boot.

“You knocked a tooth loose, you swine,” the man snarled.

Regalis and Panther shared a look as the man unleashed a torrent of laughter broken by a wet cough, the kind that could only be earned through years of dedicated smoking.

“You think she’s sweet and innocent, is that it?” He continued laughing around his jeering words. “What a clever jape, oh yes, she’s made such a fool out of you.” He laughed even harder, until Tully pressed the tips of her claws through the fabric of his vest. He winced and his laughter dimmed, though he still grinned like an idiot. “I’ll give you a share of the bounty if you let us go right now.”

Panther looked over. “What bounty?”

Regalis bared his teeth. “If you value your tongue, don’t lie to me.”

“’Tis no lie. She’s wanted, she is, and not for petty thievery, either.” He spat again, then made to move one hand up to his mouth. Tully’s claws made him reconsider, but he never moved his eyes from Regalis’s face. “Your pretty little doll is a murderer. She killed innocents, just because she felt like it. Children. You don’t even know who you’re harboring under your own roof, do you? That’s Elara Darkstar, a relic of the summer court. She has noble blood, yes, but even that can’t save her.”

Panther growled. “Quit while you’re ahead, dog. You’re still in Solana. Slander against one of ours will add years to your sentence.”

“T’ain’t slander if it’s true,” the man protested. “Why would we risk coming into your city to take one of your precious dolly-mops unless we’d be well paid for it?”

“Calyx are a prize all on their own,” said Regalis, feeling the cold rationality starting to drop over him. He welcomed it. These men were pigs and liars and caught. “You don’t need to make up a story about a bounty to justify your crimes.”

The man chuckled. “I bet she told you she was from Tryske, or maybe even as far away as Stavarjak.”

Regalis went still, holding the man’s flinty gaze, giving away nothing.

“You’d believe her if she told you she was from across the Ivryndian Sea.” The man guffawed. “But she’s Archelian through and through.”

He must have seen something flicker in Regalis’s face, because his upper lip curled in a self-satisfied smirk. It was the ugliest expression Regalis had seen in a long time.

“Oh, I heard the Solanans were sloppy, but even those stories were too kind. You’ve been played for fools. How humiliating for you.”

Regalis said nothing, letting the man expose himself with his blathering. It was a tactic that almost always worked. The less Regalis said, the more this talkative thug would teach him. Only… Regalis didn’t like any of what he was saying, or the way he said it so confidently. With the shock of learning Morpho’s ability still so near… Why had Vesper kept such an incredible magic a secret? And there was the muntjac dish she claimed to have missed… It was Archelian, not Tryskin. This thug—curse him—was connecting too many dots for comfort.

“More gold than a yobbo like you will ever see in a lifetime,” he continued. “That’s what we get when we bring her in. And I’m offering you a twenty-five percent share. Don’t throw it all away for a girl with an angel’s face and a demon’s heart.”

Without realizing what he was doing, Regalis’s hand curled into a fist, drawing the man’s attention.

“Oh yes, hit me again, that’ll look really good when it comes out that I’m telling the truth, won’t it? Oh, pretty please. Right in the mouth. Lose me another tooth. But before you do, answer me this, you bloody ingrate.” He lifted his shoulders off the ground in spite of Tully’s claws, cocking his head to the side in a mocking posture. “Have you had anyone die of a mysterious rash recently?”

The cold rationality fled as quickly as it had come. Regalis sent his fist into the man’s face, and the thug dropped back, senseless. The forest fell quiet. Even the night insects seemed afraid to chirp.
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The three thugs were gagged and blindfolded with fabric torn from their own tunics, then tied to their saddles in an uncomfortable position that would ensure they couldn’t kick their mounts. Vesper lay across Regalis’s lap, her neck and head cradled over one arm, lolling against his chest. She hadn’t responded to any attempt to wake her.

Regalis had curled Vesper’s legs around his waist, until her feet rested on Shadow’s rump. It wasn’t a comfortable position for her to wake up in—if she did wake up. He hoped she would, because he was in a very unpleasant predicament and he really needed her to speak for herself, ideally before they arrived back at the city. He looked down at her often, frowning at the pallor of her skin. She had a lump on her head and a bit of dried blood, but her breathing was steady.

Regalis and Panther met Ian and a party of four more Fahyli at the edge of the wood, allowing care of the three kidnappers to be dispersed among their comrades and freeing Panther to come alongside Regalis at the rear. Regalis stared at the leader of the thugs—who was now awake—glad that he was gagged and unable to make any accusations in front of the crofter, though he would, and soon. Regalis was mulling over what to do when Panther murmured, “That wasn’t like you.”

Regalis didn’t respond. He knew it.

Ferrugin soared high overhead. She had said nothing so far. She could feel Regalis brooding, his shock, confusion, and dismay.

According to Lewis—they’d learned that was the leader’s name from one of the other men—Vesper had murdered Crassus Kallus, who’d been known to them. Vesper’s involvement with the Kallus death had been, up until now, a complete impossibility. But now that the accusation had been made, Regalis could see connections that he hadn’t before. The men claimed she was Elara Darkstar. Regalis knew the name, vaguely. Darkstar was an ancient Ivryndian surname, a family line with a rich fae history as key members of Gloriana, the ancestral summer court. If he wasn’t mistaken, the Darkstars had been related to an Archelian monarch who had reigned around the same time that Erasmus was building Solana City.

They claimed she had murdered innocents. At that, Regalis’s heart utterly balked. That was a lie strung along the same chain as a few truths, in an attempt to make it convincing. After all, you didn’t serve a king poison inside food he hated, you hid it in his favorite dish to ensure he swallowed it down. A lie among truths was the most persuasive lie of all.

Regalis looked down at Vesper, how peaceful her face was in her drug-induced sleep. No. She could not be a murderer. But—the question slipped clammy fingers around the back of his neck, tugging him uncomfortably close—they’d taken her for the bounty on her head. Why would the thug concoct lies about that? Why kidnap her if there was no reward? And there’s no reward without a crime. Right?

“Ian is going to find out,” murmured Panther, keeping his voice low enough that those ahead of them wouldn’t hear. “She’ll be taken into custody. The investigation reopened.”

“I know,” growled Regalis.

“If there is a bounty, she’ll be deported.”

“I know.”

“He knew about the rash, Regalis.”

“I know, Pan.”

“Isn’t it better that the crofter hears it from us?” At a sharp look from Regalis, Panther amended: “From you?”

“I’ll tell him.”

Pan nodded, satisfied. “Shall I tell Ian not to ungag them until you’ve spoken to him?”

Regalis nodded and Pan moved ahead, cantering past the three captives and moving alongside Ian.

Even if Regalis had been the only Fahyli to intervene, had been the only one to hear the poisonous accusations, even if he’d had the opportunity to silence the men forever, get rid of the bodies and return to Solana with Vesper safe and sound, he wouldn’t have done it. He had never felt the cords of duty bind him more tightly than they did in this moment.

He looked down at her again, his heart aching. “What have you done, Vesper?” he whispered under his breath.

Only Ferrugin knew what he really meant: What have you done to me?

The journey home was too short, and yet much too long. It was torture for Regalis, carrying Vesper across his lap, feeling her warm, soft form draped across him, so vulnerable. His heart felt ripped open, his mind continuously seeking its old friend: cold logic. Logic seemed so far away, almost like it didn’t exist anymore. Regalis seesawed between despair, confusion, doubt, and anger. Love was there too, muddying everything up, confusing him. And denial—the new guest at the party. The love he had for Vesper enabled denial to voice her opinions, screeching them like an angry barn owl. Without love, denial would be absent and he’d have objectivity. Was love the reason logic had fled? But logical Regalis seemed as far from him as his childhood bedroom. He was a warrior, a Fahyli of Solana, loyal to a fault, holding honor dearer than all else. But fear—like he’d never known it before—fear shouted loudest.

He would lose her.

The bottom fell out of his world when he thought of a life without her in it. They’d known each other for so short a time, how could it be enough to make him feel this way? Yet, somehow, he did.


SIXTEEN
VESPER


Something was terribly wrong. There was a dank mineral scent in the air, mingled with damp leather, sour body odor, and even stranger, some food that hinted of barnyard. Her mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton, her eyes refused to open, and her limbs were not so much flesh and bone as they were sod and gnarled wood. As she lay there, fighting to get her body to respond, all she could do was listen. Droplets of water landing in a puddle or bucket. Echoes of those drops. A sneeze, then a cough, a horrible wet rattle that signaled an approaching exit from life. Heavy footsteps of someone who didn’t fully lift the heel of one boot off the ground. A scraping of grit against a hard floor. The clank of a door closing. A metal door.

Panic drove her eyelids up, finally. Her view, once the blurriness cleared, was of a low cement ceiling with water stains creeping in from the corners.

Morpho? she thought, uncertain whether he was in the room with her.

Not a room. A cell.

She pushed herself up to sitting and discovered that she was on a pallet on the floor. A mattress covered with dubious stains, and no thicker than her wrist, was the only thing cushioning her body from the bristly wooden planks that made up her bed.

Morpho crawled down her arm and into view. The sight of him was a balm to her eyes, his pale green wings beautiful against the backdrop of this horrible place.

What happened?

The way his antennae drooped told her that it was too complicated for him to even try to explain. She assessed her surroundings and her person. They were in prison, that was abundantly clear. She was in the same serviceable blue gown that she’d worn when she’d been at the shop. She drove her hand into the pocket, feeling unaccountable relief when her fingers closed over the wood thrush carving. Her cloak was missing, as were her boots. Her waist-length hair had been in a braid, but now it was more like a tangled and frayed old rope. Whoever had put her in here hadn’t bothered to cover her with a blanket or put any kind of pillow under her head. A shiver ripped through her body. It was cold and damp. Her nose was running. She searched her pockets for the kerchief she usually carried, then wiped her nose and got to her feet, groaning. Her head was aching, her body sore. She took two steps to the small, barred window in the outer wall, which sat at belly height. Stooping to look, she saw only a drop and a distant patch of grass, as well as the base of a stone wall. Nothing to orient herself with.

It came rushing back: the way she’d been jumped after leaving the shop, being grabbed and struck. She reached up to her temple and winced at the tender swollen lump. That explained the headache. There was a bandage wrapped around her skull, tied a little too tight. She pulled it off and tossed it on the mattress, but not before she saw the patch of dried blood on the cotton. She looked out the window again, stooping to see upward. That revealed only more of the stone wall, and beyond that, a sky the color of an angry sea.

Are we in Solana?

Morpho trembled, trying to answer.

Save your energy, little one. I’ll find out soon enough.

He relaxed. She wondered when he’d fed last. She lifted him to the window, happy that it had no glass—despite the cool winter air—and happy that her familiar hadn’t been boxed or restrained in any way.

Go find some flowers, darling.

He fluttered out the window, and she felt a deep stab of both loss and relief. At least he was free… but she was lying to herself. He was only as free as she was. She turned to examine the other side of her cell, assuming she must be in Archelia. The men who’d taken her had to be Cutright’s men. She’d been a fool to think that killing Kallus would keep her safe. Of course, his death had triggered further action. Of course, they’d sent more men when the first had failed.

She sagged against the window ledge, looking at the stone walls of the cell and the thick iron bars keeping her away from the free world. Because she was a criminal and didn’t deserve freedom. Beyond the barred door of her cell was more stone. She was thirsty. She eyed the wooden bucket in the corner, uncertain as to whether it was meant to hold drinking water before or after she’d consumed it. Crossing to the bucket, she was dismayed to find it empty. After, then. Stepping to the bars, she peered out but could see nothing in either direction.

“Hello?” she rasped.

Almost immediately she heard footsteps, the ones with the draggy heel. A human guard appeared, wearing black leathers and holding aloft a torch. He took a look at her and disappeared again, but he returned several long moments later carrying a tin cup. He handed her the cup through the bars.

“How is your head?” he asked in a Solanan accent.

Relief flooded her. She was in Solana. But that relief was swiftly chased by despair when she realized what that meant. She was in Solana… in a gaol. She could read nothing in the guard’s voice or expression. She downed the water and handed the cup back.

“Thank you.” She rested her hands on the bars but snatched them back again as the metal sucked all the heat out of her palms.

“Where am I?”

“A holding cell beside the justice building,” the guard informed her. “I’ve told Bradburn that you’re awake. You’ll have a visitor shortly, I expect.”

“Why am I here?”

“That, you’ll have to discuss with someone else.”

The guard walked away as the sound of a hinge squeaking was followed by the gruff voice of a man saying, “You have three minutes.”

“Will you open the door for us?” Regalis asked.

Vesper straightened with an eager gasp. Hearing Regalis made her heart surge forward in her chest like it wanted to escape even more than she did. She couldn’t see him yet but she’d know that beautiful, comforting voice anywhere.

“No.” This guard sounded haughty, high on his own authority. “You’re only getting this much thanks to your position, but you’re not in charge here. Don’t forget it.”

“Thanks,” murmured Regalis, sounding a little sarcastic.

He came into view, looking tired, his dark eyes full of worry, the normally bright whites pink with exhaustion. She reached through the bars for him and he enfolded her cold hands with his warm ones. He stepped as close to the door and her as he could, his gaze locked on hers.

“How do you feel?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “How long have I been in here?”

“Most of the day. You were in the infirmary for a while, because whatever those men gave you, it almost killed you—I guess they didn’t account for fae biology being different from humans. Your heart was too slow for a while. When it sped up, and we knew you wouldn’t die, they moved you here, damn them.”

“Who is them?”

“You’re under the jurisdiction of Bradburn and the King’s guard. Fahyli have no authority over those taken into custody once they are inside the walls of the courthouse.” His expression took on an urgency. “Listen, there’s been some serious accusations made against you by Lewis.”

She wracked her memory. “Lewis?”

“One of the men who kidnapped you. He’s from Archelia.” His hands tightened on hers. “I need you to tell me your name, and I need it to be the truth.”

Her breath caught. Under the intensity of his gaze, she felt like a butterfly pinned to a board.

“You know it already,” she whispered. “Why are you asking me?”

He let go of one of her hands and slapped his palm against the stone wall. His dark eyes flashed with fire. “I can’t help you unless you tell me the truth. Are you Elara Darkstar?”

Her heart dropped into her shoes. He knew. She nodded, fighting back tears. He closed his eyes and dropped his face down, letting out a long exhale. When he lifted his eyes again, what she saw in them tore her heart in two and frightened her half to death. He looked at her like he might a common criminal. The pain of it took her breath away.

His voice was flat. “Are you responsible for the death of Crassus Kallus?”

She froze. The gears of her mind ground to a halt at this point-blank question. Her mouth opened but nothing came out.

Regalis went on, “We know that he was a bounty hunter from Archelia. We know he was looking for Elara Darkstar. What happened between you and Kallus, Vesper?”

She brushed at her eyes, trying not to let her tears spill over. “He broke into my room and threatened me and Morpho. I couldn’t let him ruin everything. I’m sorry.”

He put one side of his temple to the bar, his gaze holding hers. She couldn’t have broken eye contact with him if she’d wanted to, and she wanted to, because what she saw there was terrifying. Something precious was retreating over the horizon, fast and never to return again: his regard for her, his respect, his love.

“Why didn’t you come to me?” he asked quietly, eyes full of regret. “I would have helped you. Why did you take things into your own hands? Help me understand.”

“You don’t know… what they did,” she choked out.

“Who?”

“Cutright and his people.”

His brows pinched. “Cutright… the vice chancellor?”

“Do you know him?”

“Of him. He is second in command, behind Chancellor Tagan, but he rules Arenshar. We sent a letter to him after Kallus was found.”

“One minute,” the guard barked.

Regalis’s face tightened. “Tell me how you killed Kallus. No one knows how it was done. It’s the one thing that might work in your favor right now. This conversation won’t go on any records, I swear, please tell me how you did it. I’ll try my best to help you.”

But she felt as though she didn’t know him anymore. The distant look that had moved into his eyes when he realized she was a murderer might as well have put acres between them. He was loyal to his realm, not to her, no matter what he’d once felt for her. If she told him the truth, Morpho would be exposed, and she couldn’t bear that. She knew what could happen to her familiar if they found out he was a killer. She kept her mouth closed as her mind whirred, seeking an alternate story and coming up empty. Finally, she just shook her head in despair.

Regalis removed his other hand from hers, leaving her fingers feeling cold and her heart bereft. He raked a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Did you know there was a bounty on your head? At least tell me that.”

“No,” she said truthfully. “I didn’t.”

“I don’t believe you,” he ground out. “Why would you kill Kallus if you didn’t know what he was after? Why else would you lie about your identity right from the very beginning? You must have known—for longer than you’ve been Calyx. Have you ever told me the truth, Elara? About anything?”

“There was a lot of truth between us, Regalis,” she whispered, hoping he could see her feelings in her eyes. Hearing her birth name on his lips for the first time made her knees feel weak for so many reasons. Her life here, all the effort that she’d put into building a future for herself, all the things she’d done to insulate herself against the past had been done in vain. And now she’d lost Regalis, too. The fact that it felt like her heart had turned to ash made her realize just how much she wanted a future with him in it.

“Time’s up,” called the guard as he stomped toward them. He hooked a hand under Regalis’s elbow and tugged.

“That’s not necessary,” Regalis snapped, yanking his arm from the guard’s grip. Vesper reached for him, but he was already gone. He didn’t even say goodbye. At the sound of the slamming door, she sagged against the bars.
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Vesper asked to see Portia but had been denied, yet no time was wasted in getting Vesper before a justice. She sat on a hard wooden bench outside one of many small courtrooms that occupied the Hall of Justice in Solana City. Morpho perched on her knee, waiting in stillness just as she was. Hanging on the stone walls were rows of oil paintings, men and women, fae and human, wearing blue silks, white collars, and scarves of green embroidered with the lion’s head of Solana. Beneath each lion’s head was an additional motif: a crossed dagger and gavel. The gavel would seal her fate and the dagger would enforce it.

She’d been informed that this was not a trial, simply a clarification of facts followed by a ruling. The crimes she’d been accused of had been committed on Archelian land—apparently she was not being accused of Kallus’s death in Solana—so the ruling would be decided solely by the justice assigned to her case. There would be no jury. She hoped the justice would be compassionate, and wondered what the best possible outcome could be.

The guard who had put her in handcuffs had done so with an apologetic look, which had made her feel slightly better. A door slammed, hinges creaked, and voices drifted down the hall. Footsteps followed and the guard who had escorted her from her cell approached.

“Up, milady.” Adding, “This way,” when she stood.

Morpho fluttered from her knee to her hair. The guard guided her to a closed door at the end of the hall. He knocked and a moment later another guard opened the door. She was passed over like a bag of goods bought at a market.

Inside the room were four rows of wooden chairs bolted to a plank floor, all facing a banister of wooden spindles, and beyond that a desk on a dais. Behind the desk was a portrait of some justice, and beside the painting were the flags of Solana and other nations, including the white and purple stripes of the Republic of Archelia. A wizened fae man sat in a corner at a desk. He didn’t look at her.

The guard made her sit in the first row. Five minutes later, the justice entered and waddled up to the dais. She was very short, and her face was as pink and dewy as one of Peony’s blooms. She disappeared behind the huge wooden desk, then her neck and shoulders reappeared as she climbed up onto the chair. She cranked a lever and raised herself another foot before pulling a pair of glasses out of her robe and settling them on her face.

“Mimi Windward,” she said, with a deep croak, “I am Justice Annie Mulford.” She smiled and nets of wrinkles creased her face, especially around her eyes. “But that is not your given name, is it?”

Vesper shook her head.

“You’ll have to use your voice, Miss Windward, for the court scribe.” The justice gestured at the wizened fae in the corner. “Stand and state your name. The one you were given at birth.”

The guard touched Vesper’s elbow, guiding her to her feet.

“Elara Darkstar.”

“And your familiar?

“Morpho Darkstar.”

“Your place of birth?”

“My family’s estate.”

“And where is that located?”

“West of Arenshar, in Archelia.”

The justice looked through some paperwork that had been laid out on the desk for her. Vesper wondered whether it was Portia’s files or if there was new paperwork, perhaps from Archelia.

“Just so.” The justice threaded her plump little fingers and peered down, the size of her eyes exaggerated, and pale blue, like shallow water under sunlight. “You gave the Royal Gardener the name Mimi Windward upon your arrival in Solana. I have been informed that the authorities in Archelia, and Arenshar in particular, have issued a bounty on the head of Elara Darkstar. For an impressive sum. Whatever they believe you guilty of, it must have been…” She glanced at the paperwork. “Well. They claim you murdered⁠—”

So, there had been contact made between Arenshar and Solana. Her heart sank.

The justice raised her brows. “Four people?”

Vesper felt as though she were sliding toward some craggy, black ravine. “Ma’am, I⁠—”

Justice Melford put up a hand. “I am not here to determine your innocence or guilt, and I have a feeling it is expedient—for both of us, but you especially—that I do not know things that are not relevant to the ruling I must make today. I am here to determine what steps Solanan authorities should take concerning you. Given that this bounty is official, confirmation arrived from the Chancellor’s office this morning, Solana has been put in a difficult position concerning you, Miss Darkstar. On one hand, you are currently—until you’ve been officially dismissed, and I understand the paperwork has only to be signed by Queen Esha—a member of the Calyx, and as such are under the best protection we can offer any citizen. On the other hand, Archelia claims you are a murderer and a fugitive, and demand we hand you over.”

“Ma’am—”

Again the hand. The woman’s expression was firm but not unkind. “Were I your lawyer, Miss Darkstar, I would advise you to say nothing. Not a single word, until invited.”

A small voice in Vesper’s mind whispered that the justice was giving her good advice.

“I have the facts of your case, at least enough of them. As far as I can see, I must make one of three rulings. Option one”—she raised a finger—“I could deny Archelia’s request to hand you over. Since you are Calyx and under our jurisdiction you would be kept here under our authority. But there is a complication. It has been suggested that you may have been involved in another murder. This one took place three months ago, and on Solanan ground, involving one”—she peered at the paperwork again—“Crassus Kallus, also from Archelia. I might deny Archelia the pleasure of dealing with you, and keep you out of their grip; however, you would in all likelihood then pass into the Solanan judicial system and a trial would commence. Should you be found guilty, the sentence would be death.”

She looked at Vesper, over the top of her glasses this time, leaving her last word to hang in the air. The hinges of Vesper’s knees felt on the verge of giving way.

“What are the other two options, ma’am?”

“The second option is to simply exile you from Solana. Such a sentence requires you be escorted to the border and abandoned there. Since you are Archelian by birth, that must be the border you are dropped at. What you do after that will be up to you, but if you cross back into Solanan territory and are discovered, you would be arrested and we would find ourselves back in this same position.

“The third option is to give the Archelian authorities what they are asking for: that we escort you in chains to the border and hand you over to their custody. What happens to you after that is none of our affair.”

Vesper’s stomach curdled. She waited for the justice to continue, but the woman only looked at her, as though waiting for her to speak… finally.

“Are you asking me which one I would prefer?”

“I am not asking you anything,” the justice told her, spreading her hands. “However, should you wish to speak at this time, I am obliged to hear you.”

Vesper tried to process everything while under the piercing gaze of the justice, who folded her hands together and waited.

Stay in Solana but be subject to the reopening of the investigation into Kallus’s murder, which she wouldn’t make it through unscathed, not this time. Or, be handed over to the Archelian authorities. She’d already admitted guilt to Regalis, and she couldn’t expect him to protect her anymore. If she were handed over to the Archelians, she’d be given to Cutright, and he would dispose of her, perhaps in a manner much less swift than what she’d be given in Solana. Two of the doors lead to execution, and the other to suffering, uncertainty, and possible death by exposure.

“If you exile me, will you inform Archelia what you’ve done?”

The justice smiled knowingly. “Eventually, yes, we would be obliged to inform them what had been done with their fugitive. However, at this point, Miss Darkstar, we have made no response; in fact we have not even confirmed receipt of the message that arrived at the mews this morning. We have prevented their bird from flying back until this meeting is adjourned.”

Vesper shook her head. “What I would really like is to speak to someone about why I have taken the actions I have taken, in both the republic and here, after which I might propose a fourth option.”

The justice frowned. “You are not in a position to invent other options, Miss Darkstar. This matter will be decided today, in this very proceeding.”

“In that case, I have no choice but exile.”

Justice Melford inclined her head. “One might view exile as a second chance. A chance to go back and rectify those things which were violated, by you or by others.”

Rectify? How? She would be all alone, dropped in the wilderness between Solana and Archelia, a bounty on her head, nowhere safe to go, and no friend in the world besides Morpho. She had lied to and deceived Regalis and Portia, and had never invested any time or energy developing other relationships. None of the Calyx had a reason to stand by her now, or even to petition the king and queen on her behalf. No, she was alone, but there was the matter of her contract, and all the money she had earned so far.

“I don’t think rectification is possible, but I do have another question.”

“I’m listening.”

“I have earned royalties since I joined the Calyx,” said Vesper, grasping at whatever kindness might lurk in the heart of Justice Mulford. “If I am to be exiled, might I go with what I earned?”

“A tall ask for someone who stands on the precipice of a murder trial, Miss Darkstar,” the justice replied.

“Nevertheless, I am asking.”

“I’ll talk to your superiors, but I advise you to expect nothing.”

The justice picked up her gavel and announced: “Elara Darkstar, I hereby exile you from Solana. You will be escorted to the border between the kingdom of Solana and the Republic of Archelia. You are also expelled from the Calyx, and your contract is rendered null and void.”

Justice Mulford banged the gavel, then picked up the package of paperwork from her desk.

She peered down at Vesper one last time. “Wherever the winds take you, Miss Darkstar, I hope that justice will be served, and peace will be your end.”

With that, Vesper felt the guard’s hand at her elbow, guiding her to the door.


SEVENTEEN
VESPER


Vesper’s body ached. She was accustomed to riding for three to four hours at a time but for five days now she had been atop a red gelding, surrounded by Solanan guards, for most of every day. She understood the horse would return to Solana City with the soldiers, so at some point, her legs would be required to carry her. The dress she’d been wearing had been taken away—as she clutched the wood thrush carving in her fist—and she’d been presented with ill-fitting trousers, a tunic, a mildewy cloak, and a thick leather belt that bruised her bottom ribs. She’d been allowed to keep her own boots.

Morpho fluttered along beside the party, taking nourishment from the flowers he found in the ditches, then resting on her shoulder or her mount as needed. At night she’d slept poorly in a canvas tent, hobbled and tied like a mule with a reputation to flee. No matter how many times she told the soldiers that she would never run from them, she remained tied. No matter how many times she asked where exactly they were planning to drop her, no one answered. After each break, her hands were fastened to her saddle in a position that had begun uncomfortable and became unbearable. Yet, she had to bear it.

Meals were lumps of hard cheese, dry bread, and a small piece of strong-tasting sausage. Hydration was tepid water from a skin. She’d eaten and drunk better when she’d been a homeless urchin. At least then, she’d been able to hunt and fish. She couldn’t bear to sit so she ate standing up—staying off her bruised bottom—with her wrists tied and her ankles hobbled together so that she could walk but not run. She stretched as much as she could and stamped the blood back into her legs, coaxing feeling back into the numb parts of her.

The soldiers joked and laughed with one another but didn’t talk to her, other than to command her to do this or that. They were gleeful that they’d been given such an easy task, which allowed them to get out of the city. They clearly loved the countryside, and each other’s company. They had an affectionate camaraderie that made Vesper both jealous and sorrowful. She knew what that felt like. She’d had it once with her brothers.

When she begged them to let her ride with her hands free, promising she wouldn’t bolt—the very idea was laughable anyway—they ignored her. The soldiers rode powerful coursers for this official duty, animals that rippled with muscle. If Vesper hadn’t been so miserable, she might have laughed. Coursers were hardened mounts, expensive and trained for battle. Palfreys would have done the trick. Her gelding was thin and lazy, putting his head down to graze at any opportunity. She’d cracked a dry joke at the beginning of the journey that she was flattered that she was deemed worthy of such a muscular escort. The faces of her six guards had been just as unresponsive and apathetic then as they were now, on the fifth day. Not a single man was known to her and they never bothered to give her their names, although she picked up one or two from listening to their conversation. The youngest was Mark, bald and shaped like a barrel. She would catch him studying her with curiosity when he thought she wouldn’t notice, but when she looked at him, he would look away. Another was Roth, and he wouldn’t look away, but stared back, contempt stewing in his cool, gray eyes. It made Vesper’s head whirl, just how quickly she had fallen from celebrity to criminal. The others barely bothered to look at her at all.

Vesper did her best to ride with dignity, without complaining. For the first several hours of the first day, she observed the scenery, trying to figure out where along the Archelian border they planned to drop her. But foothills soon transformed into an unrecognizable mountainous pass, threaded with streams. The pass gave way to forests, then pastureland dotted with tiny villages, then became forest again. Night became day. Day became night. Terra-cotta roof tiles gave way to thatch, a familiar style that her own family had used for their manor. It made her stomach hurt to see that thatch. When her muscles cramped, setting her teeth on edge, she lost the presence of mind to register details of the terrain. Evening was now a hint in the sky, on this the fifth day of their travels, and surely they must be close now. Surely, they would halt the party soon.

Regalis was ever present in her mind. She wondered what he was doing, what he was feeling. Did he hate her now? He hadn’t returned to see her, not even to say goodbye. She didn’t know whether it was because he hadn’t been allowed or that he couldn’t stand to be in her company. She wished with an intensity that pained her that she’d been able to apologize to him, to look into his eyes one last time. All calculated though, she’d sooner bear the pain of this ride than the betrayal etched on his face the way it had been. Vesper did her best to pretend that her heart was not broken, telling herself that she hadn’t known him for that long anyhow, so why should she feel so bad?

At least I have you, she thought to Morpho where he clung to her mount’s mane.

Morpho waved his antennae at her and flexed his beautiful wings, still in luna moth form. He wouldn’t take another until the soldiers were out of sight.

They stopped at a curve in a damp wood, and three of the soldiers dismounted. There was nothing to mark that this was a border except for a moss-covered signpost that was tilted so badly that the next heavy rain would surely send it crashing down. Six wooden arrows, each more crooked and twisted than the last, pointed this way and that. One appeared to recommend going into the ground to get to a destination Vesper couldn’t even read because the letters were so obscured by rot. In fact, she couldn’t read a single name in the gloom. The canopy overhead was thick, only a few thin streaks of light dared to find the forest floor.

She was pulled from her mount, and her bonds were cut. Her knees almost buckled and she staggered away from the gelding. A soldier laughed at her pinwheeling arms. Roth, of course. Another tossed a half-full waterskin at her, which she caught. Yet another threw a small weighty sack that landed on the road at her feet with a clink.

“By and by.” Mark pointed a gloved hand down the path that quickly shrank from a double-track to a single. “You’ll come to an inn what’s called the Smokehouse.”

The men mounted and turned their horses around.

“How far?” she called.

No one answered her question, but Roth called: “Don’t come back this way or things won’t go well for you.”

“Thanks for that,” she muttered. “I couldn’t guess.”

She sank down into the long grass in the middle of the road as they cantered away, leaving her and Morpho alone. Vesper lay back on the earth, stretching her legs out and reaching her arms overhead. Her body crackled and every muscle between her waist and her knees quivered like jelly. She gasped as both her hips cramped. Looking up at the canopy, she searched for the sky, breathing her cramps away. Steel-gray patches peeked through the leaves, the color of approaching night. There was no way she would make it to the Smokehouse inn before dark, even if it was a single mile away.

Curling onto her side, she jostled the sack the soldier had thrown down—which had jingled suspiciously like money—but she’d forgotten about it with all the agonies of her body. Pushing herself up to sitting, she pulled it into her lap, making a bowl of her cloak. Untying the thin cord, she dumped the sack, her eyes widening at the mix of gold and silver coins. Her gaze snagged on a small cylinder sealed with the green wax of the Royal Gardener.

“Portia,” she murmured with a smile, picking up the cylinder to break the seal. A tight curlicue of paper slipped out. She squinted to make out the words written in Portia’s own hand.

Vesper,

I am sorry for the state you’ve found yourself in, my dear, almost as sorry as I am for having lost you. It was left to me to decide what was to be done with your royalties. As far as I am concerned, they are yours. I was afraid to give you more than this, but I will hold the rest in trust for one year. Queen Esha has agreed to that much, but longer than a year and they will have to be released back into the palace coffers. If you are able to clear your name, we will welcome you home.

Jezaret be with you.

Portia.

Tears pricked at Vesper’s eyes. The gardener believed in her. Of course, Portia wanted her star back in the retinue, but if the gardener thought her untrustworthy, she would not invite her back no matter how prolific she was. She would never hold the immense wealth that Vesper had earned in trust for someone she thought was a murderer. She tucked the precious note back inside the cylinder; it was worth more to her than all of the coins. She put all the money back into the sack and tucked the bag into an interior pocket of her cloak. Shakily, she took a sip from the waterskin, then got to her feet.

She took one step, wincing, then another. She found a rhythm, slow though it was. Several times she noticed that she was being followed by a raven-sized bird, but whenever she stopped for a better look, it vanished, as though made of vapor. Eventually the forest thinned, and thick gnarled trunks gave way to slender straight ones. As the sun dipped below the horizon, leaving only a dusky glow, she came to a crossroad. Before her were open hills, swimming in tones of gray like a pod of massive whales. Speckles of light dotted the hillsides, the torches and lamps of holdfasts and farms. A larger, tighter cluster of lights shone from a valley like a pool of stars.

The sign here was less rotten and easier to read, even in the little remaining light. If she went left, she would come to a place called Greensborough. If she went right, she would come to Oak Haven. If she continued straight ahead, she would find herself in a place called Glass Forge.

Her breath hitched. She knew of Glass Forge. It lay east of the badlands Regalis had told her about during their first dance; it was a hamlet full of craftsmen and their families. The soldiers had done her a favor and dropped her as far from where the Solanan king’s road met the highway of the republic as they could. The highway was a well-used passage that connected Solana with Archelia City, and that was where the most danger lay. It was unlikely she’d draw attention here; on the downside, she was very far from Arenshar. But that was a problem for tomorrow. She couldn’t make it to Glass Forge tonight, so she would retreat to the safety of the forest. In the morning, she would continue on. At the village, she would attempt to formulate some kind of plan. What the objective of that plan would be, she hadn’t a clue. She was too tired to sort through her options right now.

She picked her way through woody terrain until she found what she was looking for: a protected hollow where she could sleep. There was even a boulder to keep at her back. By the time she had cleared the hollow of twigs and brambles, she was too exhausted to make a fire, which was maybe for the best. It would keep some predators at bay, but it might draw the worst predator of all: men. That uncomfortable thought inspired her to sprinkle the dried twigs, which would snap loudly when stepped on, around her hollow. That took all of her remaining energy. She took long swallows from the waterskin, then crawled into her hollow. She had just laid down and covered herself with her cloak when a bird landed several feet from her face. Something clattered on the rocks, and she jerked upright. The bird did not fly away, and she squinted at it, wishing for more light. It was not a raven, but some species with a shorter beak. He garbled out a series of complicated noises, then fluttered upward, landing in some branch high above.

“Erasmus?!” she said, in shock. “Is that really you? Or am I hallucinating?”

She saw a long thin item when he moved away, the thing that had clattered. She retrieved it, her mouth dropping open in surprise. It was a bow. Not the kind of powerful compound bow that she’d grown up with—Erasmus wouldn’t have been able to carry one anyway—more of a light training bow, but a bow nonetheless. She marveled at it, testing the string, feeling its weight. It wouldn’t be enough to fell anything larger than a rabbit, but hopefully she wouldn’t need to use it on anything larger than that.

“Thank you, Erasmus,” she called up to the bird. “I don’t suppose you brought a quiver full of arrows too?”

The bird screamed and flew away.

Vesper waited for him to return, but when he didn’t, her eyelids grew heavy. She sagged onto the forest floor again, pulling the bow close to her. She’d buy arrows at Glass Forge tomorrow. Hopefully they sold real ones as well as the decorative ones tipped in hand-painted glass they were known for.

She fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

When she woke again, her body still ached, but it was less intense than it had been. It was pitch dark but the air felt different. Moist and fresh. It smelled of morning, but the sky she could glimpse through the canopy was still speckled with stars. If there was a moon, she couldn’t see it, but there had to be one because its cold light washed through the trees. A sound had woken her, a brushing sound, like fabric against leaves. A shiver walked up her spine. A snapping sound that was much too close for comfort sent her bolting upright, her back pressed against the rock. She clutched her bow like it was a club, though it would be useless against any real threat. Fear pulsed behind her eyes. Whatever was out there sounded heavy. A chirruping sound preceded the appearance of lantern eyes in a broad feline face.

Vesper let out a shaky laugh. “Tully?”

The big cat padded into her hollow, crawling low, then sliding forward on her haunches and elbows. She let out a big sigh and lay her chin on her paws, as though exhausted. Vesper ran her hand along the cat’s silken coat, discovering a strap that she couldn’t see in the darkness. Following the strap, her deft fingers found a quiver full of arrows. Vesper cried out in delight and released the buckle, lifting the quiver from the cat. Tully took the opportunity to roll onto her side, rubbing her back against the dirt and moss and groaning deep in her chest.

“Thank you, Tully!” Vesper hugged the quiver to her breast, then quickly counted the arrows. There were two dozen. She took one out and balanced it. She could tell these were birchwood shafts fletched with goose feathers. She felt the sharp tips, narrow small-game arrowheads. Who had picked these out for her? Could she dare to hope it had been Regalis? He knew she loved to hunt, and these were just the kind of arrows she needed.

“I don’t suppose Panther is with you,” Vesper asked, knowing the answer already. But it was a great comfort that Kite and Panther had both sent their familiars to help her. It gave her reason to hope that Regalis might have expressed some kind of forgiveness to his closest friends, though it would have lifted her heart even more if Ferrugin had appeared.

She felt so encouraged that she allowed herself for the first time to really consider what Portia had suggested. If she cleared her name, she could return to the Calyx. She hadn’t the faintest idea of how to go about such a thing. The vice chancellor of Arenshar was against her, and that probably meant the chancellor was as well. She couldn’t calculate the odds. Still… what else did she have? She supposed she could just keep running, perhaps go to Tryske or Boskaya, see if she could forge a life there. But that held no appeal. All that wealth sitting in trust dangled like the world’s most perfect carrot. It alone was worth taking the risk, to say nothing of being able to heal her relationship with Regalis. Maybe they’d never be lovers, but perhaps he’d allow them a friendship… One step at a time, and the first step was to decide what she wanted, and if she was willing to take the risk required to get it.

The possibility of freedom and exoneration shone in her heart like a beacon on a hill. Tomorrow, she decided, Elara Darkstar would begin to close the distance she had so carefully stretched out between herself and her past.

Tully lay on her back with her paws relaxed, her belly exposed. Vesper rubbed the panther’s stomach, drawing a satisfied groan that eased into a steady purr. She lay down beside the big cat, thankful for the body heat pouring off the huge animal, and fell back to sleep.


EIGHTEEN
VESPER


Glass Forge was a quaint village of small single-story stone houses with thatched roofs. A river ran straight through the town, parallel to the main throughway. Vesper arrived with an hour of daylight to spare and aching feet. She had been able to hitch a ride on a cart full of pumpkins, but it had come late and saved her only an hour of walking. Still, she was grateful, since when she hopped off the cart and turned to thank the farmer, a stout man under a very large hat, the pain in her feet brought moisture to her eyes. He thought they were tears of gratitude—she didn’t correct him—and tossed her an apple.

“I’m told there is an inn?” she asked. He pointed to a large stone building with smoke belching from two chimneys. With a friendly wave, he trundled away. If he’d thought it strange that she’d had a moth in her hair for much of the journey, he didn’t show it.

The road was hard-packed and uneven from hundreds of cart wheels that had torn through it when it was soft; it had hardened into a ridged and treacherous surface. She moved onto the grass at the edge of the road, approaching the Smokehouse Inn. Morpho fluttered to the little white flowers in the grass while she went inside, where she discovered that the inn had been aptly named. The air was smoky and smelled of salted meat, baked garlic, and wood fire. She was greeted by a tired-looking woman in a white cap who eyed her dirty clothes and hair, and was relieved when she didn’t need to give personal details. She needed a room for the night, a meal, a bath, and directions to where she might acquire a sturdy mount. She signed the guestbook in an unrecognizable scrawl, then was given a key and taken to a small but clean room with a single bed. Regarding a horse, she was directed to Jon Werther on the high street but not to go that evening as his stables were closed at the dinner hour.

The woman informed her that the bathhouse was out back but that there were no tubs, only showers, and the water was cold. After her bracing shower and a hot meal, Vesper opened her bedroom window so Morpho could come in and go out as he pleased, then crawled under the quilt and fell asleep.
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She woke with the thought that legal advice might be useful, and was pleasantly surprised when she inquired at a shop about a lawyer to learn that there was one in town.

Now, she stood in the street outside the offices of Pesola & Tastula, frozen in indecision. She was clean and dressed in nicer clothing, albeit still trousers, and had braided her hair and pinned it into a coil at the back of her head. She wore her newly purchased cloak. The oversized hood lay against her shoulders, so weighty she could feel its pull against her collarbones. Morpho fluttered around her head, touching her briefly at eyebrow, chin, ear. He was concerned about the danger this might put them in, yet she couldn’t see another path forward. They needed the advice of someone who understood Archelian law. Her parents had never trusted lawyers, and she had inherited the feelings.

I have to do this, Morpho. She took the final steps up to the door. Wait in the garden.

Pesola & Tastula occupied what had once been a large craftsman’s house that had over time been swallowed up by Glass Forge. The front door was fixed with a unicorn head knocker. She tapped the knocker and stepped back. A fetching blond woman in a dark green velvet vest, a blouse with voluminous cream sleeves, tall leather boots, and pleated trousers answered the door. She looked Vesper up and down. “Do you have an appointment?”

Vesper felt self-conscious next to this woman’s beautiful clothing and confident manner. “No. But I need some legal advice. I can pay.”

The woman’s full red lips twisted in an ironic smile.

“Willing to pay, are you, faeling?” She stepped back. “Come in. Let me see if someone is free. What kind of law does it concern?” Vesper blanked, but the woman prompted her as she closed the door. “Commercial, family, criminal?”

Vesper entered the cool house, the hardwood floors squeaking beneath her feet. “Ah. Criminal, I guess.” She cleared her throat. “Might I bother you for a cup of water?”

“This isn’t a tavern but I’m sure I can find you something wet, if I must. What’s your name?”

“Gillespie,” she said. “Valerie Gillespie.”

The woman directed her to sit in one of the worn upholstered chairs, then disappeared down a hall. Vesper could hear conversation coming from behind closed doors. Floorboards creaked, hinges squeaked, drawers slid open and closed. It was a busy place. She took that as a sign that these lawyers knew what they were about. The woman never returned, but an older man appeared, wider than he was tall, and with an impressive shock of white hair sprouting from the top of his head. The sides had been shorn so close they might have been shaved a week ago. He wore round spectacles and a gray and black striped jacket over a black vest. A gold chain winked from his chest where it disappeared through a button hole.

“Miss Gillespie?”

She stood, as nervous as the day she’d auditioned for Portia. “That’s me.”

“I’m Viktor Tastula.” He held out a pudgy pink hand.

She shook it, surprised to have met a partner. “Valerie.”

“Follow me, Valerie, and we shall see if P and T can help you.” He turned and shuffled down the hall, entering through a door on the left, then holding it open for her.

Inside his office, Vesper found a little of her anxiety leaching away, although she couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was because this room—with its bookcases, elaborately designed carpet, paintings of seafaring vessels, and large dark wood desk, behind which her host seated himself—reminded her a little of her father’s office. She took one of the rich velvet chairs facing the desk.

“Now, Miss Valerie. Oh, I almost forgot. There is water on the sideboard. If you wouldn’t mind pouring for us both. My knees bother me something dreadful on wet days like this.”

It had rained in the early hours, but no rain had fallen since Vesper had stepped outside the Smokehouse. Silently, she poured two glasses of water from a glass jug and handed one to him. She drank her own in a few swallows, then set the glass on the little table beside her.

“Am I correct in assuming that this strictly confidential?” she asked.

“Meetings between lawyers and their clients are, yes.” Viktor curled his hand around his glass. He looked at her with eyes the color of smoke. “And signing a confidentiality agreement is a customary part of any retainer with us.”

“May we speak confidentially even if I’m not yet your client?”

He inclined his head. “Confidentially is a matter of course at P and T. You have no need for concern.”

She smiled and took a deep breath. “I need to know how someone might go about clearing their name, and…”

He waited. “And?”

“And neutralizing a bounty.” Then rushed to add, “Not for me, for a friend.”

Viktor adjusted his glasses, but didn’t look too alarmed, which comforted Vesper somewhat. She hoped he’d dealt with much worse cases; he was pretty old, after all. He templed his fingers. “Sounds like a bit of a tangle, indeed. Is the accusation false?”

She hesitated, but if she were going to clear her name, she had to be as honest with Viktor as she felt safe enough to be. “The accusation is true.”

“Ah.” He folded his hands together. “So, your friend is guilty, then? And the charge is…?”

“Murder,” she said, the word barely coming out.

His white caterpillar eyebrows climbed a half-inch. “Oh dear. Miss Gillespie, I’m afraid the only way your friend can clear their name is to turn themself in and face the consequences.”

Her stomach gave a twist. “Is there no interim step?”

“What kind of interim step do you mean?”

“Some action that might be taken to have a bounty lifted in order that he might present himself before an authority without fear of being seized?”

He spread his hands. “Who is this authority? A private citizen? A government body? A borough? It matters, Miss Gillespie.”

She frowned. She didn’t know the answer to this question. She had no doubt that it was Cutright who’d levied the bounty, but was he going to pay its fee from his own coffers, or would the Arenshar pay? Would he really be so bold as to use public money? He would, she decided.

“My guess is that it is the republic’s money,” she said.

“In that case, it is the republic that must be prevailed upon. Your friend might send a formal letter, stamped by a legal professional, such as ourselves, making a request to lift the bounty and meet with an authority under parley. Of course something would have to be offered in exchange, and”—he chuckled softly—“what they want most is your friend in their custody. Whether they might be convinced to settle for something less is anyone’s guess. Murder is a very serious crime, Miss Gillespie, as you know. And, forgive me for being blunt, but it sounds like your friend wants to avoid the consequences of their actions. Meanwhile, law was invented for the very purpose of ensuring that he does not get away with his crimes. My advice is to have him come and see me. We can open negotiations via correspondence first, but sooner or later he will have to turn himself in. That cannot be avoided. We have several excellent defense lawyers who would do their best to minimize the sentence, and it’s possible that a judge might be lenient, giving a long prison sentence, for instance, rather than execution.”

Vesper swallowed but the lump in her throat didn’t want to budge. Viktor was looking at her with compassion, as though his words should be of some comfort to her. She couldn’t find it in her heart to tell Viktor that it wasn’t a single murder. Her situation was just as dire as she thought, and coming here hadn’t helped at all. She got to her feet. “Thank you, Mr. Tastula. I appreciate your time. I will speak to my friend and see what he wants to do.”

“We’re here to help, Miss Gillespie.”

“I can show myself out.”

He smiled at her with relief. “I’m sorry. It’s these old knees.”

“Don’t think of it.” She shook his hand and left his office.

At the bottom of the front steps, Vesper turned to follow the road to the high street and Jon Werther’s stables to see about a horse, stopping when she heard a delicate cough. In the shadows beside the house, where a rose garden surrounded a decorative table, she saw the woman who had first greeted her. The woman jerked her head, calling Vesper over. Curious, she crossed the grass and paused just inside the broken circle of rosebushes.

The woman reached down and plucked a soft pink rose in full bloom, snapping its head off at the neck. She brought it to her nose and inhaled, looking over the petals at Vesper. She held it out and Vesper took it, finding the scent had already reached her nose.

“It’s a difficult situation that your friend is in.”

Vesper paused, hooked by the expression on the woman’s face, like she was in possession of some secret. She eavesdropped.

“Does your friend have gold?”

Vesper’s heart sped up. “They can get some. Why?”

The woman took a seat at the table, leaning forward on her elbows. “Viktor didn’t explain this, but a bounty is a civil contract between a private agent and a bondsman.”

“You mean… not sanctioned by the republic?”

“That’s right.”

“Why didn’t Mr. Tastula tell me that?”

The woman gave an elegant shrug. “The firm does not help clients outside of the law.”

Vesper stared. “Who are you and why are you telling me this?”

The woman’s red lips parted in a smile, revealing perfect teeth, except for one, which had been capped with gold. “My name isn’t important, and I’m telling you this because I once had a friend in trouble too. I found a way around their problem without the aid of Archelia’s legal system. Where there is gold, there is always a way.”

Vesper sat down in the opposite chair and waited, still holding the rose in her hand.

The woman spoke in a hushed tone, leaning close. “Listen, these contracts are created and dissolved on a near daily basis in Archelia. The agents who undertake them operate outside the legal obligations that govern official agents, like soldiers for instance. The downside is an exposure to liabilities: bounty hunters do not have the same immunities that soldiers or government mercenaries do. Which just means that your friend, if caught, can legally fight back… before they end up in custody. Depending on how aggressive or violent the hunter is with the skip—that’s what they call a target—the skip has a legal right to self-defense. However, no citizen has the legal right to defend themselves or evade capture from an Archelian soldier.”

Vesper absorbed this. It was good to know, but it wasn’t as helpful as she needed it to be. So, she could run, and fight back. She was already doing that.

The woman, seeing that Vesper wasn’t impressed, lowered her chin and looked up through her eyelashes. “Read between the lines, Valerie. What kind of person becomes a bounty hunter?”

Vesper chewed her lip, then said, “Someone who only cares about the money?”

“Probable, but not certain.” She laced her elegant fingers together. “It begs the question: Could they be tempted to abandon the bounty’s fee if a larger one presented itself?”

Vesper frowned. “But if he buys off one hunter, another one will surely follow, and another after that one, until the bondsman has the fugitive in custody. Sooner or later, the skip will run out of gold.”

“As I told you, it’s a difficult situation. I’m only trying to be helpful.”

She plucked something from the pocket of her vest and held it out for Vesper. “Johar is an acquaintance of mine. I can’t guarantee he’ll be able to help your friend, but he might. Sometimes he is able to procure documents, proof of dissolution of a bounty, for example. You can only ask. In writing, of course.”

Vesper took the card and read the tiny script. There was a street address for a location in Arenshar, and a name.

Johar Attio, Recovery Agent.

She looked up with a roll of her eyes. “Recovery agent? He’s a bounty hunter. I’d have to be crazy to go to him for help.”

The woman gave a self-satisfied smile and Vesper realized her slip. She added, “On behalf of my friend.”

She shrugged. “Perhaps not so crazy. Johar has ways of making the impossible become a reality. I promise you nothing, only making a suggestion. Take it or leave it. It’s your fate, Miss Gillespie.”

With that, she got up and walked around the back of the house, leaving Vesper sitting alone, her mind awhirl.


NINETEEN
REGALIS


Regalis pounded on Kite’s door, clutching the report that had arrived from the Archelian archives office earlier that day. It’s been over a week, he thought with a curse. Already I may be too late.

Kite opened, blinking blearily. She wore a floral robe, something a Calyx might wear, but though Regalis had never seen her in anything so feminine, even that unusual sight wasn’t enough to break his focus. Her expression shifted from sleepy to alarmed the moment she saw him. Erasmus landed on her shoulder, his talons making little depressions in the fabric of her robe. He cocked his head to level one beady eye at Regalis.

“Where’s Ian?”

She tilted her head in surprise, almost mimicking her familiar. “That’s why you woke me? It’s nearly midnight, Regalis. Surely, he is asleep, as I was a moment ago.” Her tone sharpened. “As you should be.”

“He’s not though. He’s not in the maproom, the library, his suite. Hob doesn’t know where he is either.”

Concern darkened her blue eyes. “Are you alright?”

“I just need Ian.”

Urgency, borderline panic, had stolen over Regalis after he’d received the letter. He had gone into research mode, arming himself with additional clues, tearing through the library’s section on Archelian history.

Kite looked thoughtful. “Did you try the training yards?”

Regalis felt almost sick with relief. Of course. He’d been stupid to forget. It had become part of Ian’s routine since Faraçek’s Folly, but he’d announced it shortly after the event and had said no more about it since.

“Thanks, Kite.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

Regalis was already striding away; he spoke over his shoulder. “No. Sorry to wake you.”

She grumbled something inaudible and shut the door a little harder than was necessary.

Regalis heard Kashmir grunting before he ever saw her. Pushing through the gate leading into the training yard, he saw three cinnamon-colored bears rolling in the grass under the light of the moon. One of them was enormous, Regalis noted, trying to calculate the bear’s size. If she stood on her hind legs, surely she would pass twelve feet. Ian stood some distance away, but at the squeak of the gate, he looked over.

“Regalis?”

The two largest bears disintegrated into black vapor, leaving the real Kashmir to roll onto her belly and watch as Regalis approached. She was a large bear, but now she seemed small with the size of her two duplicates burned into his memory. Regalis joined Ian in the soft grass. Kite’s floral robe hadn’t been enough to shake Regalis’s focus on the problem, but the sight of three Kashmirs lolling in the field was much more impressive.

“Looks like two is easy for her now. Your hard work is paying off.”

Ian’s bear familiar was the laziest of all the familiars. Most familiars loved training but Kashmir preferred to sleep for many hours of the day and forage at night, as bears in the wild enjoyed. If that had been her life, she would have been in heaven. Alas for her, she was connected to the Royal Crofter. Laziness was not an option. Regalis wondered if Ian ever felt ashamed of her. The crofter never talked about his connection with the bear, how much telepathy they had or what her magic entailed. Nor did he show his feelings for her. All fauna fae were fiercely attached to their familiars, so Regalis never doubted his love for her, but if you weren’t fauna fae, you might wonder whether Ian wished he was a free agent. In Regalis’s early years, he and many other Fahyli had doubted whether Kashmir could duplicate at all. In theory it wasn’t anything to be ashamed of, but Ian was the head of an elite group and not the kind of leader to accept mediocrity, least of all in himself. Digit, Ian’s son, had a hummingbird familiar who was also incapable of duplication. Perhaps the son had inherited the so-called shortfall from his father.

Ian rarely took the bear on missions. Carrying the amount of food she needed while on the road was prohibitive. But during Faraçek’s Folly, she had duplicated, putting the rumors to rest once and for all. She had proved she could be a formidable soldier when she had reason. Since then, Ian had resolved to work with her with the goal of enhancing her duplicative abilities. It took an enormous amount of magical energy for a familiar the size of Kashmir to muster even a single duplicate. Regalis had doubted that she’d be able to increase the number. But Ian and Kashmir had begun to train once a week, always at night because she disliked sunlight and spent even the coolest winter days in the shade.

Ian looked as pleased as was possible for him to look. “Yes, she’s doing well. We were just finishing up. What can I do for you, Regalis? You wouldn’t be here at this hour if it wasn’t important.”

Regalis lifted the document he’d received. “This arrived earlier today from Arenshar. I fear Justice Mulford has done the wrong thing.”

Ian turned Regalis toward the gate. “My eyes aren’t what they once were. Even this torchlight isn’t enough. Let’s go to the maproom.”

The two fell in step and lowered their voices once they were inside the castle.

“Justice Mulford was as lenient on Vesper as it was possible to be,” Ian said. “What was her mistake exactly?”

Regalis could feel the weight of Ian’s stare and the faith the crofter had in him. Ian knew Regalis wouldn’t bother him unless he believed a matter was important. He also wouldn’t get anywhere if he let Ian see just how upset he was, so he tried not to show the urgency he was feeling.

“She shouldn’t have let Vesper go at all, Crofter. We should have kept her here and delayed any trial regarding Kallus’s death until we knew more about her case.”

The crofter waved for Regalis to step down into the maproom as he touched the switch to fill the room with etherlight. “Be that as it may, it’s too little, too late.”

They approached the hauberwood table where Regalis put down the paperwork and looked Ian full in the eyes. “I’d like your permission to go after her.”

The corner of Ian’s mouth pulled down. Regalis had known the crofter for long enough to recognize Ian’s tell: he thought Regalis was being rash.

“That sounds unwise. She’s no longer in Solanan territory. We’ve sent a bird to Arenshar letting them know she’s no longer in our custody. They’ll have dispatched sellswords or soldiers to find her—and if we get between them and her, it would be seen as an act of aggression.”

Having his worst fears described in this way made Regalis feel short of breath. Fear could be a bottomless cup, and if he started drinking from it, he might not know how to stop. He shoved the idea of sellswords away. Focus, Regalis. Securing permission was the only thing that mattered.

“Which is why I have to find her before they do.”

Ian studied him for a long moment. “Tell me what you’ve learned.”

Regalis went to one of the chests on the floor and opened it. His recent showcase to Vesper meant he knew exactly where to find the star on a pedestal. It had been carved of shining black obsidian and studded with tiny white pearls. He put it down on the table before Ian.

“Her family has a carving.” He made fists and braced his knuckles against the table. “She is a Darkstar of Gloriana, a descendant of fae aristocracy.”

“Good for her,” Ian said blithely, crossing his arms. “The summer court hasn’t existed properly for at least two centuries.”

Regalis shifted the map of Ivryndi over on the table so that the layout of Archelia was easy to see. He put his finger on a section of land sitting southwest of the Solanan border. It sprawled beneath Rahamlar, and was positioned but a handful of miles west of the city of Arenshar. “This is the Darkstar land. They lost their place at court when the seasons changed and the magic was diluted, but they never lost this land. It’s huge, and rich with natural resources. Arenshar sits just on its edge.” He slid his finger west until he struck the Ivryndian Sea. “And it goes all the way to the coast. This land is almost untouched, and priceless.”

Ian’s brows went up, but that was the only sign Regalis got that the crofter’s curiosity was rising.

Regalis pointed to the document. “This letter arrived from the Archelian archival office; it’s a copy of the most recent information on record regarding the Darkstar land. It is dated only a few months before Vesper arrived here.”

Ian’s lips gave a sardonic twist. “You mean a few months before she lied to us about her name?” But he took the paper and scanned it, reading the relevant parts aloud. “The Darkstar family has emigrated to Kalothosk.” Ian paused, then looked up with a question in his eyes.

“I had to look it up too.” Regalis pointed to an island out in the Ivryndian Sea. “It’s a city on the island of Kreeos. It takes more than a week to get there by sea, even on the fastest of ships.”

Ian grunted, then returned to the document to read: “The land, now known temporarily as Cutright’s Park, was signed over to the chancellor of Arenshar. It currently awaits division.” The crofter was still unimpressed. “What am I meant to deduce from this, Regalis?”

Regalis raked his fingers through his hair. “Think about it. Why would the Darkstars—who had possessed this land since before written records even began—suddenly just up and leave their ancestral home and all that wealth? There’s no record of it being sold for any amount of money. Are we supposed to believe that they just gave it to the vice chancellor? Arenshar is ruled by humans, humans with no love for the fae.”

Ian scratched his chin. “As you say, yet Archelia has many fae families who live their lives in peace. This isn’t enough to convince me that we need to rectify our actions. Maybe the vice chancellor was a trusted friend, and they signed over authority for him to sell it and deliver the proceeds?”

“Over two years later? And after changing the name, even temporarily?” Regalis didn’t think it would be this difficult, not when he himself could see the potential foul play so clearly. Then again, the crofter hadn’t had a personal relationship with Vesper.

He took a deep breath. “Why do you think Vesper lied about her name?”

“There could be many reasons for that, Regalis.”

“But she’s a Darkstar. That’s something to be proud of, under normal circumstances. Why didn’t she go with her family to Kalothosk? Why did she tell Portia she was an orphan and claim to be from Tryske? I believe she lied to protect herself.”

“Well, that is obvious.” Ian spread his hands wide. “She is a fugitive with a bounty on her head.”

“Actually, if you look at the date the bounty was levied, she couldn’t have known about it. It took effect after Vesper joined the Calyx,” said Regalis, shame heating his cheeks as he recalled what he’d said to her the last time he’d seen her… I don’t believe you. His own words clung to him like a poison-laced spider web. It was enough to make him feel ill.

Ian was unmoved. “Even so, we’ve only just managed to disentangle ourselves from this drama. We have nothing to do with the Darkstars or their relationship with Arenshar. It’s not our business, Regalis.”

Regalis’s voice went soft. “You didn’t know her like I knew her, Crofter. She wouldn’t have lied without good reason. I feel that in my soul and I would swear to it on my honor.”

“Maybe your feelings—which I can clearly see you have now—have blinded you.”

“Regardless of my feelings, she was Calyx, and one of our best. We owe it to her to be sure we haven’t made a mistake. It could mean her life, Crofter. What do you think the queen will say if we do nothing, only to find out when it’s too late that my hunch was right, that Vesper needed our help? If I’m wrong, I can always just turn around and come home. But at least we’ll have done our best to be diligent.”

Something in Ian’s eyes flickered. Regalis had finally struck the tender spot where he should have started. Ian was a sworn protector of the Calyx. It was drilled into every Fahyli that the Calyx were the lifeblood of Solana’s wealth. They were to be defended at all costs.

Ian sighed, his big shoulders dropping in defeat. “What are you proposing exactly?”

“First, let me write to the authorities in Kalothosk to see if they have received any Darkstars. Second, let me arrange to deliver some kind of support to Vesper so that she is less defenseless⁠—”

“You can write to Kalothosk,” Ian said, “I have no problem with that. As for your second request, I’ve already done what could be done.”

That brought Regalis up short. “In what way?”

“I understood she has some skill with a bow. She’s received one, and some arrows. It’s not much but”—Ian shrugged unapologetically—“if she is any good, she won’t starve. Portia desired that Vesper be given some of her royalties, a pittance really, but it was delivered as well.”

Regalis could only blink at the crofter. Just when he thought he understood his superior, could guess his every move, Ian surprised him. Exile meant that Bradburn’s men had to abandon Vesper at a border location with nothing but the clothing on her back, perhaps a waterskin if they were feeling generous. Whatever money Portia had given Vesper was within her right to determine—that much Regalis understood when he’d read the ruling—but for the crofter to arrange for a weapon, which had not been stipulated in the order, almost smacked of defiance. Regalis felt so grateful he could have hugged Ian. For a second, he couldn’t speak, couldn’t even say thank you.

Ian acted oblivious to his gratitude. “Anything else?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Let me go to Archelia and get to the bottom of what happened with her family. Give me permission to operate independently, to act as I see fit, and let me carry the seal of the king.”

Ian cocked a dark brow. “Alone?”

“Yes. I’ll attract less attention if it’s just me and Ferrugin, but have others ready to join me if needed.”

Ian considered Regalis’s proposal in silence. His gaze dropped to the Darkstar figurine, flicked over the map. It was all Regalis could do to stay silent himself. He’d made his case, now he had to wait. Finally, the crofter shot him a measured look.

“I will speak to King Agir in the morning.”

The relief Regalis felt was bone-melting. Ian would back him, but now he was seized by an urgency to be off as soon as possible.

“Time is short.”

Ian’s eyes flashed. “I won’t wake the king for an Archelian fugitive who has already been exiled, Regalis. It can wait until morning.”

Regalis clamped his mouth shut. He knew Ian’s tone. That was the end of the discussion.


TWENTY
REGALIS


It took a couple of days to secure King Agir’s permission, but ten days after Vesper had been removed from Solana City, Regalis arrived in Arenshar. He carried four important items: the letter that had arrived from Kalothosk after Regalis left Solana, a gold ring with the wreathed lion’s head sigil, Vesper’s Calyx seal, and a copy of the bounty document currently levied on Elara Darkstar’s head. Ian had forwarded the letter from Kalothosk by bird; it proclaimed that no Darkstars had ever arrived on their island. The ring was too big and flashy to wear, and might draw unwanted attention, but it proved that he had the authority of King Agir. Portia had provided Vesper’s seal, made custom for her when she had joined the retinue, which gave her full freedom of movement as well as the protection of any Solanan soldier. It wasn’t valid anymore, but it still might come in handy. It was gold as well, with a cereus blossom standing proud from a flat oval base. The bounty was marked with the signature of the Vice Chancellor of the Republic of Archelia, Canon Cutright, who also governed the city of Arenshar.

Regalis arrived in the morning and found lodging near the city center, an inn with a barn and a stable, where he left Velour in the care of the ostler and went to orient himself to the inner city on foot. Ferrugin took to the skies for her own exploration.

Arenshar was a handsome city which had been built in a low valley south of a mountain range. Sheltered from winter winds, it enjoyed warmer temperatures year-round than cities situated north of it, and even some which sat further south.

It was market day and the sun was already warm and bright. The center of Arenshar was a huge octagonal park of lush grass, straight stone pathways that splayed out like the spokes of a wagon wheel from a huge central building, and elegant fountains at the outer edge of every walkway that continuously spewed cold mountain water. Trails of hard-packed earth also crisscrossed the park like scars on an old soldier. Gnarled trees with thick trunks offered shade and shelter for merchants’ tents and caravans. The park teemed with traders and merchants, entertainers, and swindlers. Huge swaths of fabric pulled tight and fastened to posts, looking like big misshapen kites, provided additional respite from the direct sun, and were the most crowded spaces in the market.

Regalis moved through the market in a light tunic, his loose breeches tucked into boots. He carried a small leather satchel across his body, and a short sword at his hip. A kerchief covered his head, knotted at the back under his shoulder-length brown hair. It was a style foreign to Solanans but appropriate for Arenshar. He’d applied kohl beneath his eyes to cut down on the glare.

The Archelian market was full of queer sights and smells. There was something appealing about the chaos, the strange foods, the animals moving about that were not familiars: monkeys, ponies smaller than dogs, cats larger than foxes, and fae-Terran elephants with jeweled tusks and brightly colored eyes, looking down on everyone with all the secret wisdom of an ancient creature. Feral dogs and cats were everywhere, twining between legs, sleeping in the dust, and begging for food or affection.

Regalis paid the fee to enter Minnekin’s Menagerie, a large striped tent, beneath which were housed fae creatures that drew both awe and pity. Curious herself, Ferrugin flew into the rafters to observe as Regalis saw creatures he’d either seen only in the wild or in paintings. The spectacle drew Ferrugin’s pity and disgust, and no small sense of superiority. They saw chimeras, both living and dead, and a stuffed sphinx the size of Tully, which had been positioned on her belly, head lifted. Her face might have been beautiful once, but it had been frozen in a snarl, revealing eyeteeth longer even than Laec’s. He passed a sleeping basilisk, its eyelids caved in, having been plucked out. A griffin that must have once been magnificent but was now thin and toothless languished in a corner of its cell. A huge glass box full of water housed a thin mermaid with long hair and wicked-looking talons. When he peered in at her, she bared her fangs and darted away.

In spite of his dismay at finding these amazing creatures in prisons, incarcerated for no good reason other than to be gawked at—and guilt that he was among said crowd—Regalis was morbidly fascinated. He’d never seen a mermaid before. Ivryndians who lived along the coasts boasted about catching sight of them regularly, but Regalis wasn’t near the sea often enough to have a chance. Many Ivryndians who lived inland didn’t even believe they existed, which was odd considering that other fae creatures populated the continent in considerable numbers.

“They are usually very beautiful,” said a gruff, heavily accented voice at his elbow. “But you can’t keep them beautiful, because then they’re far too clever. When they are beautiful, they always escape.”

Regalis turned to see a short man in a threadbare jacket over a paisley vest and baggy black pants with the crotch hanging down between his knees. He wore knee-high black boots with the toes cut away. He bowed deeply and introduced himself as Ringmaster Minnekin.

“What do you mean ‘when they are beautiful’?” Regalis asked.

“It’s a very great secret,” the proprietor said, wiggling his eyebrows. “If I told you what it takes to keep a mermaid too stupid to escape, what’s to stop you from capturing a dozen of them and competing for customers?”

“I don’t have a taste for confining wild creatures,” Regalis replied, letting a little of his disgust creep into his tone.

“Just for looking at them,” Minnekin retorted good naturedly.

Regalis couldn’t argue with that, and was distracted by a lantern-shaped cage hanging from an elaborate metal pole, just beyond the mermaid’s tank. The cage had been blown of glass into the shape of a strawberry and contained dirt in its bottom. From this soil sprouted grass, bluebells, and lily-of-the-valley, their tiny blossoms hanging like clusters of bells or a rack of fairy hats. It seemed at first that this lantern-shaped thing was empty save for the flowers, but a closer look revealed tiny colorful cocoons no larger than droplets of water, at least a dozen of them. Regalis was shocked by the sight. To find and contain one of these cocoons was a real feat, since they were invisible to most humans, but this ringmaster had a dozen. Regalis squinted, thinking that it was an illusion, that they might also be made of glass. Each cocoon was a work of art. Delicate, and shaped like a perfect drop of dew, pearly and colorful. It seemed that the outer skin moved and swirled, but that also may have been an illusion.

“The wee folk,” said the proprietor. “Can you see them?”

“I see them. Are they real?”

“Oh yes, they’re genuine. There are no fakes among Minnekin’s Menagerie.”

Regalis frowned. “How did you find so many?”

“I didn’t find them,” Minnekin said. “I can’t even see them, sadly. I have to trust that when my daughter says there are eleven, there are eleven. She has the sight, and she knows where to find them. If she can’t find them, she knows how to make them.”

Regalis did another count. There were a dozen, not eleven. But he decided against informing Minnekin that his daughter either didn’t know how to count or she was keeping one of them a secret. Regalis spied a magnifying glass hanging from a peg fastened to the stand. “Does that help the folk who can’t see them?”

Minnekin chuckled. “Nothing can help the folk that can’t see them. Only helps the ones who can to get a better look.”

Regalis wanted a closer look, but he didn’t want to give Minnekin the satisfaction. Besides, the wee folk hatched in Solana’s gardens by the hundreds every month. If he wanted a closer look, he could always take the time for it at home. He wondered when these would hatch, and how they would feel to find themselves in a prison. Would they know the difference between freedom and incarceration if they were born into the latter? It made him feel both angry and sad.

“Where I’m from its considered profane to keep wee folk in a cage. Even the cocoons.” Regalis turned away. He was tempted to break the cage, but it wouldn’t be good to make an enemy in Arenshar on his first day.

Minnekin was unrepentant, his manner as affable as ever. “And where’s that?”

“Solana.”

The ringmaster’s eyes widened. “I’m told there’s wee folk everywhere in your lands. Some of them even work for your king and queen. Is that true?”

Regalis blinked at Minnekin in surprise. “Where did you hear that?”

The proprietor shrugged. “It’s said.”

Regalis wasn’t going to confirm it—it was too close to betraying a state secret.

“It is said that Solana City is the most beautiful in the continent, and the richest. I should like to visit.” Minnekin’s look turned plaintive. “You’re a citizen, good sir, and you have the look of one with influence. Could you help me get permission to bring my wares across the border?”

Regalis had no idea what it was about his current appearance that made the proprietor think he had any influence, but he tried not to curl his lip. “Even if you could get permission, Solanans would run you out of their villages for this.” He waved a hand at the cages and their sad inhabitants. “And you’d never make it inside the gates of the capital. You might even get arrested. It’s illegal to keep some species in cages in my kingdom.”

Minnekin drew himself up, finally vexed. “Think you’re better than us, do you?”

Regalis gave him a cold smile, then stalked away, not bothering to take a closer look at what other miserable creatures were there. He felt dirty and just wanted to leave. Ferrugin swooped out after him.

His aim had not been the market itself but the city building in the very center of the park. He passed more stalls and tents on his way: groups of musicians, a young singer with a fine high voice, and rapt children sitting in the dirt in front of a puppet show. He stopped to buy two skewers of hot, dripping meat, onions, and vegetables from a stall with a sizzling barbecue, and ate them as he walked.

The city building was known as “the octagon” and for good reason, as it was a large octagonal structure made of huge blocks of stone. A portico ran around the circumference, lined with pink marble columns. The scorpion of Archelia marched in a spiral around the perimeter of every second column. The other pillars were stamped with rings of small daggers, their points alternately pointing to the sky, then to the earth. The scorpion sigil of the republic was centuries old, but the dagger was new, and Regalis stopped to take a closer look. Each dagger had a different ornate cross guard and a semiprecious stone pressed into the base of the hilt. Where the sun struck, the stones glittered purple—so an amethyst perhaps. Regalis asked a passing woman in a white tunic and flowing purple pants when the dagger had been added. She looked down her nose at him, her gaze flicking to where his ears were hidden beneath his kerchief. As though seeing the pointed fae tips right through the fabric, she passed without answering. Regalis watched her go, nonplussed. He’d been told about the prejudice the upper classes held toward fae citizens, and now he’d experienced it for himself. He wondered if Vesper had ever been treated in such a way, not even worthy to be given an answer to a simple question. His thoughts then flicked back to Nicobar, which made him huff and squirm in discomfort. If he didn’t give the new unseelie recruit a chance, then how was he any different than that woman who had just snubbed him? An embarrassing comparison.

He took King Agir’s seal out of his pocket and slipped the ring onto his finger before entering one of the many doors. The gallery mimicked the portico outside: an arcade that ran the circumference of the building, but this one was cool and shadowed under the roof. The interior wall was lined with purple doors. Government employees all wore white tunics with purple sashes belted around their waists and purple pointed slippers on their feet. Most wore jewelry fitted with amethysts: rings, necklaces, thick chains with scorpion medallions, earrings that swung at the jaws of men and women alike. They moved about in pairs, talking in whispers as though the building was a sacred space not just a bureaucratic office. Each door was guarded by a soldier bearing a spear and dagger, and a clerk seated at a desk. Over each door arched a sign written in Archelian. Regalis’s Archelian was rusty, but good enough to help him find the land office. The guard angled his spear across the door and asked for identification. Regalis showed the seal of King Agir. The guard gestured to the clerk, who came shuffling over.

“What is it concerning, please?” asked the clerk, a man surely not much over eighteen, and very petite, who was holding a ledger open against his chest.

Regalis smiled down at the freckle-faced youth. “I would like to learn the status of some land located in the west side of Archelia, if you please.”

The clerk’s gaze flicked to the seal. “Are you acting on behalf of your sovereigns?”

“If I am?”

“Then we will give you service as befits a king.”

Regalis’s smile widened. “In that case, yes.”

“Very good.” The clerk returned the book to his desk and bid the guard open the door.

Regalis followed the clerk through into a large slice-of-pie-shaped room with a high opaque glass ceiling, diffusing sunlight and illuminating the room. Marble steps led up to the second level, which was lined with shelves and cabinetry. Seated at small tables along the balconies were individuals laboring over their work.

Just inside the door, the clerk presented him with a parchment and asked Regalis to push his seal into a blob of hot wax. Many of the hardened wax drops held the diamond-shaped Tryskin seal, as well as the stallion’s head of Boskaya. There was even a snowflake of Silverfall. Each blob shared a line with a date and a signature. Regalis added the name registered on his birth certificate. He followed the clerk over to a desk where a woman turned through a book so huge it might have doubled as a cinderblock. It lay open on a stand and reminded Regalis of the ancient tomes that Queen Esha treasured, the ones that told of Solana’s history, of the brothers Erasmus and Iskandar, and of Toryan’s Massacre.

“This is Niemi Alasalma,” said the clerk. “Niemi Alasalma, may I present Leo Marksman, emissary of King Agir and Queen Esha. He has an inquiry about land.”

The woman stood and inclined her head to Regalis. “How may I serve you, Leo Marksman?”

Niemi was the Archelian term for Lady. She was older than him by decades, but had retained her aristocratic beauty. Her curly copper hair, thick and threaded with gray, was held back by a purple scarf that had been wrapped around her head several times. Stray curls trailed her cheekbones. She shooed the clerk with a wave of her hand as her dark brown eyes studied him. If Alasalma felt any of the disdain that the woman outside had displayed, she kept it hidden.

Regalis told her what he wanted, and she bid him wait. She went whispering over the marble floor with her soft purple slippers to a cubby of honeycomb shelves housing cylindrical tubes. She slid one free, dumping the map from its case as she returned to him. She lay the map out, setting small paperweights shaped like scorpions at the corners, then produced a pair of pearl-armed spectacles from a pocket of her tunic and slid them onto her face.

“Show me where you mean.”

Regalis found the off-kilter shape of the Darkstar land easily, as it was bordered with a heavy black line. The name Darkstar had even been scrawled over the territory in a flourishy script.

Her fine brows lifted. “The old Darkstar land? You must have heard that it is to be subdivided into hundred-acre lots and sold at auction?”

“We wondered if it was just a rumor.”

“It’s not a rumor.” She straightened and took off her glasses. “The land is slated to be shown to potential buyers now, and there is to be an auction here in the city center in two weeks. Is your king interested?”

“Perhaps. He wishes for me only to view it at this time, Niemi Alasalma,” he replied.

She looked pleased. “I’ll look into the possibility of giving you a private viewing. If you would be so kind as to give me a few days, three at least, I should be able to secure you a knowledgeable escort.”

“You’re very kind to offer.”

The corners of her eyes crinkled. “On your way out, give the clerk the best address at which to reach you.”

Regalis left the inn’s address, then reentered the chaos of the market. A woman with long dark auburn hair caught his eye. He found himself studying as many female forms and faces as passed by, and wondering if Vesper was somewhere among the crowd, hidden in plain sight.


TWENTY-ONE
VESPER


The trip could have been faster, but she stuck to less-traveled roads to avoid as many people as possible. It was after sundown when Vesper arrived in Arenshar, and fireflies could be seen blinking throughout the parks and gardens. Her stomach grumbled as she pulled off the thin riding gloves she had purchased when she’d bought her riding tack and her mare, Clotine. The sight of Arenshar’s skyline against a black velvet sky spotted with constellations brought a wash of nostalgia.

Vesper had already written her letter to Johar, and planned to deliver it to the address on the card tonight, provided no one was around to see her do it. She didn’t want to spend any more time in Arenshar than was necessary. The night was warm, but if there was any place she might be recognized, this was it, so she kept her cloak on and her hood up. Morpho clung to her neck.

Familiar scents greeted Vesper as she walked away from the run-down inn across from the public stable where she’d left her horse: cookfire smoke, baking bread, boiled eggs, sweat-soaked leather, herbs, and spices. Arenshar cuisine was famously spicy. Some dishes were so hot they made the lips go numb. Vesper liked spice, but not the kind that caused pain.

Her family had at one time worked a booth at the market in Arenshar. Pyrrha had grown showy flowers, which were then tied into beautiful bouquets cradled in colored paper to sell on market days. Sometimes Vesper and her brothers accompanied their father to the market’s administrative offices. A highlight of these trips was eating at Omettia Gwynn’s restaurant. The last time Vesper had seen Omettia, she had been hunting Cutright. The fae female had been kind to hide her.

Omettia’s establishment had been frequented by fae who craved traditional dishes said to be of the old world, though no one could know for sure if they tasted authentic. Regardless, they were delicious, less punishing with their spice and more flavorful than what was served by Archelian establishments. Her dishes featured fresh herbs and plump fae salamander—tastier than poultry—that had simmered for hours in a creamy sauce, spiced with powdered barks and dried chillis. Whenever the Darkstar children visited her establishment, Omettia tinkled the bells hanging over the kitchen doorway and pronounced her famous salamander stew on the house. Sanjak and Omettia had been friends since before he’d married Pyrrha. It was never clear whether Omettia had named her establishment The Darkstar Bistro before or after she’d become acquainted with Sanjak. When Vesper was young, it never occurred to her that her father might have had a romance with the famous chef before he’d fallen in love with Pyrrha. Now older, Vesper wondered. Her mother didn’t favor Omettia’s restaurant the way the rest of the family did, but neither did she speak poorly of the jolly chef.

Vesper found her feet taking her in the direction of the bistro. The idea that she might lay eyes on her father’s old friend made her heart pound and her palms clammy. But when she reached the building, she discovered that Omettia’s place no longer existed. It had become a tavern called The Chancellor’s Arms. The windows were aglow, and the sound of chatter and laughter reached her, even across the street.

Vesper stared at the new tavern for a long time, wondering how the change of ownership had come about. Omettia had loved running her bistro. Had she sold it? The idea was once unthinkable, but if there was one thing Vesper had learned, it was that life could change in the wink of an eye, and not always for the better. Perhaps Omettia had changed the name after what had happened. What do people think of the Darkstars now?

As she moved toward the tavern door, Morpho crawled further into the hood, hidden by the gaping fabric. Inside she was greeted by the scent of hops and boar stew. She took a small table in the corner, partially hidden behind the cold wood stove. A woman in a dirty apron sent her a nod from behind the bar as she drew bitter from a pump tap. She delivered the bitter to a customer, then came over to Vesper, wiping her hands on her apron. One of her eyes appeared to be permanently closed.

“What’ll it be?” she asked in the common tongue, her accent as familiar to Vesper as her own hands. “We’re out of bread, but we’ve plenty of stew. We might have some dried kippers if it’s food of the sea you want, but we’ve no fresh fish.”

“The stew will be fine.” As the woman turned away, Vesper asked, “I haven’t been in the city for a while. When did this tavern open?”

“More’n two years now.”

“Any idea where the former proprietor went?”

Her good eye opened wider. “Now there’s a sad tale. But are you here for food or information? Because both will cost you.”

“I don’t mind paying for the truth.”

The woman posted her hands on her broad hips. “Omettia Gwyn was her name. She was one of you and a prickly cow if ever there was one.”

Vesper blinked in surprise. Omettia had been sweet natured, always laughing, and never failed to deliver a kind word along with her delicious food. To hear this woman call her “prickly” made her want to slap the other eye shut.

“Sold dishes favored by the old world,” the woman went on, the curl of her lip revealing her true feelings about summer court food. “Jackyn, who owns the tavern now, says Omettia received orders to change her menu to what’s more acceptable to common folk, but she refused. Received orders to change the name too, and refused that as well. Not long after, an inspector discovered her kitchen were infested with roaches and shut her down. Place sat empty for a few months before Jackyn bought it for a song, and an off-key one at that. Rumor says Omettia took herself to Stavarjak, but who knows. Good riddance.” The woman held out a calloused hand, fingers thick, red and cracked. “A copper for my tale.”

Vesper put a coin in the server’s outstretched palm, but her cheeks were flushed with anger. There had never been so much as a housefly allowed to live in Omettia’s kitchen. Vesper knew precisely who had taken away Omettia’s business when she wouldn’t bend.

“I’ll be back with your stew.” The woman shuffled away, loudly berating a pair of men in manure-caked boots.

Vesper studied the occupants of the pub. Most looked like commoners, but there was a pair of city guards seated at a barrel near a window, eggplant-colored boiled leather beneath brighter purple cloaks. On the back of their cloaks, embroidered in blazing white thread, was the scorpion. They appeared to be off duty, laughing at a joke. They paid her no mind.

When the stew came, Vesper found it thin and too spicy. She ate it as quickly as she could without burning her tongue, paid, and left the stuffy tavern. Outside she found the city pleasantly quiet. Cloak billowing behind her, she strode through the flagstoned streets—and some hard-packed dirt ones—until she reached the one written on Johar’s card. She found the number on a narrow, windowless frontage squished between a butcher’s shop and a villa. Eyeing the street before and behind her, vacant in either direction until the street curved out of view, she took her letter from her pocket and slid it through the mail slot.

She took the narrow set of steps that led up between the buildings, passing two landings and closed doors. Families lived noisy lives behind those doors: a baby cried, a couple fought over why one of them had arrived home late, a crash of breaking glass. The roofs of Arenshar’s apartment buildings were flat and often housed community gardens, and sometimes shared bathing pools. Vesper found a corner where she had a clear view of Johar’s door while Morpho fluttered over to a pot of fragrant orange flowers. She rested her chin on her crossed forearms and observed people go up the street and down, walking and talking in twos or threes. Two of the city guard strolled by, these ones on duty, with blades belted at their hips. Forty minutes later she was rewarded when a single figure—a tall, lanky shape under a black cloak, the hood lying back on his shoulders—unlocked the door and slipped inside.

Satisfied, Vesper called Morpho, then descended to street level. Her letter had been received. Now she had to move to the location she’d stipulated, and wait for an answer.
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Vesper was fighting sleep on the flat roof of a public library. From her vantage point she could see the octagon of the city center, and the eight paths that connected the center with the rest of the city. She could also see the sculpture of the man named Arenshar, the city’s founder, his hands resting on the pommel of his sword. His head was bowed, presumably in prayer to the scorpion god that supposedly gave Arenshar permission to move against what remained of the summer court. Fae citizens hated the provocative statue, but it was a convenient landmark, which was why she suggested it.

A familiar lanky figure approached, and a surge of hope pushed her drowsiness back. As instructed, the figure stepped onto the plinth of the statue to deposit something so small she couldn’t even see it on top of Arenshar’s crossed hands. She smiled as Johar backed away, melting into the shadows.

Your turn, Morpho.

He took to the air in the shape of white witch, a species with a wingspan as large as Vesper’s outstretched hand. He flew around the statue, spiraling around the head, then down the body to where the message lay. Carrying things was no easy task for a moth, and Vesper’s stomach clenched as Morpho struggled to pick up the wisp of paper. He failed to get it airborne, twice, so he changed, this time into the energy-hungry atlas moth, even bigger than the white witch. Clutching the paper in his tiny crooked feet he rose, up and up. Not until he was above the tallest tree did he fly over and spiral down to her outstretched hand.

Thank you, love.

He waved his antennae to say you’re welcome, then flew back to the fragrant flowers.

The tiny scrap—which Vesper had put in her letter with instructions to put the response on it—was covered in a fine scrawl. She struggled to read it and had to move down to ground level, throwing glances over shoulders to make sure Johar wasn’t still around. The streetlights of Arenshar were simple iron posts with eight hooks; from each hook hung a kerosene lantern. Her heart buoyed as she read Johar’s cryptic response in the glow of one of these lamps.
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It took her a minute to fully parse out the meaning. Her request was achievable, but it would cost her nearly every gold piece in her sack for Johar to deliver proof that her bounty had been struck, and all of it paid up front. It would take a little more than a week for him to do it. She withdrew from the lantern’s glare, her heart pounding. Could it really be so simple? The price was steep, of course, but was it really possible that this Johar could have her bounty struck in a measly nine days? She could make back the money in a matter of weeks if her products continued to sell as they had been. Some people might refuse to buy the products of a Calyx who had been exiled in disgrace, and perhaps Esha and Portia had already taken them off the market. She wondered how quickly the word of her exile had spread. Whatever. She couldn’t worry about that. Johar’s offer was the best she was likely to get, but could she trust him?

Vesper waited until Morpho had refueled and shifted to a native moth, then walked back to where she’d taken a room across from the stable where Clotine was housed. Her mind whirled, and hope made her feel giddy. She entered the tiny room and lit the lamp on the bedside table, then lay on the single bed, not bothering to undress, the scrap of paper held in her fist. She stared at the ceiling without seeing it, head spinning like she’d drunk too much wine. She lay the paper on the table and put out a hand for Morpho. He was tiny now, and beautiful, all white. She brushed a finger over his antennae, gently stroking him in the only way he liked.

Should we trust him?

He shuddered and one wing remained bright white, while the other wing changed to black. Which meant that no matter which she chose, he was with her. She held him close to her face, and his fine feathery antennae brushed over her upper lip.

She let Morpho crawl onto the window pane, then got undressed and lay on the ratty old quilt in her smallclothes, already knowing what she would do. If she had believed in the old gods of the summer court, she would have prayed. The Solanans sometimes asked their lion pride for help, and many called on the name Jezaret, but Vesper wouldn’t pray to him, either. The Solanans had given her a future when she’d had none, it would be too much to ask their lion for help after she’d brought her sins into his court. She wasn’t worthy. But perhaps, with Johar’s assistance, she could make a start toward rectifying a dishonorable past. Perhaps she could make it genuine this time, leaving no shadows to follow her. And maybe it was not too much to hope that Regalis would one day forgive her.

In the morning, Vesper woke with the notion to ask Johar to take half of the fee up front and the rest after he delivered proof the bounty had been annulled. She had a sick feeling in her stomach thinking about handing over nearly all the gold with no guarantee he’d deliver. If he wasn’t as trustworthy as the lawyer seemed to think he was, she’d only lose half, which would leave her enough to figure something else out.

With that in mind, she wrote a simple counteroffer as she ate a breakfast of porridge with melted butter and salt in the inn’s small dining area—a balcony on the back of the building that overlooked a weedy yard. She cooly rebuffed the attempts of two other guests to become friendly, and headed out to deliver the letter before the city clocks struck eight. Retailers, corner grocers, and merchants were setting up for the day. She felt confident enough to wear her hood down, and was tempted to take off her cloak entirely. The sky was as clear as a mountain river, and it promised to be a beautiful day. Her trousers were a little too heavy, her knee-high lace-up boots meant for winter, and her loose hair made her itch. She stepped into a haberdashery and bought a length of ribbon, which she used to get her hair off her neck.

Johar’s street was no busier in the morning than it had been the night before. She slipped her reply through the mail slot without even slowing her stride. In her counteroffer, she’d asked for his reply to be delivered in the same manner as it had been the night before.

That meant she had all day to wander the streets and sample food she hadn’t tasted for over two years.


TWENTY-TWO
REGALIS


Regalis received a message from Niemi Alasalma after only two days, telling him to be at the octagon at dawn the next morning, ready for a long day. The Darkstar land was three hours west of the city center by horseback. His guide would be an agent who knew the features of the land well, and who was capable of answering his questions. Lady Alasalma was standing on the steps of the octagon, although she would not accompany them, when Regalis arrived on Velour. Ferrugin was high above, coasting on updrafts.

A company of eight city guards—the scorpion sigil emblazoned across their backs in silvery thread—stood beside saddled horses, ready to ride. A lean, broad-shouldered man with a scarred face and sharp goatee waited beside Alasalma. He wore a white silk cloak and a rich purple doublet studded with tiny silver scorpions. Slim-fitting black breeches were tucked into tall riding boots, and a sword was sheathed at his side. At the bottom of the steps, a young lad in purple and gray livery held a huge red courser by the reins.

“Leo Marksman”—Niemi Alasalma gestured to the man at her side as Regalis dismounted—“this is Canon Cutright, Arenshar’s principal elder and the right hand of Chancellor Tagan.”

“What an honor, Vice Chancellor Cutright,” Regalis said with a frozen smile.

“Welcome to Archelia,” replied the vice chancellor with a flash of white teeth as he grasped Regalis’s outstretched hand. “Just call me Cutright. All my friends do.”

Regalis gritted his teeth at the slick smile, having learned that Cutright was no friend of any fae. He had used some of his time in the past two days to learn about the vice chancellor: talking to strangers in pubs, merchants at the market, scantily clad ladies hovering in doorways, girls carrying baskets of fresh-cut herbs, and one lad leading a piglet on a leash. He’d worn the kerchief that covered the tips of his ears, but made no other effort to hide his faeness. For every person who responded kindly to Regalis’s overtures of conversation there were two who snubbed or outright ignored him, but he found enough willing to talk to learn a thing or two. Canon Cutright had been born and raised in Archelia City, a cousin to Chancellor Tagan. At a young age—some said before he was yet twenty, another claimed he’d been only sixteen—he was given a sinecure in the tax office in Arenshar where he singlehandedly (this was hyperbole, he’d leveraged the city guard for the purpose) cleared up years-old tax debts and interest in a matter of six months, winning himself a position in the city council. Whether blood had been spilled in pursuit of this goal wasn’t clear, but Regalis suspected it had, just by the way people relayed the story.

From there it was a steady ascension for Cutright as he climbed through the ranks of government, forging apartheid along the way, until he reached the top at the age of thirty. Cutright had worked with legislators to change the laws of Archelia, inevitably diminishing the quality of life for fae citizenry while improving it for humans, which explained why Regalis had seen hardly any fae in the streets. City-dwelling fae had moved to the countryside, country-dwelling fae had largely emigrated to other places. Now, fae were subject to taxes that humans weren’t, and faced regulations that restricted them in business, banking, and agriculture.

Oddly, for all that Arensharians were willing to proudly relay details of Canon’s professional achievements to Regalis, he could find no one willing or able—he wasn’t sure which—to talk about Cutright’s private life, leading Regalis to believe the man must be a committed bachelor, or perhaps a widower. It was said he visited the temple every morning before sunup. When Regalis had asked one woman directly whether Cutright was married, the woman had mumbled an apology, then backed into her house and closed the door. Someone else he’d asked, a man on the stoop of a bathhouse, spat on the ground, made an excuse that he could hear a friend calling, and ducked inside the building.

Regalis gestured at the escort. “Eight guards? Is the way so dangerous?”

“A formality,” replied Cutright as he took the reins of his horse and mounted. The party followed his lead and climbed onto their mounts.

Niemi Alasalma melted into the shadows under the portico as Cutright, sitting taller than any other man in his guard, put heels to his red. Regalis found himself jostled to the front of the group, alongside Cutright. The clatter their shod hooves made on the stone streets was deafening, and heads appeared out of windows to watch them go by. Some waved to Cutright or shouted greetings. Cutright obviously enjoyed the attention, waving back and smiling. To humans, he was a champion.

No one spoke as they rode the streets of the city, it was too loud even if they’d wanted to, but the city’s center soon became the outer ring. The road turned from cobble to gravel, then to hard-packed earth. Magnificent villas, shops, taverns, and inns spaced out and became increasingly humble, until they reached broad empty fields interspersed with treed groves. Long clouds streaked the horizon, burning away as the sun rose to paint golden light across the rolling terrain. Livestock grazed in hollows of lush green pasture while rich brown patches of earth were overturned by teams of oxen, as many as ten yoked together. The road was well used and they passed many other travelers: families on foot, including women with nursing babies; farmers with heavy horses pulling carts of produce; and skinny sunburned youths perched on top of stacks of crates. Regalis saw a man pushing a wooden wheelbarrow filled with carving tools, and another wearing yellow and red harlequin with a lute strapped to his back.

They passed a crossroad where one wooden signpost stood out among the others, cut into the shape of an alluring woman and painted red. She held out a long slender arm and hand, at the end of which pointed a long-nailed finger. Burned along her forearm were the intriguing words: The Virgins of Voskall. Regalis wondered if it was a temple to one of Archelia’s strange gods—the scorpion was one of many, but the most popular—or perhaps a group of supposed prognosticators, but guessed it was most likely a brothel and the virgins were metaphorical. Regalis was so wrapped up in observing the sights that he was startled when Cutright finally spoke.

“I’m curious, Mr. Marksman from Solana,” said the Vice Chancellor, sending Regalis a sharp-eyed glance. “How did you learn about the auction?”

“By accident,” Regalis told him as Velour skirted a section of deeply pitted road. “I was researching the fate of the Darkstars when I inquired at your land office. Niemi Alasalma told me their land was to be subdivided and offered me a look. Why would the Darkstars want to sell their ancestral property, I wonder?”

“Oh, they’ve nothing to do with the sale,” Cutright told him. They slowed a little as the road climbed a long hill. “They left the land to Arenshar to be done with as we see fit. They had a problem being surrounded by human neighbors and moved to where there are more of their own kind. Even you must admit that fae are fickle and as changeable as the wind.”

“Is that why we’ve managed to build one of the wealthiest kingdoms in all of Ivryndi?” Regalis managed to say calmly. “Because we’re fickle and changeable?”

“Wealthiest?” Cutright laughed. “How do you figure that?”

Regalis looked at him askance. Solana’s wealth was well known—from the tip of the glaciers in Silverfall to the southernmost beaches of Tryske. He wasn’t going to debate it. He didn’t even bother to ask whether Cutright had ever visited Solana City. If he had, he would have seen the differences between Arenshar and Solana for himself.

“So the Darkstar family signed their land over to you to do with as you please? How lucky for you.”

“Well, first they burned their homestead to the ground, outbuildings and all.”

Regalis was shocked, but kept his expression neutral. “Why would they do that?”

“You’d be more likely to inform me on the subject. I’ve never understood fae, whether they were summer or winter. It was likely out of spite. They say men could see the blaze against the sky all the way here in Vauxhall.”

Regalis’s sense of something being off about the fate of the Darkstars deepened dramatically. For the rest of the journey, he gave Cutright one-word replies, until the vice chancellor stopped trying to make conversation altogether.
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There was nothing to mark the border of the Darkstar land, and had Ferrugin not sent Regalis an overhead vision of where she flew west of them, he wouldn’t have known they’d reached it. The view she sent revealed a group of men moving across a section of woodlands as they cut down timber posts with a familiar shape carved at the top: a black diamond. Ferrugin’s superior eyes even allowed Regalis to see the reflective quality of the carving, which sparkled in the sunlight as the pole crashed to the ground. A similar pole, but with a purple scorpion carving at the top, had been erected not far away. Five minutes later, Ferrugin sent him another view, from further west, but of a similar pole. And in the distance, another. They were boundary markers, Regalis realized—Darkstar sigils were being taken down and replaced with the Arenshar sigil.

“The land begins here, Mr. Marksman.” Cutright pointed to a pole. “Runs for three hundred miles before it turns west again, and to the north near five hundred before it hits Rahamlar’s border. The Darkstars were hunters, keeping the land for their own use, unwilling to share with their neighbors.”

Cutright pointed out several features as the little-used double-track road grew dense with grass and even a few saplings. They passed several spring-fed streams and burbling brooks, beautiful old trees, a stone well with a thick cap over its mouth, and what must have been a foundation for a building many centuries ago but was now overgrown with flowering shrubs, creating homes for many bird species. The land was beautiful and wild and, yes, made for hunting. Regalis admired the diversity. He saw many kinds of berries and fruit trees, as well as old vines thick with greenery and clusters of grapes, though he would have guessed this earth too stony for such produce. It had the look of having once been well tended.

Nearly forty minutes after passing onto the Darkstar territory, a clearing opened and Regalis saw a burned patch of land, the rubble decaying under the sun. His throat constricted when he saw partly burned timbers had been dragged over to a pile, probably to be salvaged. Something glittered in the refuse: half a burned door that had been painted with shiny black lacquer and studded with tiny sparkly stones in what looked like the shape of constellations.

Cutright let Regalis wander, while he rode over to a group of men who were having a discussion about the land.

Regalis went past the outbuildings, what was left of them, and saw evidence of fire here too. It all left a bad taste in his mouth. He frowned at the remnants of the gardens, sheds, and fences. He guided Velour through a grove of saplings to a pond covered in lily pads.

Ferrugin came winging low over the trees and swooped down with something in her talons. She hovered over him, then dropped her burden. Regalis caught it, and brushed away dirt from the gray bone, noting the mud clogging the empty eye sockets. For most, it was impossible to tell a human skull from a fae one, but Regalis had seen many of both, and he’d swear this one was a faeling. The cheekbones were unnaturally high, the eye sockets a little too large. The jaw was missing, but the eyeteeth were firmly rooted in the upper palate, a touch too long to be human.

Where did you find this?

North of the burned patch, she whispered.

When the sound of a horse reached his ears and he realized he would not be alone for long, Regalis slipped the skull into his saddlebag.


TWENTY-THREE
VESPER


As she waited for nightfall, Vesper thought about visiting her family’s land, but then decided against the idea. She had many good memories of the Darkstar holding, its thick well-forested groves, its rich and fertile pastures, its fresh cold rivers, heaving with delicious rock bass and river trout. And the wildflowers that grew in every color, carpeting the forest floor, dotting the fields, hugging the bases of barns and huts, bringing beauty and fragrance in spring. Yes, she had wonderful memories, but it all ended so bitterly, trampled like tender shoots of grass under a stampede of Vargilath equine. Better not to stir it all up.

She took a dinner of potato wedges and fish baked in a crust of garlic and sprinkled with lemon. Her body craved Mrs. Tierney’s elixirs, but she also appreciated the kind of wholesome food she’d grown up on. After dinner, she ordered a glass of dry wine and savored the taste of oak and crisp green apples. She paid for her dinner, then slipped out into the dimly lit streets. Morpho went from flower pot to planter, tasting the nectar of Arenshar’s vespertine blossoms. The air smelled of jasmine. Lamplighters walked the streets, using long poles tipped with a wick to light each cluster of lamps.

Morpho delivered the tiny scrap of parchment to her hand under the light of the moon. When she opened the single fold in the glow of a lamp, she saw it had held only a drawing of a hand making a fist with the thumb pointed upward, a plus sign, and a small clock face with both hands pointed to the twelve. He had agreed!

Vesper smiled as she looked at the drawing, how artfully it was made. The caricature of a thumbs-up was cute and well drawn, making her wonder about the type of person she was dealing with. She imagined someone capable, practiced in being covert. Maybe he was even kind. She had less than an hour to reach Johar’s house. Since there was no way she could get Morpho to deliver gold, nor would she trust any hired hand to do it, she would do it herself, provided the way was clear. She had the gold hidden in a pocket of her cloak, already divided in anticipation of his approval. She didn’t know what she would have done if Johar had said no, but all she had to worry about now was surviving the next nine days without being recognized.

Vesper wondered as she strolled toward Johar’s doorway, holding the small sack of gold in her fist, whether the color of the etherlight on the streets of Solana City was controlled by an engineer, or if the ether itself chose the color. When she made it home, she would ask someone. In fact, when she returned, she would make an effort to learn everything there was to know about Solana, its history, its culture, its citizens and architecture. She’d spent too much time keeping her head down, minimizing attention while simultaneously performing at the highest level. It had been exhausting. She regretted that she hadn’t made more friends, and felt ashamed that she’d rebuffed her colleagues’ attempts to spend time with her. Inevitably, her mind went to Regalis, but her heart withdrew in pain, rolling into itself like a frightened hedgehog.

The street was vacant, and Johar’s door, just up on the left, was positioned in the dark space between streetlamps. Perfect. She palmed the bag and reached for the mail slot.

The door opened and before she could register what was happening, her outstretched hand was grabbed in a viselike grip. She cried out in shock and pain as she was yanked inside. Her head jerked back, her neck spasmed. She was slammed against a wall hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs. The back of her head struck stone and she saw stars. Then she was shoved and fell. She flailed for something, anything, solid, but felt only air. Still struggling for breath she hit a set of stairs and tumbled down. Pain exploded in her forearm, her hip, her shoulder blade as she rolled, helpless. She scraped her cheek when she struck the bottom. Trying and failing to inflate her lungs, still blind, she tried to scramble to her feet but in her disorientation, collapsed again. Dizzy and faint, she heard a guttural voice. It had all happened so fast she’d had had no time to feel fear, but now it came on, ripping and throttling. She heard the scuffing of a shoe, then Morpho screeching. Her consciousness strobed, and she blacked out.
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Unlike waking up in the cell in Solana, when consciousness returned this time Vesper knew exactly where she was and how she’d got here. Everything ached, and when she tried to lift her head, she whimpered at the soreness in her neck. Her mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton. She lay on a damp stone floor. No windows, no source of light. The place smelled of dank basement. A rodent skittered across the floor, not far away. She lifted an arm made of lead, reaching to touch the back of her head. She winced at the lump, and her fingers came away sticky with blood.

Morpho?

Slowly, she pushed herself up to sitting, straining to see, but her world was black. Based on the smell and knowing she’d fallen down a set of stairs, this was a musty crawlspace under Johar’s building. She felt the flagstone and mortared floor with her fingers. Depressions in the stones and the little alleys between them felt not just damp but wet. Patches on her clothes were wet too. Her knuckles brushed against something smooth and heavy. She touched it, exploring it: a bowl of liquid. Drinking water? Or to catch leaks, perhaps? When she leaned down and sniffed, she smelled nothing. She lifted the bowl to her lips and gingerly tasted the liquid. Sweet and cool and clean. She gulped it all down, too thirsty to restrain herself. Her hands trembled so badly that she spilled some of it down her neck.

She put down the bowl and felt beyond it, finding a wall, cold and a little slimy. Using the wall, she got to her feet, but before she could fully straighten a wave of nausea and dizziness swept over her. She sat down again, just breathing and trying to think. The former was easy, the latter more difficult.

She couldn’t feel Morpho, so he was either dead or not close. He could have been crushed in the violence, but she thought surely she’d feel it if he’d died. She felt certain he’d escaped.

She crawled forward, seeking ahead of herself with tentative fingers. She didn’t get far before she felt them… bars. She swallowed a sob at waking in a cell yet again. She thought of the items she had in her cloak and felt around for it. But there was no cloak. No gold. No carved thrush.

Johar had betrayed her, and she had let him. Shame burned inside her, shame and the humiliation of knowing she’d been foolish. She had allowed hope to get the better of her, and been betrayed by her own emotions. She deserved to be caught.

“Idiot, idiot, idiot,” she hissed through clenched teeth, bumping her head against the wall on the last “idiot” and whimpering from the pain of it. She put her head in her hands, wanting to cry, yet her eyes felt hot and dry. Despair welled up.

A sound made her catch her breath: footsteps above her, two sets, loud on wooden plank flooring. Voices mumbled, a man and a woman. Then there was the sound of a doorknob being turned. A shaft of dusty light illuminated the stairs, making her squint. It wasn’t a whole length of stairs, as she had felt when she had fallen down them. There were only eight steps in all, and the ceiling was low. She could only just stand upright.

A figure came down the stairs, holding a kerosene lamp out in front of them. It resolved into a man in knee-high boots, rough-spun breeches, a thick leather belt, and a snug-fitting doublet that left his muscled arms bare. His jaw was square and shadowed with dark beard growth, his shaggy and unkempt hair hung past his ears. His eyes were hooded and dark, glittering in the glow from the lamp. A woman followed him. When she stepped out to get a look at the fae in the cage, Vesper’s breath caught.

“You!” she cried before she could stop herself.

If Vesper had felt a fool before, the humiliation was now doubled.

The woman, wearing a similar outfit as in Glass Forge, just in different colors—dark red trousers, black vest over cream-colored billowy sleeves—smiled coldly. Her blond hair lay in spirals on her shoulders and shimmered where it reflected the light.

“Stupid faeling,” she said with false pity, hands sitting on her waist. “Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to trust strangers, Elara? You deserved to be caught.” She tsked, shaking her head. The smile that tugged at her beautiful full lips was rich with self-congratulation.

This hit so close to Vesper’s own feelings that she was rendered speechless. Then she felt Morpho’s presence, his intention, and the tightness in her chest loosened. He fluttered down into the crawlspace and landed on the wall, black as ink, and unnoticed by Johar and the woman. Vesper pushed all her relief and love at him, but couldn’t protect him from her shame.

I’m so sorry, Morpho. Please forgive me.

He pulsed love and compassion at her, giving her the strength to slowly, painfully, get to her feet. Morpho moved from the wall to land upside down on the ceiling, just over the captors’ heads.

Vesper looked at Johar. “We had an agreement. What kind of man dishonors his own promises?”

Johar laughed roughly. “A bounty hunter, of course. I never claimed to be anything else.”

“Release me and return everything you stole.”

He peered at her, his eyes twinkling with arrogant mirth. “Why should I?”

“Because, then you get to live.” Vesper looked at the woman. “Sorry, but you die regardless.”

At that, Johar doubled over in laughter.

“You don’t get to make demands,” said the woman, who didn’t appear to have found Vesper’s threat as humorous as Johar had.

“So how does it work?” Vesper asked casually. “You take advantage of the people who visit your law firm in dire straits, give them Johar’s information. When they fall for your ruse, you split whatever you steal from them as well as the bounty? Is that it?”

“You didn’t have to take my advice,” the woman said, shaking her head. “I knew everything about you, Elara. I know about all of Archelia’s fugitives. It’s part of my job. I know what you did to Cutright’s family. They’re going to stretch your neck, and I’m going to enjoy it.”

Vesper stepped up to the bars, gripping two in her hands. The iron was so cold it almost burned her skin, but she welcomed the pain. Her hands tingled with magic, but Johar was just out of reach. She needed him nearer.

Johar tilted his head, moving just enough. “What’s that smell?”

Vesper spat full into his eyes, though her head hurt with the effort it took. Johar gave a cry of disgust and clawed at his face, staggering a step back. The woman stepped forward to steady him, moving directly beneath Morpho. He morphed, then squeaked. She looked up, and he dropped onto her forehead, morphing again as he fell. She screamed as his new shape burned her skin. He morphed again, taking flight to avoid her fingers as she clawed at herself.

“You cow.” Johar lurched forward to slap Vesper, but she was ready for him. Three-inch spines shot from the tips of her thumb and fingers as he stepped neatly into her reach. He screamed as she clutched at his neck. Three of the spines bent sideways to lie harmlessly flat against his skin, but two of them sank into his flesh up to the base. He gave a choked cry and staggered back, her spines sliding free. Blood leaked from the puncture wounds, running in streams. His eyes were wild as he stepped back, tripping over the woman, who now lay twitching on the floor. The lamp fell, clanking on its metal base before tipping onto its side. The light guttered and flared. Morpho was nowhere to be seen, but Vesper knew where he was… crawling around under the woman’s clothing, penetrating her skin with his spines. Johar fell to his knees, but scrambled up again, hand at his neck, blood at his lips, eyes full of terror. He spat blood, then bounded up the stairs and crashed through the door. Sounds of the street reached her along with a gust of cool fresh air.

Morpho, now in pepper moth form, moved from under the woman’s collar and fluttered to Vesper’s hand. One wing was a little tattered, but he seemed otherwise unhurt. A tear burned its way down Vesper’s cheek and she slid to the floor against the bars.

Beyond her cage, the woman spasmed, her face covered with tracks of puffy red skin. She looked sightlessly at Vesper, her body convulsing. Foam dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

“Apparently you didn’t know everything about me. My familiar is not harmless,” Vesper said quietly as the spasms ceased and the light went out of the woman’s eyes. “I really should have gotten your name.”

She sat on the floor listening to the sounds of the night insects outside. Someone might hear her if she called for help. Then what? Whoever answered would find a valuable fugitive inside a locked cell, along with the body of the woman she’d just killed. She wondered if Johar had found help, or if he was dead now too. Had she hit his jugular? She couldn’t know for sure.

She felt so tired. She hung her head.

We killed again, she thought as she watched Morpho flutter up the stairs and through the open doorway, questing for flowers. She felt their tether weaken, then vanish as he went beyond the magic that bound them. They’d only made things worse for themselves. But she couldn’t let Johar and his accomplice turn her in without fighting back. It was the woman herself who had told her that she had a right to defend herself. Yet, she wondered, when would the killing end?

As the kerosene lamp guttered out, she lay down on her side and closed her eyes. Perhaps by morning the city guard would find her, and all her running would be at an end.


TWENTY-FOUR
REGALIS


Regalis turned over on his mattress for what must have been the hundredth time. His neck and chest were itchy with sweat. The air in the room felt thick and laden, too close. He’d opened all three windows, kicked his blanket to the foot of the bed, then stripped off his tunic and tossed that as well. He lay, splayed and unquiet in just a pair of braies. The skull Ferrugin had delivered to him was in a corner of the room, wrapped in cotton. What should he do with it? Cutright was the ultimate authority in Arenshar, so if he submitted it to the authorities in the city, he had no confidence that it would be properly investigated. Regalis finally got out of bed and reached for the glass of water on his bedside table. He swallowed most of it down, then went to the open window to look at the night sky. Ferrugin was just east, coasting over a large park. Hunting.

The street below was poorly lit and mostly empty. He could hear the voices of city watchmen conversing as they patrolled. Like Solana, there was always someone on guard, no matter the hour. Just as he turned away from the window, he heard a whine. He waited, then heard it again, this time sliding into an upper register, until it became a sad whistle. A puppy down in the street, and in distress. Regalis had grown up with dogs. Loved them. When the faint whine continued, he pulled on his boots and strapped on the sheath with a dagger, not bothering with his sword or a tunic. He slipped from his room and went to the communal balcony on the second level, which was connected to a set of steps that went down between the inn and the villa beside it. He hit street level and followed the whine it until he found its source.

The pup couldn’t be much older than six or seven weeks, still young enough to suckle, of which she must have done a lot. She was fat and healthy… and completely stuck. She’d pushed her head through a metal ring—a decorative element of the wrought iron gate surrounding a small cemetery—and all her extra skin bunched up when she tried to pull it back through. She must have been like that for some time, because she was exhausted and no longer standing; her body sagged and her breathing was harsh from the way the metal pressed against her windpipe.

He stroked the soft fur of her back to calm her. She tried to look up at him, her eyes rolling, and let out another long and pitiful whine. He pushed the fat of her neck back through the ring, then one ear, then the other. That done, her head popped out easily.

“Where’s your mama, little one?”

In answer, the pup wagged her tail, lifted her head to lick his hand, then curled up where she was, letting out an enormous sigh. Regalis looked up and down the street but there was no sign of a bitch with teats.

Still crouched by the pup, the sound of running footsteps brought Regalis’s attention to the nearest intersection. The silhouette of a man appeared around the corner, running with a hitch in his step. As he passed a curtain of lamplight, Regalis caught a glimpse of his panicked expression. One hand was tucked up under his chin. Blood—black in the gloom—squeezed from between his fingers and ran down his forearm in long snakes. Blind with panic, the man ran straight at Regalis, who stood abruptly, catching the man, fighting for balance, and accidentally stepping on the pup’s tail. The puppy yelped and ran across the street, disappearing under a bush. The man tried to speak but it came out as a wet gargle. He clung to Regalis, smearing blood on his torso and arm as Regalis lowered him to the ground as gently as he could manage. He glanced up to see if the man was being pursued, but no one followed.

“Let me see the wound,” he pleaded, but the man wouldn’t remove his hand.

“Help me,” he rasped. A bubble of blood appeared at the corner of his mouth.

Regalis called for help, and felt Ferrugin as she passed overhead, while trying to ascertain how badly the man was wounded. There was blood, but not torrents of it. He didn’t think the man’s throat had been cut—that would cause a fountain that wouldn’t stop until he was drained. This blood oozed between his fingers in rivulets from under his ear. Regalis called for help again and was relieved to hear the foot strikes of the guardsmen, running toward them.

“He came out of nowhere. I can’t see the wound,” Regalis told them as they approached, still supporting some of the man’s weight.

Puffing, the guards cast suspicious eyes over the scene: Regalis’s half-naked form, blood on his arms, torso, and abdomen, but his dagger was still sheathed and unbloody.

Ferrugin circled, observing yet unobserved, before landing on a nearby eave.

One of the guards tried to pull the man’s bloody hand away to get a better look, the way Regalis had, but the wounded man held his hand fast over his neck. He was still strong. The older guard spoke to his companion in a dialect Regalis didn’t know. He guessed they were from the same region. Many young men who had no interest in farming, or whatever trade their fathers did, came to the city to work for the state. The younger guard went running back down the street.

“What are you doing out here at this hour?” the remaining guard asked Regalis.

“I heard a puppy crying and came down to see if I could help. This man came running from that direction.” Regalis jacked his thumb over his shoulder. “Do you know him?” He leaned back on his haunches, wiping the blood from his hand on his braies.

“Johar. He’s one of us,” the guard said, finally succeeding in pulling Johar’s hand away from his neck. “Sort of.”

“A watchman?”

“Not like that. He works with us sometimes. See now. It’s not that bad. It’s just a small hole in the muscle. Oh, two holes.” He patted Johar on the shoulder. “Help is coming. I think you’ll survive.”

Blood streamed from the puncture wounds, and the guard put Johar’s hand back over it, leaning back on his haunches. “How did this happen, Johar?”

Johar didn’t try to answer. Someone called in Archelian that help was on the way.

Regalis heard the squeak of a nearby insect, a new sound in the cacophony of the night.

Regalis, whispered Ferrugin. Puncture wounds.

He barely heard her. Tilting his head, he focused on the squeak. It was oddly familiar… or were his ears playing tricks on him?

Puncture. Wounds. Ferrugin emphasized each word.

He felt something featherlight land on his back. Gooseflesh lifted on his skin.

The guard who’d left returned, followed by a small wiry man carrying a healer’s bag. Regalis backed away, giving them better access to Johar, who now lay fully on his back in the street, eyes rolling up into his head now. His breathing was a wet rattle, and terrible to hear. The healer went to his knees on the stones, pulling Johar’s hand away. A dark puddle of blood was seeping outward from beneath Johar’s neck.

Regalis felt the insect crawl up to his shoulder. As he backed away from the men and turned into the light of the streetlamp, a large moth crawled down his chest and into view. Regalis looked down at the shape of the death’s head on the thorax of the creature. His heart nearly surged out of his chest at sight of Vesper’s familiar. Morpho gave another squeak, then fluttered down the street. Regalis followed, wishing the moth would take on a brighter color. Between the lamps, he almost disappeared. Squeaking, Morpho picked up speed.

Don’t lose him, he told Ferrugin. Because I might.

“Hey!” the older guard called as Regalis jogged away. “You can’t leave yet!”

“I’ll be back,” Regalis called over his shoulder, hoping that was enough to keep from being followed.

Regalis jogged, then sprinted in an effort to keep pace with Morpho. He rounded the corner, ignoring another insistent command for him to stop. He did lose sight of the moth, but Ferrugin guided him until Regalis spied him again. Sweat dripped down Regalis’s face and into his eyes. He ran a hand across his brow. Morpho wove a labyrinthine path, up a narrow walkway between buildings, through a garden, and up a quiet curved street lined with large villas. He was yelled at by city guards more than once. A half-naked man with blood on his hands and smeared across one side of his body sprinting through the city? Regalis would have hollered too.

When he lost Morpho, Ferrugin told him that the moth had disappeared through a door that was sitting open, just up on the left. Regalis slowed as he approached the door, listening. No sound came from within. He hesitated outside, reaching for his dagger.

He’s not going to lead you into a trap, Ferrugin chided.

Not intentionally.

Regalis had always harbored doubts about the intelligence of insect familiars. Like a poorly trained guard dog, they could be lured with food against their training. But one thing he could never doubt was a familiar’s love for their fae, no matter what species they were. Vesper must be in there.

He slipped inside the building, dagger in hand. Darkness swallowed him. His eyes adjusted and he found himself in a small, disorganized parlor with a couple of chairs, stacks of books, and scrolls lining the walls. In the rear wall were two doors, one shut and one sitting open. Ferrugin stayed outside, keeping watch. Regalis moved toward the only door Morpho could have gone through and saw a set of steps leading down into darkness.

I need a lantern.

Ferrugin flew to a lamppost, where she lifted one of the hanging lanterns with a talon. She carried it to the front door, where Regalis retrieved it. Holding it out before him, dagger in the other hand, he descended the steps, ducking his head to go under a crossbeam. The first thing the light revealed was a body on the floor, a woman dressed in beautifully tailored clothing, her golden hair spilling over the dank stone floor. Regalis went cold when he saw the puffy raised skin across her neck and jaw, the same kind of rash he’d seen on Kallus. As he reached the bottom, the circle of light crept up the bars of a cell, then fell across Vesper, who sat on her haunches, hands splayed on her thighs, squinting against the glare. She held up a hand to shade her eyes.

“Who’s there?” she asked in a tremulous voice, as Morpho fluttered to her, landing on the front of her neck, just above her collarbones.

The sound of her fear pierced him in the middle of his chest. He stepped closer, lowering the light, his voice hushed. “Vesper.”

She shifted onto her feet and moved to the bars, her expression transformed, something caught between disbelief and ecstasy. “Regalis?” Shadows played across her features, her eyes were huge, dark and imploring. “Are you real?”

“I’ve been in Arenshar for days, searching for you.” He grabbed at the iron lock. “Do you know where the key is?”

She touched his ribs through the bars. “You’re bleeding.”

“It’s not my blood. The key, Vesper.”

“I don’t know.”

Guards, coming this way, Ferrugin whispered as she soared over the street. Four. Think of the puncture wound.

Only then did Regalis have the mental space to register what Ferrugin had been trying to tell him. She was so cryptic, and in the rush…

“Who is Johar?” he asked.

“A bounty hunter. I stabbed him.” Vesper held up a hand and Regalis saw the cactus spines growing from her fingertips, like ghoulish talons.

“He lives,” he told her, and her eyes widened. “At least, he was alive ten minutes ago. Guards are on their way.”

Growling with frustration, he ran up the steps and tried the other door. He had to find a way to get her out. It opened on a cluttered living quarters with a single bed, a small wood stove, a couple of crooked cupboards, and a wardrobe. He grabbed a poker from where it hung behind the stove and returned to the basement.

Vesper stepped back, expecting him to strike the lock, but he pushed the end of the poker through the lock’s shank, then under a crossbar of the cell. Using all his power, he levered the poker against the lock, gritting his teeth. All he succeeded in doing was bending the poker. Cursing, he turned, casting about, seeing the body again. Regalis squatted and rummaged in her pockets. When his fingers closed around a small hard ring, his heart leapt.

They are half a block away, Ferrugin told him.

Regalis slid one of the two keys into the lock. It sprang open. Vesper flew into his arms, but they had no time to embrace. He pulled her up the steps. The guards appeared around the curve in the street just as Regalis and Vesper burst into the street.

“Oi! You there!” one of them called. “Stop! By order of the republic!”


TWENTY-FIVE
VESPER


Vesper had no idea of the hour, but it was well before dawn. Blinking and urging her vision to adjust faster, she only had time to catch a glimpse of figures running toward them, cloaks billowing, before Regalis pulled her in the opposite direction. All of her despair and exhaustion had vanished with the appearance of Regalis. There was a fraction of a moment where she caught a gleam in his eyes. Surely… it wasn’t pleasure. Perhaps pleasure at having found her, but surely not pleasure at having to run through poorly lit city streets with trained soldiers in pursuit, soldiers who would deliver her straight into the hands of her enemy. And what would they do to Regalis? Her heart quailed at the thought, but there was no time to examine those possibilities.

At his command to run, strength coursed through her body. Run she did, her hand gripped in his, his muscular back flexing just in front of her as they pelted along, following the curve of the street. She had no time to wonder at his lack of a shirt. He wore only cotton braies and riding boots. No sword, only the dagger at his hip.

Regalis is here, she thought numbly, not at Morpho in particular but he heard her. She could feel him fluttering above them, keeping pace. He came after us.

The streets of Arenshar had never seemed narrower or more labyrinthine, yet Regalis exhibited a sorcerer’s knowledge of where to go. He led her down a side alley that she thought surely would lead them to a dead end, yet Regalis went straight for a space left by a missing board in the wooden fence—like he’d always known it was there—which they squeezed through. On the other side, they found themselves in the storage yard of an alehouse—it stank of stale beer and was heaped with large wooden kegs and stacks of smaller casks. They shimmied through it to the end where Regalis boosted her over a stone wall covered in ivy. She landed in a cobbled back alley and he sprang over after her. They ran uphill away from hurried footsteps pounding on stone, and it seemed to her that there had to be more than just the four whom she had originally seen. A glance back sent her heart into her throat as she saw a soldier spill over the stone wall and into the alley.

They skirted an open courtyard, then into a stable where horses whinnied as Regalis pulled her into a stall. They ducked down and waited, panting, as two guards ran past. It smelled of straw and dust and mice and horse manure, but all that was welcome if it meant they could remain undiscovered. The men paused, debating how to proceed through their own gasps for air. They were so close Vesper could hear the phlegm in one man’s lungs. Regalis’s bare shoulder pressed against hers, his head tilted back against the wood. He rolled his head to look down at her as the men split up and carried on, one through the market stalls and the other going down a street that led to a bathhouse. Vesper took his hand and squeezed it, amazed that she could hear and feel when he smiled at her in the darkness. He squeezed back, then kissed her hand as another guard thundered by. They recovered some of their wind, and when the men were out of hearing range, Regalis made her move again.

Sticking to the shadows, he led her away from the stables toward a shadowy area where a wooden cart was parked near a wall beside a tap where animals could be watered. Regalis turned the metal tap and cold water gushed into the trough. They both drank, but when they heard men’s voices and footsteps Regalis pulled Vesper into the narrow space between the stone wall and the cart, pressing her into the shadows with his body. She could feel his breath against her temple. She wanted to ask him why he was half-naked and with someone else’s blood on his arms and stomach, and where they were going. Did he have some kind of plan, or had this all happened by accident?

She looked up at his face, dusted as it was with mild city glow, noticing again that look of pleasure. “Are you enjoying this?” she whispered.

She couldn’t read his expression for a moment, then she caught it: a combination of guilt and exhilaration. “You are,” she accused.

Lifting one hand, he put a finger to his lips.

The running grew distant, and they eased out of their hiding place. He took her hand as they stalked from shadow to shadow, listening. Vesper caught a glimpse of a large bird as it soared overhead and disappeared behind the roofline. Of course! Ferrugin was leading them. That’s why Regalis had foresight. She’d been too distracted to think of his hawk.

“Word must have spread. They’re multiplying,” Regalis said in a low voice, his head cocked as he listened to his familiar.

Vesper’s heart slithered into her gut. “Any idea how many?”

“More than eighteen,” Regalis said grimly as he pushed her into a side street. “Ferrugin loses count when there’s more than that.”

They were off and running again, up a long slope with sets of three steps interspersed between long stretches of flat stones. The path was lined with cypress trees and oleander bushes. A lovely fragrance filled the air. Her legs were burning but it was an old, familiar feeling. She used to run with her brothers in the woods for hours. This wasn’t a game, but maybe if she thought of it as one, she would feel less afraid. Yet her fear for Regalis was greater than for herself. He had had nothing to do with her trouble, yet here he was, running from the law with her.

Regalis frightened her when he unsheathed his dagger and shoved her into an oleander bush. But as he turned, a man appeared from the shadows like a wraith, falling upon Regalis with a sword. Dagger clashed with blade as the two circled and danced on the walkway, until Regalis ducked low and posted the guard over his back. Legs and feet flew past Vesper’s nose and the man gave a cry as he tumbled down the sloped grass to the ditch at the bottom, where he rolled into the shadows. Grunting and swearing, he scrambled to his feet and tried to run up the incline, but slipped and fell as six more guards came sprinting up the walkway.

Up and up they ran again, Morpho keeping pace overhead, but she could feel him tiring.

Regalis kept his dagger in his grip. Ahead of them the walkway split, snaking through a rock garden in front of a row of villas. Regalis directed her left, up a narrow set of stairs between homes. She wasn’t the one with eyes in the sky, so she trusted and went, taking the steps two by two. When she came to a landing where a pair of doors faced one another, she paused, calling Morpho. He landed just beneath her ear and crawled into the shelter beneath her earlobe. She almost screamed when one of the doors opened and a head poked out.

“What’s going on?” the man called in Archelian, tremors in his voice.

Regalis put a hand on her hip and pushed her sideways, straight at the man and through the open door. The poor fellow staggered backward as Vesper slammed into him. Regalis darted inside and shut the door behind them, sliding the bolt home. Not trying to hide his dagger, he turned and put a finger out to the man, a silent command. The man, a small round shape in a silky-looking robe, sucked in a breath to yell as the sounds of people on the stairs came through the door. Vesper clamped a hand over his mouth. “We’re not here to hurt you,” she whispered.

“Is there another way out?” Regalis asked him in a low voice.

The man glanced toward a dark archway, pointing with his chin.

“Open in the name of the republic!” barked a voice.

Vesper released the man and she and Regalis bolted for the archway and up the steps.

She heard the bolt slide back and the man yelling with triumph in his voice, “They’ve run up to the terrace. No need to rush, lads. It’s a dead end!”

Her heart plummeted as the guards started up the stairs after them.

“Do you trust me?” Regalis asked over his shoulder as they passed the next floor landing, then continued on up another level.

“You ask me that now?” she gasped. “After all this⁠—”

Her words died as they burst onto a large open terrace surrounded by a tall stone wall and covered with a vine-choked pergola. A starry night sky shone down between the slats. Regalis sheathed his dagger as he ran to the wall. He interlaced his fingers, making a cradle for her foot over his thigh. He looked at her with a feverish light in his eyes… Then trust me.

The echo of footfalls was all the encouragement she needed. She ran at Regalis, planting her foot in his hands. With a grunt, he launched her up the wall. Latching onto the stone, she heaved herself up onto the narrow flat top. Regalis latched onto the wall as the guards burst onto the terrace, pulling himself up beside her. Below them was the three-story drop into darkness. A breeze tugged at their hair. There was the sound of enormous wings thrashing the air, more than a few sets.

Regalis took her hand, coiled to spring. He didn’t need to say the word as his whole being telegraphed what she had to do. Her heart in her mouth and tears in her eyes, she jumped. She felt a puff of air and a cage closed around her, snatching her out of the air. Then she was suspended over the city, one leg dangling between the talons of a massive bird as it winged up and up. The terrace shrank beneath them fast, as the guards spread out across the private garden like ants. Her vision was battered with winged shadows as the flock of Ferrugin’s duplicates swarmed around them. She couldn’t see Regalis. She could feel the wind, a drop in temperature, and the rough scales of the claw holding her gently in their grasp as she was ferried high over the city, Morpho still tucked behind her ear.


TWENTY-SIX
REGALIS


Regalis woke to the crow of a rooster and the coos of mourning doves. Above his head, on a rafter, Ferrugin slept, and Morpho was… somewhere, camouflaged in the dimness of the barn. Ferrugin and her duplicates had flown them to a village on the outskirts of Arenshar and deposited them in a farmer’s field near a barn. Regalis had washed off Johar’s blood in a horse trough, then they had crawled up into the hayloft and fallen asleep. Straw prickled against his naked back as he looked over at Vesper, curled up on her side facing him, eyes closed, lashes dark against her cheeks. Straw littered her hair and clothes. As though she could feel him looking, Vesper’s eyes opened, softened. She reached for him and he took her hand.

“What are you smiling at?” she murmured.

Had he been? Yes. He had. Cradling her palm against his chest, he said: “I was thinking that the last time I woke up in a hayloft with a female, the events leading up to it were much less death-defying. Things with you are never simple.”

She gave him a crooked smile. “I thought I was hallucinating when you lowered that lantern and I saw your face. What are you doing here, Regalis?”

He threaded his fingers through hers. “After I learned your true last name, I started poking into the history of the Darkstars. It didn’t take me long to figure out that something stank, but Justice Mulford had already sentenced you to exile, and Bradburn wasted no time getting you out of Solana. Something seemed horribly wrong about your situation, so I asked Ian to let me go after you.”

She pushed herself up to sitting, a look of wonder growing across her features. The early morning light slanting into the hayloft through a dormer window illuminated a million dust motes and highlighted the auburn in her hair. “How did you get him to agree to that?”

Regalis sat up as well, rubbing his back to ease some of the itch. “How about you talk first? No more secrets, no more lies. Agreed?”

She let out a long exhale, then nodded. “I have kept a lot from you, from everyone, but I’m so sick of being afraid. No more secrets or lies.” She seemed to gather herself. “How much do you know about what happened to the fae of the summer court?”

“You mean, where they went? I understood that after the last monarch of Gloriana abandoned the kingdom to humans, more and more humans moved in, overwhelming the fae. The summer magic faded and the seasons began to turn, the same way they do in Solana. Lots of summer fae left to live in other kingdoms, mainly Stavarjak, because the climate was the closest to what they’d been accustomed to.”

Vesper rubbed her palms on her thighs, her nerves apparent. He wished he could make her feel more relaxed.

“Yes, that is all true,” she said, “but there were fae who didn’t want to abandon their land, no matter the weather, including the Darkstars. My family owns many thousands of acres.”

“I know. Cutright plans to divide and auction it.”

Vesper’s expression darkened, and a muscle clenched in her jaw. “He doesn’t have the right. He needs to be tried, and ideally executed, for what he did to my family. But I put that fantasy to rest years ago.”

His voice was gentle. “Tell me what happened, Elara.”

Her gaze snagged his again, her eyes moist. “You may never again look at me the way you are looking at me now.”

“We all have dark closets we’d rather stay locked, but no relationship can stand on a foundation made of lies. Either tell it all and let me help you, or don’t tell it and deal with it all yourself. I want you to choose the former. It’s why I’m here.”

“I’m not accustomed to leaning on others.”

“And how’s that going for you?”

Vesper blew out a breath and ran a hand under her eyes. “Alright. But this will be difficult for me to get through. I’ve never put my story into words before. You’ll be the first person to hear the truth since it happened.”


PART 3


🌟

Once there was a faeling with a family that shone like stars.


TWENTY-SEVEN
VESPER


Elara lay on her stomach on her bed, bare feet lifted and swinging lazily. She cradled her chin in one hand while with the other she turned the pages of the book she’d been given for her twelfth birthday: The Book of Moths. For Elara and Morpho, the book was a portal into a world of exquisite beauty and delight. A world that they were part of, but especially him.

Morpho sat on her quilt, wings open flat. His present form was intricately patterned and brightly colored: iridescent scales of blue, red, and green against a backsplash of dusky black. Black eyespots decorated his hindwings, and his antennae were delicate and feathery, also black. Elara flipped through the pages of the book, brow furrowed in concentration as her moss-green gaze flicked from Morpho to the art before her, comparing and contrasting. It was on the tip of her tongue to accuse him that the form he’d taken was not a moth but a butterfly. The wings had the kind of ragged edges she’d only seen on butterflies, never on a moth. But Morpho was unable to shapeshift into any species that was not of the moth family—she’d determined that long ago—so his present form had to be in this volume. Her tongue poked out as she flipped the pages, sensing the mounting smugness oozing from Morpho.

“Aha!” she finally cried with triumph. “Chrysiridia rhipheus, also known as the sunset moth, a Terran species from Madagascar.”

Morpho’s wings drooped in mock defeat. But in this game, there were no losers, although Morpho’s pleasure mounted the longer it took Elara to solve the riddle. They’d been playing every week for a year now and felt they’d made not a dint. He fluttered to the potted myrtle on her windowsill to draw the sweet nectar into his body.

“My turn, my turn, my turn,” Elara said, rolling over to sit up cross-legged and pulling the book onto her lap so that Morpho couldn’t cheat. The Book of Moths was as thick as an encyclopedia—which is what it was—the most beautiful encyclopedia ever made. Every species had its own two-page spread and been hand-painted by Woodhouse from multiple angles.

Morpho returned to the quilt and Elara flipped and flipped while he waited, never running out of patience. Aside from exploring the blooms in the gardens behind the manor, this was Morpho’s favorite pastime. Elara enjoyed it too, though her delight in the game exhausted itself sooner. She spent a lot more time guessing than Morpho did, but also, adulthood was creeping in. Maybe one day she would put it aside altogether, the way she had put aside her dolls and her finger paints, but this was not that day.

“Here’s a good one: Dryocampa rubicunda.” Elara relished the sound of the nomenclature as it passed through her mouth. Fae species had whimsical names—elderlight moth, the silver veil, and sorcerer’s spark—but she enjoyed the names of the Terran species more, and the Terran places too. They seemed truly fantastical to her—Mad-a-gas-car—and she wondered about the humans in the Terran realm, those who had discovered and named them. Every Terran moth had a common name too, unlike fae species. Dryocampa rubicunda was also known as the rosy maple moth, but in this game, telling Morpho the common name would give too much away.

Morpho sat, still in his sunset moth attire, unmoving. Long moments passed, then Elara perked when he began to tremble. This was the best part, watching him transform before her eyes. These moments charged her otherwise agrarian life with magic, reminding her that she was not just fae, but flora fae. She had little reason to conjure cereus—her mother didn’t want cacti in the garden, except a few in the rock garden out front—but Morpho’s magic impressed everyone, and was welcome any time.

The kaleidoscope of color bled away as Morpho’s magic overtook his little frame, pushing woolly yellow fur across his thorax. Pink and yellow microscopic feathers spread across his wings like the shadow of a raincloud sweeping across the landscape. His antennae sprouted bushy yellow tufts while his legs grew fuzzy and bright pink. Every shape he took during this game was new to Morpho, and Elara often wondered where his limits were. If there was a moth species that he didn’t know or couldn’t create, they had yet to find it.

Mesmerized, Elara put a hand on the quilt, and Morpho crawled aboard. She lifted him for a better look. “Oh, I love it! You are so beautiful. Even more beautiful than the painting.” She breathed over him as he preened, flexing his wings, marching little pink legs in place, and gazing back at her with his enormous dark eyes. Anyone who thought insect eyes couldn’t express love had never met Morpho.

She returned him to the coverlet to ready herself for her turn. Almost as soon as Morpho crawled onto her quilt, he was trembling. When his wings began to shrink, and continued to shrink until there was nothing left of them, Elara gasped. His form turned plump and green. He sprouted too many legs, short stubby ones, and pushed black eyespots out one end of his body, each crested by little orange ovals that looked like eyebrows. Two curved lines at the end of his body, below the eyespots—one black and one white—looked like a mouth, the corners uptilted. When he lifted that end of his body, he appeared to be smiling at her. He had never taken the shape of a larva before. She hadn’t known it was possible, but was she surprised?

Not really. Larva was a stage in a moth’s life.

“No fair,” Elara cried. “That’s not a moth, it’s a sock puppet!”

Morpho waited, crawling in circles and nosing around on the bed, seeming not entirely sure he enjoyed this earthbound form. The book contained the caterpillar forms as part of the artwork, but they were small, and often placed in a corner, or worse, near the gutter. Elara blew out a raspberry and began to flip. Looking at larva only, her memory was no help at all. She had the strange sensation that she’d never opened this book before. A protest rose in the back of her throat, but she stuffed it down. If she couldn’t identify this shape, Morpho won the game. Winning wasn’t so important to her, not like it was for her brother Finador, who couldn’t stand losing at anything, but she owed it to Morpho to give it her all.

This is going to take forever, she thought.

In response, Morpho curled up like a dog turning in for sleep. He might as well have said, I don’t mind. Wake me up when you find it. He couldn’t actually say these words, but Elara never failed to be impressed by how well his body language expressed his sentiments.

He fell asleep, blast him, while Elara changed positions six times before she found it.

“Papilio troilus, otherwise known as spicebush swallowtail.”

Morpho rolled over, waving the wee stubs of his legs in congratulations. He turned again and raised his eyespots, which were not eyes at all, and waited in anticipation.

Elara picked one without much thought. “Leucoma salicis.”

A quick knock and Finador’s head appeared as her bedroom door opened.

“I found fresh muntjac droppings by Wispwind Lake,” he said, expression bright and expectant.

Elara bounced off her bed, leaving the book lying open with the art of Leucoma salicis spread before Morpho. She was halfway to the door before she halted for a look back. Morpho had his tiny head turned in her direction. He was now petite and wore delicate, almost transparent, all-white wings paired with feathery black antennae and black and white speckled legs. He crawled onto the pages of the book and stopped on top of his own likeness, flexing those lacewings in a show of: Look, Elara! Look at me!

“Beautiful! And correct, of course. You never get it wrong.” She threw him a kiss. “I love you, Morpho!”

He lifted one foreleg in a wave, but she was already gone.
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One would never guess that Finador was only twelve from looking at him. Already he was as tall as their father, but aside from height, Finador shared little else in common with Sanjak. Like Elara, he had their mother’s dark auburn hair and sprinkling of freckles, as well as her green eyes, although Finador’s were more olive than moss. Where Sanjak was slender as a reed, with a musician’s dexterous hands, Finador had what promised to be their grandfather Dialor’s thickness of chest and limb, and the hands of a blacksmith. For all that, no one could handle a bow and arrow or a skinning knife with more flair than Finador.

The bazrosh glade—the same trees with which their home had been crafted—was humid and rich with the scent of earth and bark after rain. The path was soft with damp needles, rendering hoofbeats near silent. Elara admired her brother’s upright posture, the ease with which he guided his bay gelding, Pepper, and the way he spotted birds or squirrels or reptiles that she couldn’t see until he pointed them out. Finador saw every living wild thing, because every living wild thing was potential prey. Yes, he might be a year younger than her, but in many ways she looked up to him just as much as their younger brothers Galborn and Haleron did. While Elara put aside her hunting instincts when she was doing other things, Finador’s instincts had no off switch. He was more Darkstar than any of them: fearless, lethal, intuitive, strong, fast. Headstrong, too. If he’d had a familiar, Elara figured it would either be an elk, for Finador’s sheer size and strength, or a deadly predator, like a big cat, or maybe a wolf—but a lone one. Finador was not a pack animal. Surprising for someone in such a tight-knit family, but here he was, in all his glorious independence. She, like their parents, was as eager to see him reach adulthood as Finador was to reach it. What an adult he was destined to become.

Elara—whose favorite hobby was eavesdropping on her parents—had vague memories of Sanjak and Phyrra watching in anticipation for a creature to appear for Finador. It was to be expected. Sanjak had Nissa, his field mouse, and Phyrra had once been able to conjure gypsophila, and her familiar had been a rainbow leaf beetle—chrysolina cerealis—named Myldric. But no familiar came for Finador, and none had appeared for Galborn either, who was now seven. In Darkstar family history, the latest a familiar had ever appeared to their fae was age five.

Elara had been so little when Morpho came to her that she couldn’t even remember it. There was a painting of her as a baby with a tiny white moth perched on her forehead. A cabbage moth at his first appearance, they assumed that was Morpho’s true form. While fauna fae familiars aged at a rate that matched their fae, rather than aging like their species in the wild, flora fae familiars, at least the insects, usually appeared in adult form. Familiars appeared as if by magic, because magic it was, and the day a familiar walked or crawled or flew in from the wild was celebrated, treasured as much as any birthday.

If Morpho had ever been a caterpillar, or died inside a cocoon to be reborn, there was no way to know. They discovered his shapeshifting ability almost immediately, because whenever Elara cried, Morpho distracted her by changing color, size, shape. Phyrra often said that nothing would ever surprise her more than learning a moth could be the best faelingsitter of all.

“The Merrybells sold their property,” Finador told her over his shoulder, snapping her out of her memories, as he tucked his head sideways to avoid a low-hanging branch.

Elara’s heart gave a sad lurch. The Darkstar faelings were schooled at home, so the only opportunities they had to play with other fae children were when the neighbors came over, or the Darkstars went to them. Those kinds of outings and hostings had steadily thinned. They’d already said goodbye to the Pollegems and the Golorics, fae families with girls Elara’s age. The Merrybells had no daughter, but Elara had nurtured a crush on their youngest son, Kynan—the only one still at home—since she was old enough to understand the feelings. She was growing out of it now, but she would still be sad to say goodbye to Kynan and his parents.

“Did they sell their land to humans, Fin?” She already knew and dreaded the answer.

“Of course they sold it to humans.” Finador’s tone was laced with derision, but his disgust wasn’t aimed at Elara.

It was the circumstances. Their parents were derisive about the way humans had crowded the fae out of Arenshar; therefore, Finador was derisive about it too. Elara wasn’t sure how to feel, other than sad. Though she’d overheard her parents discuss it many times, it was still the confusing stuff of adults: politics and bureaucracy and other big words attached to vaguely threatening concepts, like legislation.

Their corner of northwest Archelia, and especially the nearby city of Arenshar, had been hemorrhaging fae families at an astonishing rate ever since the region changed governors. Vice Chancellor Cutright, second in command of all of the republic and governor of Arenshar, moved into power and began the creeping legislation to untether aristocratic fae from their rights, one finger at a time. Each new law was promoted as bringing equality between the wealthy fae—who’d been on this land forever—and the human peasants just trying to scrape together a life. The proposals were cleverly worded and delivered with such earnestness that Sanjak had even supported the first ones at an Arenshar council meeting—the Darkstar’s seat in the council had been grandfathered when the republic was formed, a nod to their heritage. Along with so many others, Sanjak had been deceived into believing that Cutright’s objective was fairness and equity.

Some territory was taken in war, Phyrra bemoaned, but Gloriana had been taken by stealth over the course of generations. The Darkstars were descendants of Glorianans but had grown up with something that their ancestors had no experience with: snow. The city of Arenshar was protected from the snowy blasts winter delivered thanks to its sheltered position, but the Darkstar land sat outside the crust of protective mountains. They received a share of the white stuff a few months of every year.

Elara had learned all this while eavesdropping on her parents, who preferred not to discuss serious matters in front of their faelings. Wishing to know what put creases between her mother’s brows and premature gray hairs at her father’s temples, Elara resorted to hiding and listening. Her ability to creep around undetected—listening at doorways or from closets, or seated on the stairs—then retain what she’d heard and relay that information to Finador was the only thing she was better at than her brother.

“Maybe they’ll have kids our age,” Elara mused, half to herself as she swayed back and forth in the saddle. Sitting atop a horse plodding through trails she’d traversed a thousand times tended to make her sleepy.

“Even if they do, you know Father will get in the way of making friends, and it’s better that way.” Finador sounded the opposite of sleepy. “Who wants to play with a bunch of snotty-nosed human kids? I can smell a human a league away and that’s plenty close enough. We could teach them a thing or two about the way a person should smell.”

Elara frowned at Finador’s back. She was the only member of the Darkstar family who oozed a natural perfume. Even the delicate scent Elara remembered of their mother had been gone for ages, fading every year until it was no longer detectable. While Finador agreed with Sanjak that they should isolate themselves from their human neighbors, Elara sided with their mother. It was Phyrra’s expressed opinion that denying humans the right to hunt on the Darkstar land—which was vast, and home to enough prey to sustain a large village year-round—was not only selfish, it might work against them one day. Sanjak wouldn’t hear of it. These lands, he proclaimed with pride, had been lovingly conserved for centuries by Darkstars. Kings and queens had hunted here, princes, dukes, and earls too. It was said that Queen Elphame herself had visited Gloriana specifically to hunt on the Darkstar land. Elara didn’t doubt it was true, or at least, that a visit had occurred. The Golorics had had an antique painting of Queen Elphame and Queen Elowen—one of the many summer queens of old—in their cavernous foyer where everyone who visited was sure to see it. The queens were in a rose garden, playing a game that appeared to involve tossing small, brightly colored rings over a strangely shaped, upright wooden post, while wearing dresses so translucent it made Elara blush. One could see their nipples! Phyrra had smiled at Elara’s scandalized fascination with the painting, and murmured something about the post being phallic and the dresses being Elphame’s influence… although, to be fair, Gloriana had delighted in a certain level of nudity. It was the summer court, after all. Elara had blushed again when she’d consulted the dictionary about the word phallic.

Nipples and nudity notwithstanding, if Elara thought about it hard enough she was able to write down a list of summer monarchs of old, in the right order, too. A real accomplishment, considering that most monarchs didn’t live nearly so as long as Elphame—the beautiful relic was still alive—and that the epochs of seasonal courts went back more than eighteen hundred years before sliding into the fuzzy era known as prehistory. Phyrra—the parent most responsible for history education—had cared a great deal that Elara know the bloodlines of Gloriana. But with each child after Elara, there was less energy for teaching. Between educating her children and managing the staff who tended the Darkstar gardens and vineyards, history just didn’t seem as important to Mama.

Now that Phyrra was pregnant again, Elara rather suspected school would be dispensed with altogether. She was okay with that, figuring she’d learned enough—and certainly more than the school-aged children she chanced to observe during outings to Arenshar. Elara spoke multiple languages—one of which was completely obsolete—could solve math problems with reasonable accuracy, played an ancient style of fae flute called a mirelle, and churned through a book a week: summer court folklore, but also geography and physics texts. Elara, true to her heritage, was a born hunter and deemed it silly to fill her head with charming mannerisms and choreography when she spent more time with a quiver on her back than she ever did in a skirt.

Her mother’s passion for fae history may have faded, but Sanjak’s snobbery remained as fervent as ever. Their father shuddered at the idea of crude, unwashed human peasants crawling across their land like an infestation, to muddy their waters, climb their trees, dig trenches in their earth, and slaughter their game. Oh, he didn’t let his true feelings show when he gave the sad news to those humans still foolish enough to ask. Sanjak was nothing if not an excellent actor. And he gave what sounded like convincing excuses, which were also humorously creative and varied from season to season—the mule deer had developed a strange contagious illness to which fae were immune, but which would almost certainly be terminal for humans, for example—but Elara knew from the way many of the humans in Arenshar looked at them that Sanjak had fooled no one.

When the dusky shimmer of Wispwind Lake appeared through the trees, they dismounted and prepared to go ahead on foot. As Elara tied her horse to a long line and staked it to the ground, she thought: With the Merrybells leaving, we’ll have no friends at all except Omettia Gwyn, and she is hours away. So few fae left.


TWENTY-EIGHT
VESPER


The manor was unusually quiet as Finador and Elara entered the mudroom. They were in high spirits after each bagging a muntjac, now delivered to the butcher, and Elara was feeling a little smug as hers was larger than Finador’s. Her teasing him about it died in her throat: something didn’t feel right. Stripping off their outer garments and boots, they padded into the adjoining hallway. The Darkstar home was too large for the family: nearly five hundred years old and built for a bygone age, it had many rooms that were no longer in use, including a ballroom. Even so, the family was boisterous and filled the manor with near constant noise. Adult conversations were nonstop, kids wrestled with abandon, having plenty of room to sprawl and play games, and Galborn and Haleron were continually underfoot, mock throttling one another—an activity they’d learned from Finador and Elara. Part of the manor was also used for organizing mounds of cut flowers and assembling bouquets to sell in Arenshar. In short, between dawn and dusk the Darkstar home was general mayhem, but the sun had yet to fully disappear and the manor was as silent as a mausoleum.

Elara’s pulse turned thready. She took a breath to call out, but Finador touched her wrist and she understood he wanted her to be silent. They prowled forward, Elara just behind Finador. When they reached the ballroom doors they stopped.

When Elara was younger she would, on rare occasion, sneak into the ballroom to remind herself of its spacious beauty. The room had seemed as large as the heavens to a little faeling, and she would stand in the middle, conscious of her own tininess. The floor was an elaborate compass crafted of glossy black marble with gold flecks. Sometimes she would lie on her back and become lost in the plafond. Gazing up at the coffered black-lacquered ceiling—which featured thirty thousand balabon pins set into constellations that glowed like the actual stars—was a bit like being outside on a clear night, if the sky were right there. Two walls boasted floor-to-ceiling windows with mullioned glass, while the other two walls featured gilded mirrors and tapestries, plush seating, and ornate console tables, all neatly draped with dustcloths. Grand was not a big enough word to describe the room. It was magnificent. The Darkstars had never hosted a ball, so the ballroom sat empty and mostly forgotten.

Only, now… the doors stood open.

Finador poked a head in and looked around, still keeping Elara behind him. When they realized no one was there, they walked a short distance across the marble.

“Is there a… smell?” Finador asked with a delicate sniff.

A high-pitched squeal made them both jump. The squeal was followed by a flurry of rapid tapping as something very small but very fast darted from behind the nearest drape and bolted through Finador’s legs. The creature wove between Elara’s feet, then spun out on the floor, recovered, running in place for a second before shooting out into the middle of the vast ballroom. It skidded again, fell, and slid several feet before rolling over and repeating the running-in-place demonstration.

“Go that way,” barked Finador as he circled the piglet to the left.

Elara dutifully went right.

What ensued was the kind of chaos usually confined to a barnyard, as the piglet evaded them by the smallest of margins. Squeals echoed off the ceiling while the tiny hooves clattered endlessly. There was a lot of sliding and spinning out before Finador—who had performed a dive at some point and now lay on the floor on his stomach—managed to snatch the tail and hold it fast, pulling the piglet back to himself.

“Gotcha!” he cried in triumph as the piglet squealed and wriggled.

Panting, Elara bent over, posting her hands on her knees.

Finador rolled over, clutching the piglet to his chest and laughing. He lifted his head to look down at his quarry, grinning from ear to ear. “Where did you come from, piggy?”

Elara eyed the stripes running the length of the piglet’s back, the tiny ears and long eyelashes. She was about to tell Finador it was a baby wild boar when peals of laughter broke out behind the drapes. Sanjak and Galborn emerged from one set, while Phyrra, holding Haleron in her arms, came out from another, preceded by her enormous belly. Everyone was laughing. Nissa climbed up Sanjak’s leg to perch on his shoulder, squeaking and waving her tiny pink paws. Haleron, four, gave a scream of delight and wiggled to be free.

“Down, Mama!”

When the piglet squirmed out of Finador’s grasp and ran up to Haleron, he bent down to hug her. Elara’s eyes went wide. She looked at Finador and saw the same shock reflected there. They hadn’t for a moment suspected that the piglet was a familiar, but the bond between her and Haleron was plain. There was nothing else she could be.

“When? How?” Finador got to his feet, hair mussed and forehead damp.

Phyrra had her hands over baby number five—expected in a handful of days—as she looked at her youngest child fondly. Haleron was kissing the top of his familiar’s head and she was holding her face up for him; her eyes—with their ridiculous lashes—were closed as she luxuriated in his affection.

“Haleron knew she was coming some five minutes before she arrived. ‘I feel her, Mummy,’ he kept saying. I didn’t know what he was talking about, and thought he meant Elara was on her way home. But then this little one came running across the backyard and went straight for him. Cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

Haleron looked up at Finador and Elara, his eyes aglow, expectant of his older siblings’ joy and approval. “Are you surprised?”

“It was his idea to spring her on you,” explained Galborn, eyeing the piglet with naked envy. He’d only recently stopped whining about wanting a jackal familiar. “That’s why we hid in here with the doors open.”

Finador was getting his breath back. “I thought we had an intruder. Yes, I’m surprised.”

“You could knock me back with a sneeze,” said Elara, grinning at her baby brother, with his shock of red hair and their father’s brown eyes. “But why does it smell like poo? Did she have an accident?”

“Oh, that’s my fault,” said Phyrra, blushing.

Sanjak roared at the ceiling, staggering backward with laughter and clapping his hands.

“Mother!” Finador turned his head and made a gagging sound.

Elara put out her hand for Morpho, who floated down from the ceiling. “Is that one of those ‘side effects’ you keep complaining about? Like swollen feet and cravings for soggy cabbage drizzled with jam?” She shuddered. Phyrra’s cravings were ludicrous, intolerable to the rest of the family, and a source of disgusted mirth.

Phyrra, realizing what she’d implied, laughed so hard tears sprang to her eyes. Gasping, she tried to explain. “No, that’s not what I… I just assumed a familiar would know… not to go in the house… I didn’t think to… and Haleron… well.” She looked at her son in surrender, wiping her eyes. “You’ll make sure she understands that she has to go outside from now on, right?”

Haleron nodded, flushed with happiness.

For the next half hour, the Darkstar family sat on the floor in the ballroom, playing with the piglet, guessing at her species. They wouldn’t know for sure until she grew up a little. She was tiny and perfect, reddish with brown stripes, and covered with bristles.

“What’s her name, Haleron?” asked Sanjak, leaning back on his hands.

Haleron didn’t hesitate. “Prickle! Because prickly!”

They laughed and agreed it was perfect.

The following weekend, the new neighbors, the Meyers, came to introduce themselves. Mrs. Meyer was kind, but Elara saw unease in the woman’s posture when Prickle came to say hello. It was explained why there was a piglet in the house, and how she was special, but the Meyers’ reaction compelled Elara to keep Morpho hidden. Changing the subject away from familiars, Mr. Meyer asked Sanjak if he’d be willing to allow a neighbor to hunt in a far western corner of his land, no more than once a week. Sanjak politely declined, giving one of his creative excuses, and the introduction grew cool, then came to an end quickly.

Three weeks after that, a government agent knocked on the Darkstars’ front door.


TWENTY-NINE
VESPER


A stained-glass window—ink-colored stars sprinkled against a pale background, a reversal of the night sky—was framed on either side by velvet drapes on the top landing of one of the manor’s cantilevered staircases. Elara sat behind one of the drapes, head cocked to listen. Sanjak and Phyrra were near the staircase, in the wide hall that led to the dining room. Her parents often had fraught conversations there, perhaps thinking that lounging on plush furniture in front of a crackling fire was too comfortable a setting for a clash between spouses. Elara could picture her father, leaning against the antique sideboard, forearms crossed over his belly, shoulders sloped forward after the efforts of a long day. Phyrra would be perched on the edge of the matching trunk, posture rigid.

Filrae, the newest member of the Darkstar clan, was sleeping. She was perfect, with tiny pointed ears, tawny skin, and a surprising head of downy dove-gray curls.

“But what do you expect me to do, my love?” Sanjak was saying, his voice cracking with mounting frustration.

“It’s simple. Don’t agree,” replied Phyrra.

“On top of everything I have to do, you want me to stir up problems with the council? Make enemies at the octagon?”

“Why not? It’s what you do best, isn’t it?”

The weight of a long, loaded silence hung in the air. Elara knew how her father would look: his jaw would be set in quiet rebellion, his eyes—wounded. He would let the seconds tick by, giving his wife an opportunity to apologize. She really should—Sanjak didn’t deserve that, her father didn’t make enemies at the octagon, only of their neighbors—but she didn’t.

“It’s not worth the aggravation, my love,” he finally said in the soothing tone Elara knew her mother hated when it was used during a fight.

They were arguing about a visitor who had arrived at the manor earlier that day. Visitor. It was too kind a word for the agent sent from Arenshar to inform the Darkstars of a new policy: All fae families had to register their children to a special “list.” And should a familiar appear at any time, that familiar must also be registered within three days. When Sanjak, dumbfounded, asked the agent what would be done with the information, the agent replied that it was simply an improvement on the current census protocols, to help the republic more thoroughly understand the composition of the population. When Sanjak asked why he’d not been invited to attend the meeting where the proposal had been debated, the agent shrugged and said that he wasn’t the person to ask, he was merely to deliver the news.

Prior to the agent’s visit, the house had been full of laughter at Prickle’s antics, and smiles and coos over Filrae’s cuteness and delicate baby beauty. After the visit, the manor felt like a tomb. It all stemmed from Phyrra, who was livid. Sanjak tried to lighten things up again, but when Phyrra wasn’t happy, no one was happy. The boys vanished like phantoms: Galborn to his room, Haleron to the backyard, and Finador to the armory. Elara, her mother’s main support after a baby, didn’t have the luxury of escape. Filrae had cried nonstop all afternoon, until Phyrra put the baby in Elara’s arms, knowing it was her own distress upsetting the infant. Filrae fell asleep, but the silence that descended over the household was almost worse than the crying.

The evening meal had had almost no sound at all that wasn’t the tink and scrape of utensils against plates, sipping, chewing, and swallowing. Phyrra and Sanjak’s exchanges were terse, with Phyrra shooting Sanjak looks of disappointment, and Sanjak looking browbeaten, though they’d barely spoken since the agent had left.

When Finador said goodnight, he and Elara exchanged a look only they knew meant he expected a newscast in the morning, or better, before morning.

“I have to pick my battles carefully,” Sanjak continued. “There are new regulations on wine-making, which means retrofitting the winery and changing some of our equipment, something I didn’t plan for. I have to find the money somehow, which means yet another audit. I have a meeting at the bank next week to discuss some of our investments—a meeting they requested, not me. I have to visit the auction yard before next month, and I have a half dozen meetings with butchers in Arenshar. Our license is up for renewal for your flower booths⁠—”

“Don’t you think you should prioritize our children’s safety?” Phyrra interrupted in a hard voice. “Shouldn’t that be the battlefield that takes precedence?”

Sanjak scoffed, a sound that conveyed all his irritation at his wife blowing everything out of proportion and simply not getting it. “What danger do you think they are in, exactly?”

Again, a long, drawn-out silence. Sanjak knew what Phyrra feared; he also knew how difficult it was for her to put it into words.

Phyrra was not political, but she was well schooled in both Archelian and Glorianan history. She knew that the takeover of the summer court had not been sudden, nor a violent coup. It had been a creeping thing that had taken many decades. While the fae nobility partied and banqueted, believing themselves immune to overthrow of any kind—and why would they think otherwise, the summer court had been in place since history had been recorded—they allowed humans, with their Terran ideas of how a government should work, to do menial jobs. They were perfect for the kind of work anathema to summer fae: secretarial posts, clerking, public works, crafting the boring language that outlined new rules, law enforcement—which hadn’t existed in Gloriana the way it did now. Yes, the summer court had had soldiers, but they were kept as a show of force for the sake of other kingdoms. Peasants of the Glorianan days had required little monitoring. They were too busy and satisfied to rise up, being well fed and well rewarded for their labors.

Phyrra knew that Gloriana had not been equipped to see the takeover for what it was, but as soon as humans moved into menial positions in government, they started to climb. By the time the seasons had begun to cycle drastically enough to notice, it was too late. Fae who’d never known a cold winter sold their lands and left for warmer climes, emigrating to Stavarjak, the southern reaches of Tryske, or one of the many temperate islands off the coast. When there were too few fae left to mount a protest, Gloriana became Archelia, populated mainly by humans.

The Darkstars were one of a small handful of noble fae families who clung to their wealth and heritage. For a number of generations, there was tolerance between fae and humans, until Cutright had come into power. What Phyrra feared now was the wresting away of what they had left, that her children would slide into poverty, lose their inheritance. The fact that Sanjak hadn’t been invited to the council meeting where this latest legislation was decided was a step too far for Phyrra. Coupled with the fact that they now had to take a special trip to Arenshar to put Morpho, Filrae, and Prickle on a “special list”… it felt like a betrayal.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if we trusted them,” said Phyrra quietly. “But I do not trust them. They take and they take; they smile to your face while they slip a knife in your back. Never do these changes mean anything good for us, only more control for them. How far are we going to allow it to go?”

“I’m still not clear what you want me to do about it.”

“I want us to fight.”

Elara’s skin prickled, her ears straining to hear her father’s response. She hadn’t expected her mother to say that, and it was apparent neither had Sanjak.

“You want me to what—strap on a sword? Storm the octagon with Finador?”

“You’re being purposefully dense and I don’t appreciate it,” snapped Phyrra. “Of course I don’t want bloodshed. That’s not what I’m talking about. I want us to protest. I want you to shame them for shunning you, declare it an illegitimate law. Laws have to pass through the proper channels, and one of those is debate in the house where the fae seats are filled. I want us to rally a cry against this insidious tracking of magical fae children. It shows they are afraid of those children, of how they might grow up and what they might become.”

“But who is ‘us,’ Phyrra?”

“Write to the Llewicks and the Branwyns, the Thornes and the Dunstyns and others. Whoever we can think of.”

“Those families are miles away, and we don’t even know them. The Llewicks and the Darkstars haven’t been friends since the assassination of Verdis Llewick. The others don’t have much reason to love us either. You expect me to introduce myself and promptly ask them if they feel like mounting a bloodless rebellion?”

“Yes,” said Phyrra stubbornly. “And if you think they’re not already having similar conversations under their own roofs, then your eyes are not open. Take the blinders off, Sanjak. We are in danger of losing what little influence we still have. These lands are fae, and it’s up to us to maintain a foothold here.”

“These lands haven’t been fae for a very long time.” Sanjak sounded so sad that Elara’s heart ached. “They will never be fae again.”

Phyrra hissed something in ancient Glorianan that was the equivalent of asking the gods to ignore what Sanjak had just said. Elara shook her head, sad for her mother, too. Archelia would never be Gloriana again. Elara knew those days were long gone.

Here, in their own little kingdom, life was good. But she’d been to Arenshar many times. The fae in the city worked, scraping by alongside humans—butchers, bakers, candlestick makers—too poor or powerless to emigrate to a land where their kind would help them, and begging for scraps and coins at the fringes of humanity.

Elara couldn’t picture anything like that happening to the Darkstar family. Their land was theirs, with no mortgages or liens, and it was rich with resources. They knew how to get the most out of it and all the life that called it home. She felt for her mother, and while she often sided with Phyrra, in this matter she agreed with Sanjak. Phyrra’s fears were exaggerated.

By the time Elara knew that Phyrra’s fears were not exaggerated enough, it was too late.
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Filrae was two when her familiar appeared, and the unique color of her hair finally made sense. A large and ungainly chick that was covered in a fluffy down the same pale gray as Filrae’s curls hopped into the yard. He had a sharply hooked black beak, bright obsidian eyes, and talons that seemed far too large for his body. The family assembled in the living room to admire the chick and see if they could determine his species. After combing their sources, Finador pronounced the bird a harpy eagle, the largest known Terran raptor in Ivryndi. He crowed with joy and swung Filrae around in circles, proclaiming her familiar an apex predator, the top of the food chain. They found images of an adult harpy eagle and gushed over its fierce and regal beauty. Elara remarked that the feathers on the legs in the drawing reminded her of birchbark. Filrae screamed, “Birch!” and that became his name.

The family celebrated that night, taking turns cuddling the chick that was destined to become king of the skies—even Nissa took a turn fearlessly nosing through the down on Birch’s back—but Elara watched her mother. She was trying not to let it show, not wanting to cast a gloom over the day, but Elara sensed the pall and so did Sanjak. At one point, he put his arm around her. Snugging her close to his body, he said quietly, “We registered Prickle, and nothing bad happened. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

Phyrra tapped him on the knee in a gesture that meant they’d discuss it later, but Elara could see the weariness in her mother. She couldn’t eavesdrop on her parents’ conversation that night because it took place in their bedroom, the one place she would not trespass.

However the conversation went, the cooler head prevailed. Sanjak announced the next morning that he would be making the trip in to Arenshar to license the flower booth for the summer season, and all were welcome to join him. Elara and Finador declined, Galborn said he planned to practice with his new bow, but Haleron volunteered to accompany his father, as long as Prickle could come. She could, but she’d have to stay in a public stable while they did their business. Upon hearing this, Prickle rolled over and played dead, her pink tongue lolling out the side of her mouth. The family laughed, and Haleron decided to stay at home.

Sanjak never said anything about registering Birch, but Elara knew that was on his schedule. Before Sanjak left the house, Phyrra claimed a headache and went to lie down, taking Filrae and Birch—both of whom slept a lot—with her.

Sanjak returned, the registration was forgotten, and life returned to normal. No more agents came to their door. Sanjak held his seat in the council, seasons cycled, and the Darkstar children flourished. If Phyrra continued to nurture the idea of a protest, she never again mentioned it in Elara’s presence, detected or undetected. She had decided the family was complete and would not have more children. Anyway, the damage had been done: Morpho, Prickle, and Birch were all registered, and with no other faelings to come along, the fight seemed to go out of her.

For three years, the Darkstar family knew peace.


THIRTY
VESPER


They were bird dogs, trained to point, flush, and retrieve. Three of them were with Elara and Finador that day: a Weimaraner named Willow, and two short-haired pointers, Scout and Tracker. They weren’t guard dogs—those two, Phoenix and Griffin, Molossian hounds, never left the sprawling yard around the manor—but the hunters were powerful, intelligent, and protective by nature. The male especially, Tracker, was attuned to Finador’s voice and energy the way a mother is attuned to her infant.

Finador and Elara sat beneath a fat oak, sipping water, resting, and taking stock of the contents of their game bag and arrows. He was now a hearty lad of seventeen, and she was a lithe beauty of eighteen. Filrae was nearly five, and Birch had fledged. He was still an eaglet, but he’d lost the chick down, passed through the ugly in-between phase where new feathers emerged between patches of fluff, and sprouted the crowning feathers that crested the back of his head, giving him the noble look of his kind. His eyes were dark and intense, and his tendency to cock his head and open his beak at the sound of laughter made the family predict hyperintelligence. As for Prickle, she was tusked and warty and as muscular as a racehorse—almost as fast as a racehorse too, apparently an inbuilt superpower of the suidae family was astonishing speed for such short legs—with a spiky mane of bristles running from the top of her head to the middle of her back. The rest of her body was naked and leathery, but for a warthog, she was beautiful. Haleron had been working on developing their telepathy, but so far exchanges were limited to single words, which was more than Elara had ever gotten from Morpho.

Elara was still feeling the elation of having spotted a bobcat at the edge of the forest, where the largest of their vineyards met the edge of Dialor’s wood. Dialor, Sanjak’s father and a legendary hunter, had a bobcat familiar, Celestia. Elara barely remembered Celestia, but she did recall impossibly soft fur and a warm body that vibrated with a deep, comforting rumble. Elara had spent a lot of time cradled against Celestia’s body when she was a baby, and the rumble of a cat’s purr was one of her favorite sounds.

“I really thought that I was seeing a ghost for a second,” said Elara. “I wish Papa had joined us. He’ll be sad to know what he missed.”

Finador shot her a look she couldn’t interpret. He was so grown up now, with red stubble along his jaw and his meaty shoulders straining the buttons of his hunting vest. The boots he wore were less than six months old and already she could see the dents in the leather from his big toes. They both wore soft-soled boots, resistant to water, designed to protect their feet from the worst of the deadfall but also be as silent as possible. The Darkstar family had a standing order with a local cobbler to outfit them all with new hunting boots every spring.

She paused, her waterskin halfway to her mouth. “What?”

“I don’t think Sanjak appreciates reminders like that.”

Elara could only blink at her brother, not because he’d started using their father’s first name when Sanjak wasn’t around—she was used to that now—but because Sanjak had loved his father, and Dialor had loved his son. Dialor had taught Sanjak everything he knew, and when their beloved, kind grandfather and his equally beloved familiar had died—Elara was not yet seven years of age—Sanjak had closed himself in his study and not come out for three days.

“What in all the Ivryndian skies are you talking about, Fin?”

Finador pulled his feet closer to his hips and rested his forearms on his knees. He plucked a long stem of honeygrass and sighed as though he found her ignorance taxing.

Annoyance made her nostrils flare. “Don’t treat me like a kid, Fin. You know I hate that.” She almost added, I’m older than you, but she’d worn those words so thin that they sounded petulant, even to her.

He stripped away the outer layers from the shaft and bit the end off the grass, spitting out the stub. “I just find it amazing that a clever girl like you can be so thick when it comes to your own father.”

“And now you’re patronizing me. Thank you.”

“Sanjak doesn’t actually enjoy hunting. You do know that, right?”

Elara had never thought about it directly, but yes, she knew. Sanjak was a good hunter, he’d been trained by the best, but enjoy it? Was he most at home in the woods, happiest with a bag of game swinging from his shoulder or a carcass draped over the rump of his horse? No, but neither did he complain. Hunting was not only the Darkstar legacy but a pillar of their livelihood, a necessity. He didn’t need to enjoy it. He just had to do it, the same way he had to balance his ledgers and write checks to their staff.

“So?”

“So…” Finador sucked the sweet sap from the slender tube and tossed the grass away. “Nissa.”

Elara rolled her eyes. “You know what? I’m sorry I asked. Either be specific and spit it out using more than one word, or shut up and let me enjoy the bobcat moment.”

“Think about it, El. Dialor had Celestia, a shadow with kitchen knives for teeth. She stalked like a ghost and took down prey before they even knew she was there. I realize that not every Darkstar can expect a predator of her caliber, but even Prickle roots up truffles.”

It was true. When Prickle joined their family, Finador had complained to Elara secretly that a warthog wasn’t a hunting animal. That was what they really needed. Didn’t Haleron’s fauna magic know better? But Finador had had to eat his words when they discovered how clever Prickle was at locating truffles of all kinds. Not only were they delicious, but the surplus fetched a small fortune at the market in Arenshar, especially the white ones.

“And Sanjak got…” he continued, “Nissa.”

Their father’s familiar was the cutest and cleverest animal in the family, using “family” in the widest possible sense to include the hunting dogs and the horses.

“Nissa’s amazing,” Elara said, feeling defensive. “Have you ever heard of another familiar that can do senior-level math?”

Sanjak insisted Nissa could calculate faster than him, and she never got it wrong. Elara believed her father because Nissa had made a birthday card for her using a plain scrap of parchment, an inkpad from Sanjak’s desk, and her paws. There’d been no words on the card, no letters at all, in fact. Just a lot of crooked numbers. Elara thought it was cute but random, and thanked Nissa with a kiss on top of her soft little head. But days later, in the middle of the night, Elara jarred awake: What if it’s not random? A visit to her father’s office and twenty minutes with a booklet about Archelian gematria revealed that the little mouse had, in fact, spelled out Wishing you a joyous birthday, Elara, using only numbers. Elara felt stupid that it had taken her so long to figure it out, and embarrassed because in hindsight Nissa had given her a questioning look, with a cock of her little head: Are you mentally frail? When she’d shown the card to Finador, he seemed more spooked than impressed, said it was unnatural. Well, duh, Elara had said, annoyed that he wasn’t as awed as she was. She’s a familiar, supernatural by definition.

“I’m not saying she isn’t clever,” Finador replied. “I’m just saying she’s not Celestia. Do you ever wonder if Dialor was disappointed when his son’s familiar crept from behind a baseboard? A mouse? What do you think Dialor thought? My son will be a hunter of mythic proportion? Of course not. He probably thought Sanjak would develop an unhealthy obsession with nut butters and furniture stuffing.”

It might have been funny, except what Finador was suggesting was downright awful, and it made Elara wonder if their grandfather had ever said anything to his son. She narrowed her eyes at her brother. “Where did you get this idea, Fin? You were five when Dialor died.”

Finador shrugged in that aloof and confident way of his. “I can just tell. It hangs off Sanjak sometimes, like a moth-eaten fur coat. Deep down, he’s ashamed.”

“Of Nissa?” She was appalled. “Never.”

“Why does he leave her home when he goes to Arenshar for council meetings, then?”

Elara bit off her words. “He leaves her because she’d get bored. He doesn’t care what the council thinks. He is not ashamed of Nissa, Fin.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But what I’m saying is that Dialor was ashamed, and Sanjak picked up on it, even though Dialor kept it bottled up inside like a true Darkstar.”

The phrase gave Elara pause: like a true Darkstar. Finador was right, the Darkstars were raised to keep their feelings bottled up. And never to admit aloud that they couldn’t do a task themselves. It was a remnant of their aristocratic heritage, a “never let anyone know what you’re really thinking” paired with a “never show weakness” mindset. She’d never heard anyone in their family address this aspect of the Darkstar psyche so directly before. But Finador had already moved past that seemingly innocuous but oh-so-dead-on-it-hurt comment.

“Kids absorb their parents’ true feelings,” he continued, “whether spoken or not. Sanjak was born a Darkstar, but I don’t think he would choose this life given the option.”

Elara didn’t like it. She had never suspected any bad feeling between her father and her grandfather, and she resented Finador for putting these doubts into her head. Worse, it sounded like it was Finador himself was ashamed of Nissa, which made Elara’s protectiveness rear up and snarl.

“So, if Dialor was disappointed in Sanjak’s familiar,” she asked with false innocence, “how do you think Dialor would have felt about you not having one at all?”

It was the first time Elara had ever directly pointed at his lack, and she expected him to be defensive. Instead, he shot her an arrogant smile.

“You may see my shortage of a familiar as a deficiency, but I assure you it is quite the opposite.”

She gave him a sharply arched eyebrow. “How’s that?”

“It’s proof of my supremacy. A hunter of my caliber has no need of a familiar.”

He lifted his chin ever so slightly, and with his auburn curls and perfect nose, he looked such the snobbish aristocrat that Elara had to laugh. She swatted him as he rooted inside his game bag. His smile faded as he examined the bodies of the partridges.

“Yech. Look at this mess.”

His lip curled as he referred to the damage his flechettes had left in the birds’ small bodies. He’d killed twice as many as Elara this afternoon, but she was using blunts, and the flesh on her birds showed no damage. Flechettes were designed to bring down fast-moving targets, but were equipped with small barbs. Elara didn’t like them for exactly the reason Finador was disgusted: they mangled the meat. They’d gone out for grouse but came upon partridges; Finador not carrying the ideal arrows was no reason not to take them.

He eyed her quiver as he stuffed the birds back in the bag. “Give me those broads, Elara.”

“You can’t just take my—” She was interrupted by the dogs.

The dogs made no sound whatsoever while hunting, but they weren’t hunting just now. Willow was off exploring while Scout and Tracker lay in the grass. Willow released what Elara thought of as her “people bark,” a lower-pitched yap, but this one was accompanied by growls. Scout and Tracker vanished into the undergrowth after Willow, and several beats later started baying. Elara and Finador exchanged a look, aware of what the barks meant: intruder.

They got to their feet, slung quivers over their backs and tucked waterskins away, then followed the sounds. They found the dogs at the base of a gnarly tree, looking up. At the touch of Finador’s hand, Tracker went silent and the other two followed suit. It wasn’t hard to spot the man up in the branches, trying to hide behind the trunk.

“We can see you,” said Finador, eyes narrowed on the figure less than six feet up.

A man in a cloak, hood pulled up so that his features were swallowed by shadows, peered down. He pulled his hood back, revealing a sweat-rimed face, closely shorn brown hair, and a trim beard. He was young and rather small, Elara thought, as he moved to stand on a bough. He was narrow in the shoulders, shorter than her, and compactly built. Covered from head to toe in earthen colors—green, gray, brown—with only a short dagger strapped to his chest.

“Thank the stars you’ve come along,” the man said with a nervous laugh. “I wandered off the road and got very lost. Your dogs chased me up this tree. Canines and I, we don’t get along. Never have. Perhaps you’d be so kind as to direct me back toward Brambleside?”

Elara could hear lies, but Finador beckoned the man.

“Of course. Come on down. The dogs won’t attack now we’re here. We’ll take you to the road and set you right.”

“So kind. Thank you, good sir.” The man climbed down as Finador and Elara waited. Elara tried to make eye contact with her brother, but he was watching the man descend—the same way he followed prey, unblinking, assessing, intent.

Elara wondered what game Finador was playing. They both had the haughty outrage of true Darkstars. This man was trespassing, and trespassing was something no Darkstar would abide. Three weeks ago, when she had thought she’d been followed, Finador had grilled her about every last detail: where she’d been, the direction she’d been going, how long she’d sensed the presence for, what she’d heard, which way the wind had been blowing. When she pushed back, he told her in a low and serious voice that he’d seen a man hiding in their vineyard, the one closest to the house. But by the time he reached it, there was no one there, however, his tracker’s eyes found a boot print in the soft earth under the vines. The idea that a stranger had been creeping around, perhaps stealing produce or poaching, made Finador seethe. This fellow in the tree was the third trespasser in as many weeks; others may have gone unseen. They’d never caught strangers on their land before. There wasn’t a soul between here and Arenshar that didn’t know trespassing was a serious offense to most landowners of Archelia, but especially to a Darkstar. Always had been. Always would be.

The man lowered himself from the last branch, and, sparing a wary glance at the dogs, dropped to the earth. He straightened, and Elara realized just how short he really was, not much over five foot. Dwarven blood? But he had none of the thickness of bone dwarves had, he was just… little. Little and camouflaged by his clothing, like he was made for concealment.

“This way.” Finador began downslope. “What’s your name?”

The man hesitated and in that brief space Elara could practically hear his brain searching for a moniker. “Callum Forkstall. You?”

“I’m Finador Darkstar. This is my sister Elara.”

Elara gave the man a tight-lipped smile. Nothing friendly in it. He didn’t react to the name, adding to his lies. The Darkstars were known by all, so of course he knew whose land he had “got lost” in, miles from any road.

“We are well met,” he said. “I might have slept in that tree all night.”

Elara realized, as Finador led them through knee-deep honeygrass, that they were headed south and west. The road toward the hamlet of Brambleside was east of here, but they were moving back to where their horses were staked. She sensed the moment Callum realized this: a hesitation followed by a tense uncertainty.

“So,” Finador drawled. “What’s in Brambleside? Are you sure you weren’t headed for Vauxhall? No need to be shy about it. No one else around here is.”

This was a lewd reference to a famous “house of comfort” where the girls were said to retain a perpetual virginity, renewed in the early hours each morning. When Finador had referenced it in the past, it had been with thinly veiled distaste, but right now he sounded chummy.

Callum forced a laugh. “Nah. My grandmother lives in Brambleside.”

Finador tilted his head. “How whimsical. Where’s your scarlet cape and picnic basket?”

Just as Callum repeated the brittle laugh, Finador’s arm swung up and forward. It happened so fast. It was meant to take Callum off guard, which it did, but it took Elara off guard too. Finador’s meaty hand clamped over the back of Callum’s neck with a horrible dull slap, then he threw the man forward with a force that took Elara’s breath away. She’d grappled with her brother their whole lives—she was Finador’s favorite opponent—so she thought she knew his strength, but when she saw Callum fly she realized that she’d experienced very little of Finador’s true power. The fact that they were on a downslope made his flight all the more impressive.

To his credit, the man reacted quickly, tucking in his head and arms before he smashed into the ground. He hit hard, but used momentum to tumble the rest of the way down like a balled-up hedgehog, cape flapping. Elara could hear his grunts as he broke branches and bounced over logs. And he really did bounce. While she was still recovering from the sudden turn of events, Finador loped after his prey like a wolf: confident, sure. When Finador ran, the dogs ran too, tails up, baying and snarling. Finador didn’t stop them this time.

The man sprang up when the terrain leveled off, his legs were practically pinwheeling they were moving so fast. Elara caught a glimpse of his soles as they flashed at her, kicking up the hem of his cape. He shot a wide-eyed look of terror over his shoulder, revealing blood on his face, but when Callum saw what was coming after him, he faced front and redoubled his efforts.

Not that it did him any good.
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Elara and Finador had been riding in silence for over an hour. Elara felt numb and uncertain.

When Finador had thrown—literally—Callum over the boundary line with the threat that the next trespasser wouldn’t get off so easily, Elara had looked askance at her brother. That had been easily? By the time Finador was through with Callum, he’d been savaged by the dogs, pummeled by Finador, and dragged behind Pepper for nearly four miles. He was torn, punctured, bleeding, limping, and cradling one arm against his stomach.

Elara was helpless to stop her brother—to protest would be to betray him—as he tried to extract information from Callum: why was he there, what did he want, who was he working for.

That was when she realized that Finador wasn’t punishing a trespasser, he was interrogating a spy.

At first, Callum stuck to his Brambleside story, but eventually Finador got some information. Callum didn’t know why he was spying, only that he had to report on the activities of the Darkstar family. To whom? Finador couldn’t get a name, so he broke Callum’s arm. After that, Callum only whimpered and cried, making Elara feel sick to her stomach.

Elara on Sparrow followed Finador on Pepper back into the forest, horrified at what she’d witnessed. Should she have tried to stop him, loyalty be damned? She could see the righteous anger in the set of his shoulders. He had no remorse. He’d done what he felt he’d had to do.

They were nearly home and Elara thought Finador seemed calmer, approachable. She drew Sparrow alongside Pepper as the roof of their manor came into sight.

“I’ve never seen you like that before,” she said quietly.

“I’ve never caught a spy watching our family before, El,” he replied in an equally low tone. “It had to be answered.”

She still couldn’t wrap her mind around it. “Who would send spies to watch us, Fin? We’re the most boring and predictable family between Arenshar and the coast. We hunt, we garden, we make wine. That’s it. It’s not like we’re planning a coup or something.”

“I don’t know, but I haven’t thought about anything else the whole way back. We aren’t loved by any of our neighbors, but spying?” He shook his head. “I wish he’d given up who sent him, and whether he knew of others.”

“What are we going to tell them?”

“Who?”

“Um. Our parents?”

“We aren’t going to tell them anything, El. I’ll tell Sanjak. Alone. When the time is right.”

This satisfied her, inasmuch as satisfaction could be found after such a dismaying event. She figured that the right time to inform Sanjak would be that very evening—one shouldn’t sit on such information—but she figured wrong.


THIRTY-ONE
VESPER


The dogs barked, and barked, and barked, rousing Elara from sleep. She sat up in bed, waiting to see whether they would cease, because at a certain point curiosity would drive her outside to see what had Phoenix and Griffin so excited. Once it was a family of wild boar, another time a deer. Then there was the cluster of wee folk having a party in the flower garden and the pair of gnomes trying to steal eggs from the duck hutch. This level of barking was almost always worth getting out of bed for.

Elara slipped from under her quilt and hurriedly switched her nightie for a pair of leggings and sleeveless vest. Leaving Morpho asleep on the myrtle in her window, she met Sanjak—Nissa sitting up on the top of his head sniffing at the air—and Finador in the hall. Both were dressed and Sanjak had the Darkstar ancestral hunting dagger at his thigh.

The dogs stopped barking. First Phoenix cut off, then Griffin subsided with a yelp. The Darkstars froze, eyes shining in the moonlight pouring through the skylights of the hallway. In the silence, Galborn and Haleron appeared. Haleron had dressed but Galborn was still in his nightshirt. Prickle poked her long snout out of Haleron’s door, ears twitching. Phyrra, holding Filrae’s hand, came out into the hall in a long robe. Birch flew to the newel post at the top of the stair and gave a hopeful whistle.

The guard dogs didn’t bark again, but the hunting dogs began baying from the barn. Finador and Sanjak exchanged a look of confusion. They ran down the steps, Elara on their heels, followed more slowly by the rest of the family.

The manor’s front doors opened onto the rock garden where Elara had been permitted to grow some of her cacti, although the conditions were a little too damp for them to flourish. Sanjak opened the door and he, Finador, and Elara spread out between the rocks. Without the guard dogs, no one knew which direction to look in. The hunting dogs still barked, but they were further away and not helpful.

Nothing seemed out of place, but guard dogs never barked for the joy of it. Finador called Phoenix and Griffin, but the burly black canines didn’t appear, as the rest of the family trailed outside. None of their servants lived on the land with them, most of them travelled from Vauxhall or Brambleside in the mornings, so there was no one to make any report.

Like huge lily pads in a great green pond, large flat stones fanned out from the manor across the sprawling lawn toward all the other buildings: stables, gardens, vineyard, winery, storage sheds, mews, coops, and hutches. Beyond the rolling lawn was the edge of the forest. The double-track driveway snaked into the trees and vanished.

A flicker appeared just beyond the garden: a torch. It was joined by another and another, until Elara counted a dozen torches. Carried by men walking on foot toward the manor. On foot? She listened for the sounds of horses but movement along the wall of trees grabbed her gaze instead. Horses, tied up just inside the woods and grazing.

The men wore boiled leather and wool and were armed—mostly with swords, but one carried a longbow. They were scarred and tough-looking, but it had not yet occurred to Elara to be afraid. Surely, they had the wrong house. Almost at the same moment she had that thought, she saw a very small man in the back of the group—one with his arm in a sling.

Then she was touched by… not fear exactly, but apprehension. This was about the spy Finador had savaged. She looked over at her brother, but he did not look back. He was fixed on the men, and—from what she could see of his cheek—as pale as salt. Finador smoothly turned back to the house and disappeared inside. In the space of time it took for the men to reach the edge of the rock garden, thirty yards from the front door, Finador reappeared, carrying a crossbow. He’d strapped a short quiver full of bolts to his back, and dropped the cunning device known as a goat’s foot lever on the ground. Then he sat, placing the crossbow on the ground between his legs. From there he would be able to shoot and reload with barely ten seconds between bolts.

“What are you doing, Finador?” Sanjak whisper-yelled at his eldest son. “Are you mad? Take that back inside.”

“I don’t think I should, Father,” said Finador, pale but as calm as a wooded glade after snowfall. He hooked the lever into place, slid a bolt onto the flight groove, then drew the string back easily, arming the bow with a click.

The crossbow was the most powerful weapon in the Darkstar family armory. Made for taking larger prey such as elk, the bow had a three-hundred-pound draw, was more accurate than a longbow at short range, and powerful enough to penetrate armor. Elara had mixed feelings about the fact that Finador was now armed.

Twelve armed men stopped at the edge of the rock garden and stared sullenly at the Darkstar family. Birch gave an uncertain squawk and flew to perch on the top of one of Elara’s older cacti, standing tall in the middle of the garden.

“What is the meaning of this, Vice Chancellor Cutright?” her father asked, resting his hands on his hips, unafraid. She was proud of how steady and confident he sounded, and of the way he emphasized vice chancellor, as though to remind the man of his responsibilities… but that pride was swiftly swallowed up by shock.

Cutright? The governor?

She’d never met him, but she’d often heard Sanjak complain about him to Phyrra. It took her a moment to home in on the man her father had spoken to: short and stocky, standing smack in the middle of the crew. He was armed but his sword was sheathed.

This was the governor her father answered to? This cold-eyed, unyielding, pockmarked keg of a man? She didn’t know what she had thought Cutright looked like, but this was not it. Most politicians were soft and powdered looking, bejeweled, and many were made up with cosmetics. Cutright’s granite visage had never encountered powder or cosmetics, that was wildly apparent. He wore no jewelry save the seal of governorship on his right index finger. He looked like he’d grown up doing battle on weekends for fun—real battle, with real blood and real death. As she studied the governor, she felt Morpho somewhere behind and above her.

“Evening, Sanjak,” said Cutright, eyes heavy-lidded with contempt as his gaze flicked to Prickle, then to Birch, then back to Sanjak.

“Tell me I’m hallucinating,” Sanjak said. “I cannot be seeing the governor of Arenshar standing in front of my home, in the middle of the night, with a horde of armed men. My children are with me. We were asleep not ten minutes ago. What colossal foolishness accounts for this? You could lose everything for this, governor. Everything.”

Cutright’s answer was dry, emotionless, and grating. “Some things that might be settled at court are, in fact, best discussed in the dark, with only the stars as witness. You of all people know that. It’s even in your name. I figured you’d feel most at ease, doing this now. It will be much less humiliating for you.”

“And what’s this, exactly? Why the blades?”

“Insurance.”

Sanjak didn’t respond for a long beat, then perhaps thinking of his own insurance: “What have you done to my dogs?”

“They won’t trouble us,” one of the other men promised in a low growl.

“They won’t trouble anyone, ever again,” said the one with the bow, with a haughty smirk. Other lips curled with snide pleasure.

Phoenix and Griffin would never allow a stranger to get close enough to kill them with a blade, but an arrow could kill a large animal instantly. Elara had done it more times than she could count. Every hair on her body stood on end at what the men had done, the fact that they could laugh about it. She froze, electrified with horror as her fog of confusion cleared, leaving a stark realization: this was real trouble, with the potential for real brutality.

“Phyrra, take Filrae inside,” Sanjak said. “Haleron, Galborn, Elara, go with your mother.”

“I’m staying, Papa,” she said quietly. She hated to disobey Sanjak, but there was no way she would leave her father and her brother out here alone with a dozen armed men. He did not admonish her, and while it surprised her, she felt a hot flare of pride. Here was proof that her father regarded her as important, his eldest and his heir.

“Me too, Papa,” said Galborn. Twelve, and braver than he was smart.

Phyrra withdrew, taking Filrae and Haleron with her. Elara did not hear the door shut, but did not look back. She was loath to take her eyes off these men.

“What do you want?” Sanjak asked Cutright outright, voice flat.

“Well, first…” Cutright’s drawl was pure arrogance. “Your boy needs to apologize to my nephew Garen for the abuse delivered earlier today. Once we get that out of the way, we’ll discuss what’s next.”

The governor made a lazy gesture and Garen limped forward, glaring at Finador. The side of his face was swollen into a half-moon curve, with the eye almost completely shut, and his lip was split.

Finador got up, leaving the crossbow on the ground between his feet. He put his hands on his hips, rigid with outrage. “Your nephew is a spy, one of three we’ve seen on our land in the last few weeks. Tell me, Cutright, if you’re so quick to slaughter dogs, what do you do to spies who trespass and watch your family?”

Cutright’s dark eyes glimmered. He cocked one brow, as if to say amusing, but irrelevant.

“Fin.” Sanjak shot a brief glance at his son, but Elara couldn’t read his expression from where she stood. “Did you do this?”

Finador’s voice was unrepentant. “I was going to tell you…” Then he looked at Cutright. “Garen lied to my face. Called himself Callum, said he was on his way to his grandmother’s house.” Finador sneered the last bit. “It’s not even a good lie.”

“Spying on us, Canon?” Her father sounded acutely disappointed, even heartbroken. Sanjak’s tone actually forced Garen’s mutinous gaze to the ground. “Why? I am a faithful servant of the council. My family has been loyal to the republic since it was born, and to the land since long before your ancestors even set foot on this soil.”

Elara felt something touch her hand. She looked down as Galborn pushed her bow into her grip. He draped the strap of her quiver over her shoulder, then backed away. This was from Phyrra, Elara knew, as she shifted the quiver into place, hefted the bow like an extension of her arm, but the weapon made her feel no better. If this came to a physical clash, what could the three of them do against a dozen? Still, she slid an arrow from the quiver, moving slowly. She didn’t want to be the spark that set this bonfire ablaze. She saw eyes flick but she didn’t let that hurry her. She hoped they could also see how reluctant she was.

Birch, who up until that point had remained perched on top of the cactus observing, suddenly screamed. A shrill, downscaling cry that made a few of the men jump. He spread his wings, flapping in place a few times before taking flight, as though to ensure everyone saw him. Elara watched him climb, then circle the column of air above the rock garden. She heard a scraping of gravel, followed by a deep, low grunt. Prickle was behind her.

Inside the house, Filrae started to cry.

A foot scuffed, and Elara glanced over her shoulder to see her mother emerge again. The sight of her mother, still in her robe, carrying a hunting knife, made Elara’s stomach shrivel. This was wrong, wrong, wrong. She felt the illusion of control spiraling away from the family.

“You’ll apologize, Finador,” Cutright said, “or we’re going to have a problem.”

“We already have a problem,” Finador replied. “What do you think you’re doing, threatening us like this? Killing our dogs?”

“I’ll do the talking, Fin,” said Sanjak. He waved a hand toward Garen. “And you will apologize. We do not permit trespassers or spies, but we also do not savage them.”

Finador gaped at his father, an angry blush creeping up his cheeks. The betrayal that Elara saw in Finador’s face made her heart hurt, but her father was right. The best way forward was humility, conciliation. When this awful intimidation was over and the men had gone, then they could talk about reprisals. Elara pictured mounting an all-out smear campaign of Cutright’s character, not to mention demanding his arrest and watching his tumble from the lofty heights of his vice chancellorship. He could spend years in jail and would never be allowed to run for office again. In anticipation of such a satisfying outcome, she looked at each of the men’s faces in turn, committing them all to memory.

“Now, Fin,” said Sanjak.

Finador looked at Garen, posture rigid. “I apologize for beating you and dragging you behind my horse after I caught you trespassing and spying.”

Elara knew what Finador’s rage sounded like. She could practically hear his unspoken: I should have killed and buried you instead. Thankfully, there was a limit to Finador’s bravado.

“There,” said Cutright, letting Finador’s tone pass, for which Elara felt such enormous relief her knees shook. “Was that so hard? Let’s move to the next topic. Your emigration.”

Sanjak’s voice was freighted with disbelief. “Our… what?”

“You’re going to sell your property to me, all of it. For market value; I am nothing if not equitable. I’ve already drawn up the paperwork, you have only to pop in to the octagon to sign at your earliest convenience. Then you will leave Archelia for good, and you’ll do so within a fortnight.”

“You’re mad!” In those two short words Elara could hear all the incredulity and astonishment she also felt.

She clenched her fists. Her left one felt like stone around the handgrip of her bow.

“I’m not mad, I am making an offer, a good one. And you will take it.” Cutright nodded, oozing confidence. “Give me your word, and my men and I walk away without any further commotion. I’ll even find you a couple of pups to replace those brutes, if you like; however, I’ve heard that Molossians don’t travel well. Territorial, entrenched in the land they grew up on. Probably best not to replace them until you get settled. I hear the island of Kreeos is temperate. Very sunny.”

“And if I don’t… emigrate?” Sanjak replied, tone laced with scorn. “What are you going to do? Kill us all and bury us on our own property? Plant crops over our bodies?”

Cutright smiled the ugliest expression Elara had ever seen. It suggested that Sanjak would best not try him. Elara felt the moment her father read it too. An icy stillness came over him.

Birch must have felt it, because at that moment he screamed again. Simultaneously, Filrae, inside the house, also screamed. A horrible child’s cry, straight out of a nightmare. Birch arrowed down for Cutright. Faster than Elara would have thought possible, the governor drew his sword and—just as Birch’s talons swung forward to claw his face—slashed Birch out of the air. The eagle fell to the earth, cleaved between neck and wing.

Elara felt a scream rip her throat, but couldn’t hear it in the sudden chaos.

Prickle charged forward, squealing and swinging her head, ready to gore. Finador dropped to the ground and released a crossbow bolt. Elara saw it go through Garen’s throat, leaving a hole the width of an apple. Before Garen had even hit the ground, Cutright’s party surged forward, as hot and fast as a grassfire. Elara drew and fired at the one heading for Sanjak, striking mid-chest; he fell at Sanjak’s feet. Even so, her father went to one knee. She was not able to see what had brought him down, or if it had been an intentional duck. She grabbed for another arrow. Finador reloaded in her periphery, but they were overrun. Another thug materialized, coming at her with a curved sword. She nocked a second arrow, but his fist gripping the hilt made an arc for her head and the metal butt struck her hard, just above the ear.

Heat and pain bloomed. The world went oddly soundless.

Then there was nothing.
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Smoke brought her awake with a jolt. Her head throbbed and she struggled to lift her eyelids through the haze of pain. She became aware of the strange curve of her body, her head tilted back, her spine bowed, her lower back kinked, her limbs sprawled. Blades of grass in her face. The smell of earth. A pale blob in her vision. She heard voices and the crackle of flames.

Fire?!

Pushing consciousness to the forefront of her brain was like pushing a stone away from the mouth of a cave. Panic gave her the strength to move her limbs, straighten her spine. There was danger. A lot of it. She sensed it the way one felt electricity in the air before a storm.

Her family… her father, going to one knee. What had happened after that?

She shifted away from the white blur so it came into focus… and stifled a cry. Nissa might have been sleeping, but Elara knew she was dead. And with no evidence of violence on her, it could only mean one thing: Sanjak was also dead. With a sob she scooped the mouse to her cheek. Then her vision widened, and she lifted her head to see more. Too much. Her family… lying side by side, like a row of corn cobs for sale. Finador, the back of his head, his dark curls, to one side of her. At the sight of the tiny, lifeless bodies of her younger siblings… her core began to spasm, the muscles cramping and fluttering like the eyelids of one locked in a nightmare. No, no, no, no, no. Galborn. Haleron. Prickle. Mother. No. No. Filrae too. No. She counted the shapes she knew, and five more shapes she didn’t know. Five of Cutright’s men. Had they killed so many?

Any moment now she would wake up and discover that this was just a dream. The worst night terror any person could have, but still just that… a figment.

But, dreams didn’t have the acrid and near-to-overpowering stench of burning. It was strong in her nose. Stinging her eyes. And there was a glow in the sky. Horses were screaming, but no dogs baying.

Voices made her insides clench with fear; men’s voices, businesslike in discussion, were coming closer.

“Why waste manpower digging? Toss them in the fires; scavengers will take care of anything that’s left.”

Panic closed her throat and she rolled onto her stomach and crawled… away, away. Get away. Her knee struck something, and she pressed her lips together hard to keep from crying out. She grabbed what she thought might be a rock, and felt a hot slice of pain between her thumb and forefinger. Not a rock, a knife laying in the grass. Grasping it, she felt the familiar shape of her father’s knife in her palm. Still cradling Nissa’s body, she crawled on her stomach and elbows toward a line of shrubs. The voices were so close now.

She longed to cry out to her family, to scream, but thought Morpho instead. Through her haze of pain, she felt him nearby. His presence felt weighted down, draggy with grief. Shock. She felt him tug at her—insistent, urgent—and she crawled in his direction. Through the shrubs, then she rolled down the hill, clutching her father’s knife and sheltering Nissa. Dirt and grass in her face, pain everywhere, but mostly her head. Itchy, below her ear, down her neck. She scratched at it and felt the blood—mostly dry—as it crammed under her fingernails. She crawled and crawled, redirecting any time Morpho seemed to be slipping away, keeping their tether. When she did lose him—which happened often in her panic—he came back to find her.

The voices faded, and she paused to catch her breath. She felt moisture at her eyelashes but couldn’t give in to that, not yet. Not until she was safe.

Safe. The word seemed like an abstract concept. Would she ever be safe again?

She kissed Nissa’s soft fur and tucked her into the pocket of her vest. How could she be running away? Everyone she loved, everything she possessed was back there. But it was too late… and she wanted to live, to survive. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

She got to her feet. Morpho was a white ghost hovering in the darkness. Someone barked an alarm and now they were crashing after her. To kill. To kill.

She ran after Morpho. Ran without thinking. Ran for her life.


THIRTY-TWO
VESPER


Regalis lay propped up on one side, eyes shining with emotion. Vesper lay on her back, still sifting through her memories. The compassion ever present in his expression gave her the strength she needed to relive it all.

He reached out and wiped away the tears tracking from her eyes and into her hair. “I have no words to tell you how sorry I am, Vesper. I suspected something awful but… this… atrocity? Your whole family…”

She took his hand and kissed it, wanting to say thank you, but her throat had seized. His empathy both strengthened and unraveled her. She hoped it stayed, because she needed that empathy to make it through the rest.

When she recovered her voice, she said: “There is just as much danger in underestimating one’s perceived importance as there is in overestimating it. It never entered our minds that our family was one of the more important prongs of a multipronged attack against the remaining fae in the region of Arenshar. The irony of it is painful. Like our ancestors, we thought we were too well established to ever be shaken from our land, yet not important enough to attract the attention of the republic. My mother wanted to protest legislation, yes, but we never thought to plan an actual coup against this Cutright, meanwhile, Cutright was planning a coup against us.”

“And Finador’s savaging of the spy gave him just the excuse he needed,” added Regalis.

She nodded.

“There are devils and there are devils. I’ve known a few. But Cutright…” He shook his head, dark eyes simmering. “How long was it before you came out from under that tree?”

She pushed herself up to sitting. “I don’t know. Morpho stayed close enough that I could sense him, and he let me know when it was safe enough that I could come out. It could have been a couple of days, but when I emerged, the sun was high and I was starving. I knew how to make traps, and I had my father’s knife. I caught a lizard and ate that. I buried Nissa, and cried for hours and hours. I could hardly think straight though, and got terrible headaches. I kept going back to my hiding place, and I slept a lot. Sometimes I heard voices, but they never found us. As the shock wore off I started to get really, really angry. I’d never known hatred before. When I look back on it all now, I feel like those memories belong to someone else.”

Regalis joined her in sitting up, and brought his legs forward to sit cross-legged, the straw crackling beneath them. “Did you go back to your home?”

“Yes. I had to see what they’d done. They burned everything, leaving nothing to salvage. I had no money and no mount. They’d taken the animals they hadn’t killed. I guess they either burned or buried my family. I couldn’t bear to go sifting through the ashes. I hitched rides to Arenshar, but I barely spoke. I went to a friend of my father’s. She owned a bistro in the city center. I couldn’t tell her what had happened, but she knew from looking at me that it was bad.

“Omettia learned through talk about town that the Darkstars had left Archelia, and their buildings had burned to the ground. Some speculated that the fire was accidental and so devastating that it drove our family away, with no heart to rebuild. Others suggested that we’d lit the fires ourselves, out of spite, to prevent the new landowners from enjoying our home.”

She shook her head with a scornful smile. “It’s crazy what people will believe. As if we would have done either of those things. I stayed hidden in Omettia’s attic for a while, but I didn’t want to bring my trouble to her door. I knew they’d be looking for me—Cutright couldn’t afford to leave a witness alive. Over the course of a few days, we discussed what I should do. Omettia was terrified for me. She’d been the victim of intimidation a few times and didn’t trust the city guard or the justice system, not for fae. If I tried to get help by any of the usual channels, Cutright would find a way to silence me forever. So we agreed that I would go north, to Rahamlar. She knew of someone there who could procure a fake identity. She arranged for a horse, a little money, and some supplies.”

Vesper took a deep breath. “I left Omettia, but I didn’t leave the city, not right away. I felt incapable of leaving without some kind of vengeance. I had fantasized about exposing him, but that quickly spiraled into worse. I wouldn’t be satisfied with exposure, not when I had the skills to end him. I’d already killed one man, and I had no regrets—at least not then. Killing Cutright became my sole purpose.”

“Hunting is not the same as assassinating, but assassination is a form of hunting,” Regalis murmured. “If you didn’t hunt him, no one else would. You were the last scion of the Darkstar line, the only one upon whom it could fall.”

“Yes.” She almost smiled at how uncannily he’d summarized the self-talk she’d had at the time. “He’d taken everything from me. I would do whatever I could to take his life, but I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I knew there was a chance I might fail.”

“You were willing to risk the end of your bloodline for that vengeance?”

“I told myself that no family lasts forever. That if I died avenging them, it would only mean being reunited with my loved ones. I only had so much money, so I had to move fast. I paid for my horse to be stabled while I hid in an abandoned building. It wasn’t hard to find Cutright’s home. Everyone knew where he lived. Morpho and I watched his villa, scheming and planning. I had my father’s hunting knife—the poetry of killing him with that was too perfect… until we saw his family.” She shook her head, then whispered: “Madness overcame us.”

Regalis shivered. “So that’s why no one would speak to me of Cutright’s wife. He took your family, so you would take his?”

Vesper was suffused with shame. “At the time I was sad that he had three children, instead of four.”

“One for each of the siblings you’d lost.”

She nodded. “I planned to do it with my father’s blade, it seemed so fitting, ending Cutright’s family with the ancestral blade of the Darkstars, the family he had slaughtered…”

Regalis closed his eyes against the scene her words conjured.

“I know. Horrific. But Morpho spared me that. I’d planned to do it while Cutright was away from home. I wanted to line up their bodies in his garden, the way my family had been lined up. But Cutright’s wife came within a couple of feet of where I was hidden. I thought I was going to have to do it right then. That’s when Morpho showed me the magic that I never knew he had. I don’t think she even knew what happened to her. She was dead in under a minute.”

Regalis stared at her. “Morpho killed her? I know he’s a shapeshifter, but how?”

She looked back with glassy eyes. “You saw the rash on that woman’s body.”

“The same welts as Kallus. Morpho did that?”

“It’s a caterpillar form called lonomia,” said Vesper quietly. “Extremely venomous. I don’t know why it shocked me. I knew he could take any moth form he wanted, including the grubs, it just never occurred to me that any of those could actually kill, nor with such breathtaking swiftness. By the time Cutright arrived home that evening, we were on the road to Rahamlar. I didn’t use my father’s blade in the end—Morpho’s poison was better—so there was no violence on the bodies. I knew it would terrify Cutright. I lined them up in his garden, just like I had planned, but without shedding a drop of blood.”

Regalis let this awful thing sink in. “Cutright wouldn’t have known about Morpho’s magic, yet he knows you were responsible, otherwise there’d be no bounty. So how?”

She lowered her voice and took a long moment before answering. It was so awful to her now, the innocents she had treated like collateral. “Morpho raised the letter D on the foreheads of each of his children.”

Regalis sucked in a breath.

“Ethan, Carlisle, Penny, and his wife, Sierra,” she said, slowly, respectfully.

“You know their names?”

“Only after I joined the Calyx. With the second chance at life, I hoped that if I learned their names, it might help me atone.”

“Did you know that Morpho was going to do that? Mark the ‘D’?”

Vesper hesitated, then shook her head. “No, but if he had asked, I would have let him. I wanted Cutright to know.”

A heavy silence stretched out. Vesper watched Regalis, expecting he would withdraw in disgust, but he reached for her hand.

“That’s why you lied about your identity, why you never let yourself make any friends, and why Morpho killed Kallus.”

Her eyes misted. “I’m so sorry that my taint has touched you, Regalis.”

He tilted his head in a way that somehow said, I’m glad it did. “Had it happened to me, I would surely have taken vengeance. How can I judge you for something I would have done myself? What Cutright did was an act of war, and in war, we do things we would never do otherwise.”

She looked at him, all her regret, her grief, her gratitude, her surrendering to the truth pooling together.

“Vesper.” He held her gaze. “There won’t be a day that goes by when you won’t miss your family, but one day it will scar over. It will stop feeling like a raw, open wound.”

She took a deep breath. “I didn’t believe that once, but I know it’s true because I’ve experienced a little of that scarring over. Enough to take it for a promise that there will be more. Coming to know you has quickened it, Regalis. More than you know, so, thank you for that.”

Regalis’s expression softened even further, he opened his mouth to reply, but she rushed on before he could speak, needing to get it out.

“I know what I have to do. I can’t avoid it any longer.”

Regalis shook his head, as if wanting to stop her words.

“I have to turn myself in.”

His voice was hoarse. “No.”

She squeezed his hand. “Yes. I tried to buy my way out of it and only ended up killing two more people. There’s no other way. I know it won’t go well, I’ll be a fae at the mercy of a human court, but I’m tired of running, and I’m done with defiling myself with murder. I feel like my soul is fractured, and that’s worse than anything I could possibly face in a courtroom. But I refuse to drag you into this with me, Regalis. You have to go home.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

Her eyes widened and she started to protest. “You must⁠—”

“Listen, I knew something was off when I read that fiction about your family giving up their land. I came to see if I could help, and that’s what I intend to do. Nothing has changed, except that now I know more, and that knowledge will help me to help you.”

“I love you for wanting to help—you have no idea how much—but what power do you have that you can lift this thing from me? There is nothing you can do.”

“I’ll think of something,” he said fiercely. “I just need a little time.”

“But—” she whispered, afraid that speaking aloud would tempt a horrible god to lend her words legitimacy. “I’m not worth it. I mean nothing but trouble and grief for you.”

“Listen to me.” He put a finger to her lips. “First, never say you’re not worth it. If the tables were turned, would you tolerate those words from me?”

Mutely, she shook her head.

“Your soul is worth everything. You are worth everything. Yes, you did a terrible thing, but remember that you did not start this. Second, I’ve never felt worse than when I left you alone in that awful cell in Solana. When I learned you’d been deported, I was heartsick and wretched. When I told you that I didn’t believe you, I betrayed both of us.”

She shook her head. “You didn’t betray me.”

He caught her face gently between his hands. “You have let me into the deepest, darkest part of your heart. You think what’s inside frightens me? The only thing that scares me is the idea of going back to Solana without you. I’m not going to tell you that I know how to get you out of this yet, but I need you to understand that nothing you can say will get me to leave.”

As her eyes welled with tears, he kissed her lips, then pressed his forehead to hers. “We all believe falsehoods about ourselves, Vesper,” he whispered. “You believe you are unsavable, and that you are alone. But—hear me—those are nothing more than lies, and all lies lose their power when you stop believing them.”


THIRTY-THREE
VESPER


They left the loft and headed back into Arenshar, taking the less-traveled roads. Along the way, Regalis stole a tunic from a washing line to cover his naked torso. They found a room at a small rustic inn called The Paisley, giving false names and posing as a married couple. The room was on the top floor of the three-story building, with a dormer overlooking the street. Vesper stayed in their room and slept while Regalis went back to his previous inn to get his things. He went by the inn where Vesper had stayed and got her bow and arrows, and then rode Velour back, bringing her and Clotine to The Paisley’s stables. Vesper could feel his exhaustion as he crawled into bed, wrapped an arm around her waist, and pulled her to him. The last thing he did before he fell asleep was put his nose into her hair and inhale.

Vesper woke to the sound of a dinner bell clanging downstairs. She couldn’t feel Regalis beside her, and rolled over to see him standing at the window. It was open, and Ferrugin was perched on the ledge. She pushed herself up to sitting.

“Ferrugin,” she said, hoping for a closer look at the hawk, but she flew away.

Regalis turned, putting something into a small sack and tying it closed. “You hungry?”

“Starving. You?”

Before he could answer, his stomach grumbled loudly and they laughed.

“I’ll ask them to bring up dinner for two,” he said.

Vesper looked out the window while she waited, thinking how nice it would be to take a hot bath. When she saw a purple cloak cross the street, her body tensed, but it disappeared down the block and didn’t come back. She took a closer look behind a trifold screen and saw a copper clawfoot tub. A spout over the tub was connected to a chain. When she pulled it, tepid water gushed out. Perhaps she could ask for some piping hot water to be brought up to warm it further.

Regalis returned carrying a tray with two steaming bowls, and a third bowl of apple slices. “They told me in no uncertain terms that they don’t offer room service, but they didn’t have any problem with me bringing it up myself.”

He set the tray on the bed and they dug into the strange bowls of gruel. It tasted like porridge, but with cheese curds that squeaked between her teeth when she bit them. The apple was good, crispy and sweet. Regalis ate his strange gruel as though he couldn’t taste it, and his dark eyes seemed far away.

“You’re quiet,” she said between bites of apple.

They’d said nothing more about what they should do next, but now that their stomachs were full and they had somewhere to stay, she couldn’t put it off any longer. She was out of money and out of ideas other than to turn herself in.

“I have a plan, but I need support from Solana for it to work. Ferrugin is taking a message to Ian, who will talk to King Agir,” he said quietly, watching her.

Her stomach gave a twist. “Why would King Agir want to help me?”

“I’m not saying he will, I’m just saying that I asked. Ferrugin will be back with a response, probably tomorrow. The property auction where they plan to sell off your family’s land is in three days. You think the best thing is to turn yourself in, and I think you may be right.”

Vesper sucked in a breath. She hadn’t expected that.

He saw the look on her face and took her hand. “But the way you turn yourself in could make all the difference. I have an idea, but it’s risky. Everything has to go right for it to work. Yet the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced it’s our only option. Can you trust me on that?”

She swallowed. “I can, and I do.”

He smiled and brought her hands to his lips. He kissed her fingers, and didn’t release them as he grew serious. “This is what I want you to do.”


THIRTY-FOUR
REGALIS


The day of the auction dawned and Arenshar’s city center seemed to bulge at the seams, but in a way that differed from market days. Rather than stalls selling merchandise, a wooden stage had been erected in front of the octagon. The event hadn’t officially started and already it was standing room only. Humans in the purple and white uniform of Arenshar moved about the stage, setting up tables and chairs for the administrators and auctioneer. A huge patchwork tent had been erected over a section of the park to keep direct sun off those attending. Along one side were tables selling ale, roasted fowl on wooden skewers, bowls of chopped fruit, iced coffees, and iced milks sweetened with honey. Regalis bought an iced coffee for Vesper and one for himself, then they stood off to one side, sipping and watching the preparations. He admired how calm Vesper looked, how relaxed. His heart balked when he thought of how much trust she had placed in him, how willing she was to try his plan. Her very life hung in the balance.

Vesper looked painfully sweet in the clothing Regalis had bought for her. It was a disguise meant to make her both blend in and stand out: blend in with the crowd by looking like other young women in attendance, but stand out in the sense that she would inspire compassion, because before the day was through, she would need it.

A fitted bodice of pink silk encased her bosom, the fabric ending just below her ribcage, leaving a strip of bare flesh between her top and the trousers. The bottoms, also made of pink silk but threaded with gold flowers, were fitted at the waist and hips, but the fabric making up the legs was so voluminous that at first glance she appeared to be wearing a skirt. Her feet were encased in strappy leather sandals with thin soles, the kind that many women in Arenshar wore.

Regalis had cut away half of Vesper’s waist-length auburn locks and applied a black paste that sat for a few hours, then washed away, leaving her hair the color of soot. Last night they had rolled her damp, dyed hair into ringlets and tied them close to her scalp with rags. When they’d cut the rags out this morning, she had tight black curls. Vesper pinned the curls so that her ears remained covered and applied a tinted cream to cover her freckles. Then she used just enough makeup to add a blush to her cheeks and make her eyes look a little smaller. Morpho sat in her hair, still enough to look fake. At first glance she appeared like a sweet Archelian teenager, the daughter of a respectable, if not wealthy, family. Regalis was satisfied that she wouldn’t be recognized. He needed her presence concealed until the right time.

Regalis needed to look unremarkable, so he wore a sleeveless ivory tunic that left his arms bare, sand-colored trousers that ended at midcalf, and sandals with leather thongs that wrapped up his calves. He had tied his hair back into a queue, leaving the tips of his ears covered. His skin and hair were naturally dark, like many of those who lived in the sunny climate of Arenshar. He looked like he belonged, even with the belted dagger at his hip.

A schedule had been published, the pamphlets sitting in stacks on small tables around the area. Regalis snagged a copy, and Vesper stood at his shoulder as they scanned the properties to be auctioned.

“Here.” Regalis pointed out the listing. “They’re calling it Cutright’s Park, a, b, c, and so on.”

The lettered subdivisions corresponded to a map that had been printed on the back of the schedule, illustrating how the land had been divided.

Regalis watched the shifting crowd for signs of Chancellor Tagan. Ferrugin had returned with a message from Ian confirming that the letter had been sent. While that was comforting, it didn’t guarantee that the chancellor would be present. There was a chance Regalis could make the plan work without the chancellor’s presence, but it would be better if Tagan were here to see things for himself rather than receive reports secondhand. Regalis understood that he was a heavyset middle-aged man with the dark coloring typical of Archelia, save for his eyes, which were said to be colorless. How that was possible, Regalis wasn’t sure, but as he scanned the crowd, he paid attention to the color of men’s eyes, hoping to find someone possessing eyes without any hue. He looked for Cutright, too, but couldn’t see the vice chancellor in the crowd or on stage.

The auctioneer—a man with a dark pointed beard and a jovial, booming voice—welcomed buyers and began to list the features of the first property up for sale: a villa at the southern edge of Arenshar; those interested in these properties moved nearer to the stage, while those waiting for properties slated to come up later stood back, drinking, eating, talking.

When the Darkstar land was next, Vesper moved up through the crowd while Regalis stayed back, watching her dark head of curls move toward the stage. When she stopped, Regalis made his way toward the city guard who stood nearest to her. Ferrugin’s shadow passed over the tent just before she swooped under the canvas and landed on a branch. A few people noticed her, pointing out the hawk to their companions, but there were plenty of other birds cooing and cawing in the shade so they soon lost interest. As Regalis moved into place, he finally spied Cutright lounging in a canvas chair just in front of the steps leading up to the octagon. He sipped a cold beverage from a copper mug, condensation dripping over its dimpled surface, while chatting casually with the richly dressed elderly man seated beside him. But when the auctioneer announced Cutright’s Park was up next, Cutright straightened and paid attention, though he didn’t leave his seat.

“I hear that some of you traveled from as far away as Calasath for this jewel,” the auctioneer boomed. “And no wonder. Cutright’s Park is among the finest and most untouched tracts of land remaining in the republic. A gift of the Darkstar family to our good city to sell to the people of Archelia, and perhaps even a foreigner or two. The park boasts several freshwater rivers, two lakes, and a section of western coastline. Preserved for generations as hunting lands, it is full of game, and thick with old-growth fae forests of hauberwood and bazrosh, as well as Terran oaks, chestnuts, and maple. I’m told that while the land has no structures, there are several large orchards and flower gardens, as well as a gourd patch and a mature vineyard. We will begin with the section marked with an ‘a’ on your schedules. A map printed on the backside will help those who haven’t seen the land with their own eyes to orient themselves. This section is a full hundred-acre tract that shares a body of freshwater, one of the lakes—currently labeled with the number three—with several other tracts. Bidding begins at six hundred gold⁠—”

“You have no right to sell the Darkstar land,” Vesper yelled.

There was an astounded silence, followed by a smattering of nervous laughter. The auctioneer shaded his eyes, though there was no sun on him, and peered into the front row.

“Who is speaking, please?” he asked good naturedly. “Show yourself.”

An elegant hand appeared in the air. “I am.”

The auctioneer found her and his expression softened when he saw the young, pretty girl by herself in the crowd. “My dear, you are mistaken. Perhaps you’ve had too much summer wine. Go find your parents, and leave me to do my job.”

Vesper’s voice rang out, loud and clear. “I have not been drinking, sir. My name is Elara Darkstar, and my parents are dead. They, and all of my siblings, were murdered by Canon Cutright and his men.”

As the crowd gasped, it was like someone had electrocuted Cutright. He sprang from his seat, dropping his copper cup into the dirt and almost knocking the man beside him over. He leapt onto the stage, his face pink with rage. He looked to the nearest guard, eyes wide and wild, and commanded, “Seize her this instant!”

The guard sprang into action but went down with a cry—since the laces of his sandals had been knotted together—taking two others down with him. More guards shoved their way through the crowd toward her. Regalis elbowed his own way through, aiming to slow down the one who would reach her first. He couldn’t give her much time, but he wanted to give her all he could.

“The Darkstars did not emigrate,” Vesper continued, loud enough for everyone to hear. “We were spied on, threatened and intimidated by Cutright in an attempt to force us to sell our land to him, and when that didn’t work, he⁠—”

“The Darkstar family bequeathed their land to the city,” Cutright bellowed overtop of Vesper. “Everyone knows this. And you are a murderer! Elara Darkstar, you are responsible for the deaths of my wife and children and you will finally be brought to justice! Seize her, I say!”

Regalis hooked his foot around the ankle of the guard nearest Elara, sending him down in a tangle of patrons and material. The crowd shifted and moved like a restless sea, nervous but listening and watching with morbid fascination.

“The bodies of my family were thrown into the fires you set to destroy our homestead,” screamed Elara, slipping sideways through the stunned crowd, barely evading another soldier. “Dig through the rubble and you’ll have all the proof you need that the Darkstar land was never given to Arenshar. Cutright is a murder⁠—”

A hand clamped over Elara’s mouth as guards finally swarmed around her. Regalis could barely see her—just a curly black head between broad shoulders and purple capes.

Cutright, seeing she’d been apprehended, rushed to the side of the stage and jumped to the ground. Elara was being led away, going peacefully, but the guards picked her up anyway, one handling her torso and the other taking her by the legs. They didn’t handle her gently, and the crowd murmured with unease.

The auctioneer pacified them, his hands out, palms patting the air in a calming gesture. “Pardon the interruption. She’s been taken into custody and will be dealt with, and fairly, I’m sure. Let’s take a five-minute break, then we shall resume with Cutright Park ‘a.’”

Ferrugin followed Elara from the sky, feeding Regalis the visual of her being carried away. She was taken to a row of horses, her wrists manacled, then she was draped over the back of one on her stomach. Six guards mounted their own horses. Ferrugin tracked them as they moved through the city.

Regalis turned his attention to Cutright, where he spoke with a man who appeared to be a captain, based on the large gold clasps holding his cape to his shoulders and the golden breastplate embossed with the scorpion. Cutright’s demeanor had changed once Vesper was in custody. He acted like the whole thing was some kind of joke, laughing and shaking his head, confident in his supremacy.

As the auctioneer moved to resume proceedings, a young boy approached the front of the stage, gesturing. The auctioneer moved forward and bent down, taking a note from the kid. He unfolded the parchment, alarm dawning on his face as he read the message. His gaze went to the back of the crowd.

“Friends, the remainder of the auction has been canceled. There will be no further bidding today.”

Cutright was on his feet again. “On whose authority?”

From the back of the crowd a big voice boomed: “On Chancellor Tagan’s authority.”

Regalis, smiling, stepped up on the plinth of a pillar to catch a glimpse of Chancellor Tagan. The chancellor had come but had lingered in the back, watching the proceedings quietly. He had taken King Agir’s advice, which had actually been Regalis’s advice.

Canon Cutright grew stoic as he moved through the crowd, the guards shoving people out of his way. When Canon reached Tagan, the two men clasped forearms, though Regalis couldn’t hear what was said, then moved away together. He lost sight of them.

Regalis took a deep, steadying breath. The first part of the plan was complete and had gone roughly as he’d hoped. The second part involved more risk, and some slick diplomacy. If it went wrong, he would never see Vesper again, at least not this side of the grave.


THIRTY-FIVE
REGALIS


Regalis gave himself one final look over in the mirror. He was dressed in official Solanan garb—even finer than the uniform he wore for balls. A dark blue boiled-leather vest embossed with the Solanan lion’s head, dark blue calfskin leggings, and knee-high boots, all topped off with a pale green cloak. Across the back of his cloak, from shoulder to shoulder, was an embroidered representation of Ferrugin, wings spread wide, eyes full of fire, beak open in a scream and talons spread to pierce an enemy. Ferrugin was amused, and a little embarrassed, by the image Olinya’s embroiderers had created. Dark blue vambraces encased Regalis’s wrists, and King Agir’s gold seal was on the first finger of his right hand—proof he carried all the authority of his sovereign. Regalis strapped on his sword belt, then shouldered a plain burlap bag.

As he rode Velour through the streets of Arenshar at dawn, he wondered how Vesper was doing. After the auction was canceled yesterday, he’d learned—by eavesdropping as a couple of city guards talked about what had transpired—that she’d been charged with four counts of premeditated murder and two counts of manslaughter. So Johar had died from his wounds after all. She had been incarcerated at the Arenshar gaol to await trial.

He’d also learned that Cutright was being kept under house arrest until Vesper’s accusations could be disproved, exactly what Regalis had been hoping would happen, and why they’d planned for her to make them so publicly. Chancellor Tagan was the only figure to whom Cutright must answer. If the chancellor hadn’t been present, it was likely she wouldn’t have ever arrived at the gaol, the fate of Elara Darkstar and her family forever buried.

When Regalis reached the museum, he tied Velour to a hitching post and walked to the front steps. The museum had been designed by the same architect who had done the octagon, so though the building was rectangular, it had the same portico of columns and the same scorpion and dagger etchings. A man dressed in a purple samite doublet and shimmering white cloak met him under the portico. Several guards with spears stood off to both sides, at ease.

“Leo Marksman, emissary of King Agir.” The man reached out and Regalis gripped his forearm. “I am Senator Alestalo Mikkola, Chancellor Tagan’s deputy. I have been given the honor of welcoming you.”

“Thank you for the courtesy,” Regalis said as Alestalo gestured toward the front doors of the museum. The guards swept the doors open for the two men.

Alestalo guided Regalis through a lobby, to a wide hall that went both left and right. Ahead lay a cavernous room with a high ceiling topped by a glass dome framed with latticework, which let in the morning light.

“I hope your journey was pleasant,” said the deputy, whose demeanor seemed open and earnest.

“Pleasant enough, thank you.”

“You were accompanied by no others?” The deputy looked surprised. “I anticipated a group, yet you appear to be alone.”

“I am not alone,” said Regalis with a smile. “I only appear to be.”

“How curious. It would have been an honor to house you, and your men, Mr. Marksman. As it happens, though, our vice chancellor is unable to host you, so I suppose it was lucky that you arranged your own accommodation.”

The custom was, when a foreign diplomat visited Archelia for business or a negotiation, they would stay in the guesthouse of the highest ranked government agent in the city—which would have meant staying with Cutright.

“I require little and your city has many quaint inns and boutique hotels. I also prefer to view foreign places as any other visitor might. I learn a lot that way.”

“Ah, a prince in disguise of sorts.” Deputy Alestalo nodded with an approval that Regalis knew was contrived. “I can see the appeal. But perhaps I might offer you some other diversion? You will see the museum today, and you may linger as long as you wish, however I would be happy to introduce you to our finest tavern, bathhouse, gentlemen’s club, or all three?”

“Thank you, but I’m hoping there won’t be time,” said Regalis. “King Agir is most eager for a resolution.”

“His correspondence thus far has been in writing, and somewhat slower than we had hoped, so your visit is an unexpected honor, and most welcome. You’ve been given all authority to act on his behalf, I understand, but may I ask what changed?”

“What do you mean?’

“The matter has been lagging for months, not to put too fine a point on it.”

“King Agir needed time to give it proper thought. The land is no trifle.”

That’s why it’s been sitting untouched and unthought of for more generations I can count, Ferrugin added wryly from somewhere outside the building, making Regalis’s lips twitch.

“Of course.” The deputy dipped his head.

They entered another gallery softly lit from above by the rising sun. Paintings of birds, their colorful wings gilded with gold flake, adorned the upper borders of the walls. Chancellor Tagan stood alone before the reconstructed bones of a huge, tusked mammoth. He turned as Regalis and Deputy Mikkola approached. When he saw Regalis, he smiled and Regalis finally understood what was meant by colorless eyes. Pale crystal, almost but not quite gray, they were bright and crafty, but not unkind. Chancellor Tagan was a broad-shouldered man, straight-backed, with very short hair and very straight teeth, bright in his tanned face. He wore a white toga with a gold scorpion brooch pinned at the shoulder.

Regalis bowed before him.

“Mr. Marksman. Rise,” said the chancellor, who stretched out his right arm for Regalis to clasp. “Welcome to Arenshar. How curious that you requested a meeting at all, and curiouser yet that you chose to have it in a museum.”

Regalis straightened. “Yes, King Agir thought it fitting.”

Chancellor Tagan grunted. “Not a subtle man, then. I take it you know what lies within the badlands. Do I need to apologize for not being forthright about my hopes for the region?”

Regalis waved away Tagan’s blunder as they began to walk down the gallery. Mikkola stayed with them but walked a step behind.

“Not at all. We merely wished to understand why land which had been previously uninteresting to both our kingdoms might be viewed as valuable. Now, we wish to ascertain a fair agreement, which I am to present to you today.”

“I’m listening.” Tagan tilted his head in Regalis’s direction, putting his hands behind his back as they walked along a row of the reassembled bones of various creatures.

“We would like to propose a trade,” Regalis said casually, as though what he was asking was perfectly reasonable. “All of the badlands for all of the Darkstar territory.”

The chancellor stopped walking abruptly, his silver brows raised. “I have to admit you’ve caught me off guard, Mr. Marksman.”

“That was not my intent, Chancellor,” Regalis lied.

The chancellor regarded him with those eerie eyes. “How did you come to know of that matter, pray tell?”

“I learned of it through one of your own government employees. A simple inquiry made at the octagon.”

“I see. Well, if you know about the Darkstar land, you should also know that it is not mine to trade.”

“Would you make the trade if it was?” Regalis asked.

“I would. The Darkstar lands are close in size to the badlands. They are beautiful, but I already have plenty of forested grounds. Were it mine, I would consider it an equitable trade. However, legally, it belongs to the last living Darkstar, a fae female, who up until yesterday had been missing for over two years. She is in our custody awaiting trial, for the murder of Cutright’s family, no less. Quite a scandal. If she is found guilty the property will fall into the hands of the republic. Our courts are not swift and already quite overwhelmed. I was hoping to resolve the matter of the badlands quickly, but a trial will take more than a year, even if we rush the preparations, as she was only caught yesterday.”

Regalis shook his head, looking a touch mournful. “What a shame. King Agir’s offer is only valid for five days.”

The chancellor looked shocked “Why?”

“He rather likes the idea of adding to the museum in Solana. If our offer didn’t appeal to you, or you were unable to make the trade, we are to begin our own excavations next month.”

Chancellor Tagan huffed with frustration. “You’ve come all this way to dangle before me something that I cannot have?”

Regalis made an expression like he was getting an idea. “Based on what you’ve said about the Darkstar girl, an alternative may have just presented itself, Chancellor, if you’ll allow me to be so bold.”

The chancellor made an impatient gesture.

“You say she was incarcerated only yesterday,” Regalis went on, hoping the chancellor didn’t notice the sweat beading at his brow. “I propose you offer her an acquittal, in exchange for which she signs the land entirely over to you. Once it is in your possession, you can make the trade with King Agir for the badlands. It could be done in a matter of days. You do have the right to settle with her. Your laws state that the chancellor is the highest authority in Archelian courts.”

“I’ve never used my power in such a way, but yes, I could.” Chancellor Tagan studied him thoughtfully. “You want me to free a murderer?”

“I am somewhat informed about the Darkstar female’s predicament.” He turned to face Tagan. “She did not act unprovoked; in fact, when you have your team uncover her family’s bones, you’ll find that Cutright is guilty of the murder of the rest of the Darkstar family: the parents and four faelings.” Regalis swallowed, his mouth dry as he presented the next bit of information, “Further, your investigation will reveal that the Darkstar woman is flora fae, and that her familiar is in fact directly responsible for the deaths of Cutright’s family. Elara Darkstar allowed her familiar to end their lives, but her hand did not bear the blade, so to speak. We propose that forfeiting her family’s land in exchange for freedom and exile be punishment enough to satisfy you.”

Tagan stared at Regalis. “How is that you know so much about the Darkstar murders?”

“The facts were not difficult to acquire, Chancellor, in spite of Canon Cutright’s attempts to keep it all a secret. I viewed the land myself.”

“You propose exile. Am I to take it that Solana will open their arms to this unfortunate creature? Because she comes from ancient nobility?”

“Regardless of her family’s status”—Regalis tilted his head—“she is fae, and will need somewhere to go. King Agir knows her story and will take responsibility for her. In exchange you may claim all the badlands for Archelia and begin your excavations as swiftly as you had hoped.”

Chancellor Tagan fell silent for a long moment, then: “The girl may refuse.”

“Would you, under the circumstances?”

“No.”

“And neither will she. It is the swiftest way to get what you want.”

“Cutright will want retribution.”

Regalis gave a humorless smile. “Given what he has done, I daresay what he wants should have no bearing on the situation. Many would consider what happened to his family as turnabout. I assume he awaits his own trial?”

The chancellor grunted again. “If it is how the girl said, and we find her family’s bones. Even if it were not all so public, I would see justice done.” He shook his head in disappointment. “I have known Cutright for a long time. I know his feelings toward the fae, but I never thought him capable of such immorality.”

Regalis had a few choice criticisms for how Tagan might have avoided such an atrocity, but he would save them for when Vesper was safe. “How much time do you need, Chancellor?”

“I will send a message to you before dark.”

“Very well.” Regalis took the burlap sack from his shoulder and handed it to the chancellor. “I found this when I visited the Darkstar land. I wasn’t sure who to give it to at the time, but now that I’ve met you, I know you’ll do the right thing.”

Hesitantly, the chancellor took the bag. When he looked inside, the blood drained from his face. He looked up, his complexion waxy. Regalis tilted his head respectfully, and left the chancellor there, holding the skull.


THIRTY-SIX
VESPER


Vesper tilted her head back and looked at the ceiling. It was high, for a cell. Her next thought was how sad it was that she even knew the ceiling was high for a cell. Life had become a series of cells, and unless Regalis pulled off the second half of the plan, it likely wouldn’t be her last. What did they do with prisoners on death row, she wondered.

Of the three cells that she’d occupied thus far, this one was the only one she’d had to share—and she had discovered that the only thing worse than waking up alone in a cell was waking up with another prisoner staring at you malevolently from behind stringy hair.

Her cellmate smelled of urine, booze, and body odor, yet she was the one wearing an expression of revulsion as she watched Vesper from the other side of the room. She hadn’t been in the cell when Vesper had fallen asleep on the wooden slats that passed for a bed, but she’d been there when Vesper woke. Morpho had been standing on her chest, facing their foul-smelling cellmate and showing off the scariest-looking shape he knew. Creatonotos gangis was beautiful—with showy pink and black markings on its wings and abdomen, as well as bright yellow patches on its upper legs—when its mating paraphernalia was put away. But when the species was ready to attract a mate, the male pushed four hairy appendages—each as long as the moth itself—from the tip of its abdomen. While these appendages, called coremata, were harmless, they didn’t look harmless, they looked like spiny black feather dusters, and highly venomous. Gangis moths were not the only species with coremata, but they by far possessed the largest. If their cellmate had had some idea of attacking or perhaps stealing the pearls in Vesper’s earlobes, Morpho’s coremata had been enough to deter her.

When Vesper had sat up, Morpho withdrew the feather dusters and took the form of a small white cabbage moth, tiny, innocuous. Their cellmate shrank back against the wall behind her when she saw his transformation, eyes wide with fear. She pulled her legs up, hugging her knees, and didn’t make eye contact with Vesper after that.

The prison guard, a tall man with a large belly and crosshatched scars on the back of every finger—stained with lampblack to make them stand out—came to get her after a lunch of thin soup and hard cheese. Vesper didn’t eat much because she was concerned about Morpho. The cell had no window, and they had been told when they’d been thrown in the cell yesterday that if Morpho was seen trying to leave the gaol, he would be crushed on sight. Vesper had asked several times for a blossom, any blossom, but the guards ignored her. Morpho’s energy was waning. After the gangis moth display, he sat on the top of her head and drowsed. He was still there when they were taken down a hall toward the rear of the gaol and into a room with a table, two chairs facing one another across it.

The jailer shoved her into a chair, and Vesper tried not to stare at the rusty chains and manacles hanging from metal rings fixed to the stone walls, or the suspicious-looking stains on the walls and floors. Her breath became thready as she wondered if Regalis’s meeting with the chancellor had in fact taken place. She had no assurances of anything, only hope.

She was made to wait for what felt like hours, but was probably only twenty minutes. When the door opened again and a man in a clean white tunic, purple trousers, and pointy satin shoes walked in, she thought he was in the wrong place. He looked as though he wondered the same thing, as he scanned the room in distaste before sitting down across from her. He had rings on every finger, and an amethyst on a chain dangled from his right earlobe. Aside from the outfit and the jewelry, he looked like a middle-aged man who practiced moderation in all things, but had taken exceptional care of his teeth. He held a parchment scroll in one hand, and set that on the table before he sat down. He smiled at her and folded his hands together. They both ignored the jailer, who stood at the door, sniffing and wiping his nose on his grubby tunic.

“Confirm for me your full name, Miss?” He gestured to her hair. “And the name of your… er… friend there.”

“Elara Darkstar, and my familiar is Morpho.”

He clearly knew this already, and nodded as he pulled a pair of spectacles out of a pocket in his trousers. He lay them beside the scroll. “My name is Tomas Sheever, I’m a deputy minister in Chancellor Tagan’s cabinet. I’m not a lawyer, just a civil servant, but I’ve been chosen to represent the chancellor in this matter.”

Vesper’s brows arched, and she crossed her arms to hide that her hands were shaking.

“Miss Darkstar.” He templed his fingers and took a moment to find the right words, licking his lips. “You’ve been charged with five counts of premeditated murder and two counts of manslaughter. Do you need me to read you the names of the victims, and their ages?”

“No.” Apparently, Crassus was now included in the list. “Actually, yes. Just one. The woman… the adult female. Not Mrs. Cutright. The other one.”

“Her name was Victoria Tastula, and she was twenty-four years of age,” the minister said.

Sorrow seized her as she remembered the kindly face of the lawyer, Viktor. He’d lost his daughter, or perhaps she was his granddaughter. What a sad waste of a life. She wished she’d never gone to the P & T offices at all, but at least now she knew the blond woman’s name.

“Thank you,” murmured Vesper, casting her gaze down at the table.

“Obviously, these are very serious crimes. Should you be found guilty, the sentence for a female is death by hanging. Also, upon conviction of such crimes, any property legally in your name would normally pass to your offspring. But given that you have no offspring, all properties will pass to the republic. Do you understand?”

“I understand, Mr. Sheever, but may I ask a question?”

“Please.”

“Can you tell me whether Canon Cutright has been detained and charged with nine counts of premeditated murder, and two attempted murders?”

“That is not relevant to—” Tomas cocked his head questioningly. “Your count seems off, Miss Darkstar.”

Vesper gave a humorless smile. He’d as good as confirmed that Cutright had indeed been charged. “Shall I list the names and ages?”

Curiosity warred with something else on the deputy’s face, duty perhaps. She suspected that he was meant to rebuff any request she made for information on Cutright’s situation. But she’d caught him off guard with the body count.

“Go ahead, then.” He waved a hand.

“Sanjak Darkstar, aged forty-four, and Nissa the field mouse familiar, aged forty-two. Phyrra Darkstar, aged forty. Finador Darkstar, aged seventeen; Galborn Darkstar, aged twelve; Haleron Darkstar, aged nine; Prickle Darkstar, warthog familiar, aged nine; Filrae Darkstar, aged five; Birch Darkstar, harpy eagle familiar, aged five. All of them were murdered in cold blood by Canon Cutright and his men. Elara and her familiar survived attempted murder.”

As she listed off her family, understanding dawned on the deputy’s face, and he slouched with impatience, but let her finish.

“In Archelia, Miss Darkstar, animals and insects are not accorded the same legal protection as humans or fae.”

“They aren’t animals, they’re familiars,” replied Vesper, “and I am aware of that, but Archelia’s failings make their murders no less wrong. I’d also argue that, under Cutright’s governance, fae have not in fact been given the same protection as humans. Far from it.”

He lay his hands flat on the tabletop. “Miss Darkstar, we have segued off topic entirely. I am here to propose a settlement with you, not debate the finer points of Archelian law or your grievances with the governor. Will you kindly allow me to proceed?”

Her pulse quickened. A settlement? Regalis had gotten to the chancellor, then.

“Yes, go ahead.”

“Thank you. Please keep in mind that this is not a negotiation. There will be no quibbling over the terms, and no second chances. Either you accept it as is, today, or you decline, and there will be no other opportunity. Understand?”

She nodded, barely breathing. “I understand.”

“Good. At last.” Tomas cleared his throat and put the spectacles on his face as he unrolled the parchment. He glanced at it, refreshing himself of the contents. “First, I must point out that this proposal is without prejudice. Should a hearing take place in the future, no part of this discussion may be used as evidence of any kind. I shall refer to you as the Darkstar Party, and to Chancellor Tagan simply as the republic.” He looked up to make sure she was listening.

“The republic proposes that, in exchange for full legal immunity, the Darkstar Party will agree to three stipulations. First, to leave the Republic of Archelia permanently, never to return. Second, to sign over full legal ownership of any property to the republic.” He glanced up to gauge her response to this.

She did her best to remain expressionless, but she suspected that Tomas must be able to hear how hard and fast her heart was beating. Regalis had done it! She would be acquitted. She could return to Solana. All she had to do was give up the rights to her family’s land, which she had no interest in ever seeing again anyway. There was nothing there for her but horror and grief.

He looked down at the parchment again. “And third, to surrender the moth Morpho to the custody of the republic, for immediate execution.”

Her breath stilled in her throat.

“The terms of this agreement,” Tomas continued, oblivious to her shock, “and any information exchanged pursuant to this agreement shall remain strictly confiden⁠—”

“No,” she snapped.

She felt a fluttering tremor on the top of her head, followed by a strong pulse of disquiet from her familiar. Morpho’s unease rapidly escalated into distress stronger than any she had ever felt before.

Tomas looked up in surprise. “No?”

Vesper crossed her arms, her body starting to shake, but her voice was strong. A trial would take at least a year; in all that time, another door might open.

“That’s right. I decline.”

The deputy’s expression wilted into dismay. “Miss Darkstar, I strongly suggest that you take the time to consider thoroughly⁠—”

“No.” She stood up from her chair and looked at the jailer. “You can take me back to my cell now. We’re finished here.”

She reached up for Morpho, who was trembling with fear. Her fingers brushed his wings but he fluttered away from her hand. She looked up, watching as he flew to the ceiling and landed there, upside down. She craned her neck to look up at him, confused.

Come down, darling.

He was still trembling, and she could feel the anguish consuming her little moth; it pulsed off of him in waves so strong they left a tracery in the air, something that she’d never seen before. She could see his feelings? He flattened his wings out and shook. As black seeped over Morpho’s wings, she glanced uneasily at Tomas, then the jailer, but neither had moved from their places, both had their eyes on her moth.

With another pulse of agitation, so strong it made her wince, the yellow bled through on Morpho’s thorax, coalescing into its iconic form.

The jailer murmured an oath under his breath.

Gooseflesh prickled across Vesper’s flesh when she saw the yellow skull. She had misread Morpho’s anguish as terror for his own life, but it was terror for hers. Her lower lip trembled at what he was saying. He was still now, and exhausted, she could feel that too.

“No, Morpho,” she choked out. “I can’t do it. Don’t make me.”

Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. She wiped them away, but they were followed by so many more that it was no use. In the deepest recesses of her heart, she knew he meant it, and he was resolute. She had never felt a stronger force of will. He would not budge from his place on the ceiling until she signed that document.

Her knees buckled and she sank to the floor with a sob, still looking up, unable to tear her blurred gaze away from that black splotch on the ceiling. He had been with her through everything. Her shoulders shook and the cry that wrenched from her throat was deep and painful: helplessness and anguish and grief. She reached out for him, begging him to come down with all of her being. He did not move, but he did send her a pulse of adoration, a love so warm and powerful that it was pure sunbeam.

She sobbed, kneeling on the floor, still in the pink clothing, forgetting where she was. Her head tilted back, her arms uplifted until she couldn’t hold them up any longer. Her hands came over her heart, as though to keep it from spilling out into her lap.

At some point she became aware of a gentle voice. “There, there. There, there, Miss Darkstar. Really now. Hush. This is most unexpected, most irregular.”

She put her hands over her face, wiping her cheeks. At a glance, she realized just how humane the human Tomas Sheever was. His eyes were red and moist, his voice almost sweet. Even the jailer looked like he wished fervently that he could be anywhere else.

The minister had risen from his chair to stand beside the negotiating table, one hand half reaching for her. When she made eye contact, the rest of his veneer of professionalism fell away. He helped her to her chair. The tears had not stopped, but she was no longer wracked with sobs.

Tomas sat across from her, after an uncertain glance at the ceiling. He read out the rest of the agreement, but Vesper heard nothing. She was unable to pull her focus away from the love, hope, and expectation emanating from her tiny familiar. The potency of it humbled and awed her.

When Tomas was finished, he patted at his chest, looking disoriented. He fumbled at his tunic and withdrew a small case and opened it. Inside was a short quill and a delicate square reservoir of ink. Wordlessly, he took the cork out of the ink, then put the pen into her hand, carefully, as though she was a fragile doll that might fall apart. He withdrew and looked at her like he was holding his breath. She felt another pulse of love from the ceiling. It poured over her, as warm and sweet as honey, bringing another gush of tears.

The minister turned the parchment toward her, so it was right-side up. It had already been signed by the chancellor, she saw. Beside Tagan’s scrawl was a space for Elara Darkstar to scribble her own name.

When she dipped the quill and signed through her haze of grief, Morpho’s happiness bathed her like rain. She put down the quill and looked up at him, feeling how very little he had left. I love you, Morpho. I’ve never had a dearer, braver friend.

His dark form quivered, and slowly, slowly, the black and gold bled away. The skull was swallowed up by the vibrant pale green of his luna moth form. With a final pulse of joy that she was free, he died. His tiny claws gave way and he fell from the ceiling to spiral into her open hands.


EPILOGUE


Some gifts come wrapped in bright paper, some in tiny unremarkable boxes, but the best gifts have no material substance and come with no wrapping at all. Until Regalis gave her his faith, and Morpho gave her his life, Elara had thought she’d known what a gift could mean.

She’d known nothing.

Loss was hard. Grief was harder yet, but one thing she knew in the center of her deepest self—that secret place that hints it knows all but releases its wisdom in tiny doses only at fortuitous times—was that honoring the gifts others had given her meant appreciating, recovering, surviving, growing, thriving. In the three weeks she had been back in Solana she had determined to do all these things, and, hopefully, more. Once, she hadn’t been able to see a future that didn’t involve always moving, keeping to shadows, looking behind but staying ahead. Now, her future was cast in the light of day, and that too was a gift.

It had been strange, walking into the Lion’s Den when she returned. The skin of Clotine’s back was not yet cooled from her saddle when Hob came to fetch her. Regalis had kissed her and told her he’d be in the hall when she was finished.

Portia and Queen Esha had both been waiting for her. Vesper had expected a long discussion where her past life and actions would need to be explained, but the queen didn’t pry. She asked only whether the reports they’d received by bird from Regalis were true; when Vesper admitted that they were, she only nodded, giving away nothing of what she thought. The queen expressed regret over the tragic loss of the Darkstar family, then moved to the next matter: she hoped Vesper understood why she couldn’t be given back her position in the Calyx.

Vesper could feel regret baking off Portia, so dared not look at her in case the gardener misread accusation or disappointment in her expression, because she felt neither of those things. Vesper realized just how poorly it would reflect on the kingdom and the Calyx to have her, an ex-fugitive and known murderer, among their number.

Vesper bowed her head. “I understand.” When she looked up again, she could read relief in the queen’s face.

“I believe you were given a copy of your birth document before you left Archelia?” The queen held out a hand. “May I see it?”

Vesper pulled it from her cloak and handed the scroll over.

The queen untied the leather wrappings and opened it. “Elara Darkstar. Well. There it is in black and white. Daughter of Sanjak and Phyrra Darkstar. Do you also have your Calyx seal? I understand that Regalis took it with him to Archelia in the case that it might be useful.”

Vesper handed that over too, and the queen glanced at it before passing it to Portia. She handed the birth document back to Vesper. “Hereafter, you’ll be known as Elara Darkstar, not Vesper, and certainly not Mimi Windward.”

Something loosened in Elara’s chest. When the queen said her true name aloud, Elara sensed a pleasant wind of renewal blow over her. The life she had been living as Vesper tumbled away like dry leaves, revealing a scarred but sturdy foundation, the bedrock of her true identity. On it, she could build something honest and true.

“Solana offers you sanctuary and citizenship,” the queen went on. “On the condition that you accept the position the Royal Gardener and I have created for you, for a minimum of seven years, with an option to renew, and advance, if appropriate.”

Elara couldn’t prevent an inquisitive look at Portia, hope unspooling in her belly. “Position?”

At Queen Esha’s glance of encouragement, Portia took the lead. “Lab assistant to Teyvik. It doesn’t pay nearly as well as a position in the Calyx, as you know, but what you earned as Calyx will be returned to you, and you will get some royalties when your isolates are used. Lab assistant is steady work, good work, and we—Teyvik and I—believe you’re well suited for it. You’ll still have an opportunity to use your magic, but you’ll no longer have any public face at court. You’ll relocate from the keep to one of the gardener’s cottages and you’ll report to Teyvik, so you and I won’t see quite so much of one another. At least until you work your way up, if that is what you would like to do.”

“I would like that, very much,” said Elara, feeling the tug of a smile.

Since then, not a single person had called her Vesper, not even by accident. It still felt like there was a hole in the center of her chest where she’d once felt Morpho, but last night she’d not had a single bad dream, which she took as a promise of more peaceful nights ahead. The Calyx were likely curious about the events but Portia had told them not to pry, and Elara was relieved to be left alone. Ten days after her return, Auvo had gifted her with a small framed painting of Morpho in his luna moth form. He reminded her that many of the Calyx had lost their familiars after Faraçek’s Folly, and that even if they didn’t show it, they knew how she was feeling. That comforted her a little. At first Elara couldn’t look at the portrait without welling up, but this morning she’d taken it out of her bookshelf, where she’d tucked it between volumes, and been able to look at it without crying. She’d kissed it and set it on the mantel over the small fireplace in her cottage. Tomorrow, she would find a place to hang it.

Elara finished loading the ether-powered autoclave with jars, closed the hatch, and turned it on. Everything inside would be sterile and ready to go in the morning. Teyvik had already left for the day, and Elara was cleaning up. She returned ingredients—blocks of compressed red algae, jars of dried tonka beans, bags of crushed kelp, tiny jars of mica, alkanet root, and carmine—to the shelves before she swept the floor, wiped down the copper countertops, and powered down the etherlamps. She locked the door and turned toward her cottage, but stopped short when she saw Regalis coming up the path.

She walked straight into his arms. “Weren’t we meant to meet in the dining hall?”

She saw Regalis almost every day now, and was learning things about him that she’d been too distracted to notice about him before. He was quietly competitive with his friends, and gloried in physical combat, whether it was real or practice. He was a gifted woodcarver, but needed glasses if the light was poor, in spite of having a hawk familiar. He explained that when he received vision from Ferrugin, it was orders of magnitude better than his own. He loved reading history books, also needing the glasses in dim light. He knew how to play a set of simple wooden pipes that his grandmother in Kittrell had left him in her will. He hated mushrooms in his food. Without any lies between them, conversation flowed like a mountain stream.

Regalis kissed her in greeting. “I come bearing a different invitation. King Agir is ready to see you.”

Elara’s heart gave a twist of anxiety. She’d begun to hope that since she’d met with the queen, she wouldn’t have to also speak with the king. “He needed three weeks to prepare himself? That can’t be a good sign.”

Elara’s fears that some might protest against her presence in Solana were just starting to ease. Regalis had told her that no one would protest, since most people didn’t know the details of her history, nor the inner workings of the Calyx, and she’d been accepted back by Esha and Agir. That would be enough for the majority of Solana’s citizens.

Regalis looped an arm around Elara’s waist and she was surprised when he walked her to the maproom, not the Lion’s Den. When he entered with her, she gave him a grateful smile.

King Agir stood at the table in the center, leaning forward on one hand, and peering through a magnifying glass. When Regalis announced them, the king put down the glass and turned. His expression was unexpectedly… welcoming, even jovial.

“Elara Darkstar.” He spread his hands wide, as though inviting in an old friend.

She performed a deep curtsy, the way she’d learned from Portia. “At your service, sire.”

He gestured for her to come closer. “Please. Come. I want to welcome you personally back to Solana. My deepest condolences to you for the loss of your family and your familiar.”

She took a few steps closer but hesitated to join the king at the table, like an equal. “I am thankful for the kindnesses you and Queen Esha have extended to me.”

The king put his hands behind his back and looked at her from under lowered brows. There was a deep pathos there, and it surprised Elara. The king was known for action, accomplishment, sometimes rages, but not compassion. To be the subject of Agir’s concern helped Elara understand why he was beloved to his people. She could feel it: he cared.

“When you feel ready, because I know it would be a difficult task,” he said, “I wonder if you might sit with one of our chroniclers. I would like to have the Darkstar story recorded in the words of a Darkstar. Not only of your family’s tragic end, but I would know of their lives, and what stories you grew up with about Gloriana, and the time after the summer court. Stories like yours are so often lost to time. Oh, we know of kings and queens, but of their subjects, we have so little. Would you be willing to do that for me?”

He cared enough to want to preserve her ancestry? Elara’s throat closed up and she could only nod.

“I understand your family’s holdings were burned?” he asked. “I am exceedingly sorry for that. I’m hoping you’ll be willing to work with a sketch artist to render those, as well as you’re able from memory?”

Mute with emotion, she nodded again.

“Good. Thank you.” He turned to the table and held out an inviting hand. “Come see the updated map. You too, Regalis. It’s a thing of beauty. Navin and Finnian have outdone themselves.”

She moved forward, seeing that the item on the table was a map of central Ivryndi, with Solana in its middle. The king traced Solana’s southern border with a fingertip.

“Here’s the badlands, and the new border. You can see it’s excluded from Solanan lands now. And here”—his finger brushed west, cutting south at the Darkstar territory, which was labeled Darkstar, and continuing until it reached the Ivryndian Sea—“is our new addition. Solana now shares some east-west border with Rahamlar and”—he looked at her, his eyes shining—“we have coastline. Access to the Ivryndian. Do you know what this means for us?”

She nodded, but as Agir continued, she realized she didn’t… not really. The Darkstar family had been so focused on preserving their land for game that they’d never developed any infrastructure to utilize the coast.

Agir’s voice shifted into a more resonant and energetic version of itself. He was inspired, excited, eager about possibilities. “Cheaper trade, our own fishing industry and an additional sustainable food and income source, the potential for naval power. Shipbuilding and all the benefits of a port, which are many. We’ll have more diplomatic leverage, a stronger position from which to negotiate with allies. We could even build our own canal and waterway. We’ll have access to seaweed and other marine resources. We could make our own fertilizer, instead of buying it from Archelia and Boskaya. There’s more, but I won’t wax on. I want you to know what a boon your family’s land will be to us, and I want to hear your thoughts about what you might like to see the Darkstar territory used for.”

It took her a moment to orient herself to what he was asking. How would she like to see the land used? It was easier to say how she’d not want it to be used, but in that long list of potential uses, Agir hadn’t made any suggestions that she recoiled from.

“The Darkstars preserved that land for game, sire, so I just wouldn’t like to see the land lose its forests. Many species flourish there, and I wouldn’t want them to lose their home. If you can do those things that you want to do without hurting them, I would be pleased.”

King Agir’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “I think we can honor that, Miss Darkstar. I will bring it up with my development team. I’m meeting with them next week to discuss these many things. If you think of anything else, will you tell Hob? He’ll make sure I’m informed.”

“Yes, sire.” She hadn’t expected this honor, and didn’t know what to do with all the feelings rising up inside her, so she only lowered her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Remember, Miss Darkstar…” The earnestness in his tone made her look up. “Every heartache comes with a seed of rebirth. I believe this true not only for people but for land too.”

The king’s expression shifted and the moment was over. He reached for a parchment tube and handed it to her. “One more thing. Would you mind looking at these plans and making note of anything you’d like changed or added?”

She took the tube, curious, reaching to the cap to pop it off.

“Later, later.” There was urgency in his tone. “I am expecting another guest. If you can pass your notes to Hob no later than the end of next week, I’d be grateful.”

Perplexed, Elara could only agree. She and Regalis were dismissed, and they left the king to pore over his map and polish his dreams.

They found an alcove in the Koi Library and Regalis closed the curtains, then flicked on the etherlamp hanging over the small table. She popped the cap off and pulled out a sheaf of several pages of parchment. A mini pot of ink and four small paperweights—each in the shape of a star and carved of onyx, like the one she’d seen in the maproom those months ago, only smaller—spilled out when she tipped the tube, and a narrow quill slipped from inside the parchment. Using the paperweights to pin down the edges, Elara stared at the drawing, at first not comprehending what she was looking at. It was a building, sort of, and appeared to be constructed of black-lacquered wood. A short set of steps led up to a landing, and a gated door. Above the door was a constellation of stars. Set on plinths to either side of the door were kneeling hunters, one male and one female. They had lowered heads in reverence, and each clutched a bow.

Her breath hitched when her gaze fell on the surname carved into the plinth below the kneeling female. “It’s a mausoleum. How did he know about the bazrosh? The black lacquer and the constellations?” She looked up at Regalis, watching her with tenderness. “You told him?”

“Them. It was actually Queen Esha’s idea. She wanted to give the artists somewhere to start before they brought you into the process. She asked me to keep it a secret until then.”

“Why would they do this for me?”

“How can they not honor your family Elara? The Darkstars were important to Gloriana, and afterward too. Chancellor Tagan already has a team recovering their remains for Cutright’s trial. This is where they’ll be put to rest.”

The sketches hinted at interior designs, of sarcophagi for Sanjak, Phyrra, Finador, Galborn, Haleron, Filrae. There were unmarked spaces for other members of Elara’s family, for her grandparents, and others. She realized what was being suggested, and it clogged her throat. There were Darkstars buried in a graveyard near Wispwind Lake. The bodies would be exhumed and moved into the mausoleum so her family could rest together. Elara sifted through the other pages, shaking her head in amazement. There were sketches of constellations, of animals—some of which were clearly meant to be Prickle, Nissa, Birch—and insects, butterflies, and moths—Morpho was there too. There were different styles of lettering the artist had experimented with, and a sketch of a small sarcophagus with a carving of a dog in its side.

Regalis touched her knee. “Say something, Elara. Are you upset? Happy? I can’t tell.”

She brushed at her eyes, sitting back against the upholstered bench. “It’s so kind. Too kind, Regalis. How can I accept this? After everything…”

“Accept it for them,” he said, his voice soft and gaze full.

She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, breathed until the overwhelm passed, then looked at the pages again. “Where do they want to build it?”

“They’re hoping you’ll tell them.” Regalis slid out the bottom sheet, a sketched map of the Darkstar homestead without buildings.

Regalis handed her the quill and opened the ink pot.

They discussed the mausoleum’s placement and aspects. With every suggestion that Elara noted down, she felt the weight of grief lift fractionally from her heart. There was something restorative in designing her family members’ final resting places. Her lips curved in a bittersweet smile as she added details that she knew her siblings and parents would have liked.

Suddenly, Elara felt an inexplicable joy bubbling up inside her. Regalis fell silent midsentence, and a bemused smile crept over his face. “Elara?”

She was about to tell him that she couldn’t explain why she was so happy when she felt tiny claws run over the top of her foot. She gasped as the creature ran up the length of her skirt. As she looked down into her lap, a tiny striped mouse appeared there. He stood up on his hind legs, looking up at her with shining black eyes, whiskers twitching.

“Hello,” Elara said breathlessly. She realized whose joy it was she’d felt, then experienced her own authentic happiness as it rushed in after his. She hadn’t been expecting another familiar. She was young enough, but she thought her pain might keep a new familiar away.

Regalis looked down, peering over her arm where it lay on the table. “Hello, there.”

Elara lifted the mouse onto the table, where he nosed around at their hands and the parchment. She leaned forward and laid her chin on her crossed forearms. The mouse climbed her arm, sniffed at her face, his whiskers tickling her lips. He scampered up and into her hair, making her laugh as he poked around in the nest of her thick coil.

“Teyvik’s not going to like this,” she said to Regalis, grinning. “A mouse in the lab?”

Regalis laughed, leaning back in the seat. “Teyvik is Solanan, through and through. He’ll like him just fine. You’ll see. What will you call him?”

“I guess I should look up his species.” Elara reached up and her new familiar ran into her hand. She stroked his soft fur with a fingertip, admiring the brown and tan stripes that ran the length of his back—they reminded her of the ones Prickle had when she was a piglet—his round pink ears, his finely furred tail.

“You don’t have to use the nomenclature, the way the Calyx do,” Regalis reminded her. “You can call him whatever you want.”

A thought bloomed into her mind, one as soft as a kiss, and not hers. Elara gasped, looked at Regalis, eyes shining. “He already has a name.”

Regalis’s brows pitched up his forehead. “He told you that?”

“Yes.”

“And…?”

“It’s Leif.”

“As in… turning over a new one?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure.” She asked her mouse: How do you spell that?

“He says it’s spelled L-e-i-f and it’s a Scanda—” She looked at Leif again. How did you say it? “Scandinavian,” she repeated out loud, looking at Regalis. “Is that a Terran kingdom?”

Regalis was openly grinning. “We have some maps of the Terran realms. They’re really old, extremely difficult to read, and probably not very accurate, but maybe we can find it. Now, I think you should ask him if he is good at math.”
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The End
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