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        “I know it has always chafed at Mama. That Papa would not have been the one she chose. But I've never resented this betrothal—I can't imagine ever choosing another.”

        Aurelia, 6th Grace

        

      

      A breeze sighed through the great trees of the Everwood, warm and relentless.

      It made a nuisance of itself, as if, sensing it wasn’t welcome, it was determined to make itself noticed. It knocked over table settings, dislodged bright bunting from the trees and set skirts soaring indecently.

      From the top of the forest canopy, in the highest apartments, in the biggest hearthome, Elle echoed it.

      Then—in case she had been too subtle—she huffed out a bigger, lengthier sigh. Jesna, her mouth full of pins, rolled her eyes. She refused to be distracted from her self-imposed chore of attaching a glittering whisper of fabric to the arms of Elle’s betrothal gown.

      “If you move, I will stab you,” threatened Jesna around her pins.

      “But then you’ll get blood on my betrothal gown, and Annaria will stab you,” said Elle brightly, “Which would make the whole thing counterproductive.”

      “Stars save me from your mother-in-law.” Jesna gave a little shudder and switched to Elle’s left arm. She’d been tweaking the betrothal gown for weeks. There was so much crystal beading on the sheer white fabric, Elle worried the whole thing might just slip off her from the weight. But there was no denying the effect.

      Elle gleamed like the Godstars she represented. The crystals clustered thickly around the hemline, fading up to a few artful and well-placed swirls that accented Elle’s generous curves.

      Now Jesna was adding a whisper-thin cape that attached along the arm seams and trailed far, far behind her. The white was the perfect counterpoint to Elle’s copper curls—the distinctive hair that marked her station.

      A gown fit for a queen.

      Or a Grace.

      Elle’s mood soured, which, on a day like today, was not a hard thing to achieve.

      “She’s not my mother-in-law yet.”

      Jesna stopped working long enough to squeeze Elle’s arm, and then continued her pinning. Jesna had never been the type for false words of comfort—what was there to say when the man you were promised to marry was the wrong one?

      What was there to say when duty outweighed desire?

      Even the wind knew something was wrong today.

      It was ill-omened. Hot and dusty in the chill of early spring, it stoked tempers, slammed windows, and caused early spring buds to blossom too early—all the better to be killed off in the next cold snap.

      It was a foul, disapproving breath from the wrong gods.

      But it hadn’t stopped the town from preparing.

      Today’s betrothal party was the start of a month-long celebration that would culminate in Elle’s wedding. The tree city of Ystellia was the shimmering capital of the Vale of Astyria and the center of their small world.

      No self-respecting citizen would let the betrothal celebrations be anything other than outstanding. Several committees had formed, and it seemed like every one of them was in the clearing below, decorating everything that didn’t move, and few things that did.

      The bustle was a stark contrast to the tense quiet in the Grace’s apartments. Jesna was doing her best to keep up a volley of light-hearted banter, but the wrongness of the day ran too deeply in both of them to lift the mood.

      The creak of the door echoed loudly through the apartments, and Elle and Jesna froze, sharing a horrified look. The unannounced visitor could only be one person, and they’d both hoped to avoid her until the ceremony began.

      And there was no time to change out of the dress.

      Elle twisted to see Annaria framed in the doorway. The tall, dark-haired woman kicked the heavy door shut behind her with a wickedly-heeled foot. She looked like a flame in her deep red, high-necked, conservative dress. Dangerously mesmerizing.

      But it wasn’t the dress that caught Elle’s eye, it was what Annaria was holding. A small pile of brightly wrapped and beribboned boxes.

      Betrothal gifts.

      A trickle of dread made its way down Elle’s spine at the incongruous sight. Annaria never normally sullied her hands doing the work of servants, and Elle couldn’t remember ever seeing her carry anything heavier than a wine glass.

      Annaria’s eyes flickered briefly over Elle’s shimmering gown, so different from the conservative gowns the Synod normally forced on her. But her fashion rebellion barely gave Annaria pause as she strode into the light-filled receiving room, her heels somehow managing to sound vicious even against the soft white carpet.

      She set down the gift boxes gently on the coffee table and speared Elle with a sickly sweet smile.

      Jesna frowned, but said nothing, eyeing Annaria the way she would a shadowcat. She too was aware that a cheerful Annaria was a dangerous creature.

      “Ariella,” Annaria cooed, arms spread wide, “Ellentyre would be so proud of you. Finally fulfilling your destiny.”

      Elle gritted her teeth at the mention of her mother, pretending the words didn’t hit home. Annaria’s satisfied smirk let her know she’d failed. The arrogant smile of someone who thought they’d won.

      “Yes, she’d be so proud that I agreed to marry your son.” Elle turned slightly away from the infuriating woman, under the pretense of letting Jesna finish the sleeves. “That I’m following through with the Synod’s charmingly antiquated ritual of selecting husbands for Graces.”

      Jesna reflexively pulled a face. Her people had never sanctioned the ritual, and she’d never been able to hide her distaste for Elle’s arranged marriage.

      Annaria sniffed, “You know that keeping the Bloodline fresh is crucial—as is the order of suitors. Tainn is, by right of his Blood, the next father of Graces.”

      Elle snorted in disgust. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t even betrothed yet, and the woman was already trying to breed her like a prize cow.

      “So delicate! But then you don’t have a mother to explain what to expect on the wedding night.” Annaria smirked at her, “Even so, you must see that what the Vale of Astyria needs more than ever is stability.” She had begun pulling the extravagant bows off the gift boxes. Elle eyed them with dread-filled fascination. What was important enough for Annaria to bring up herself? “Ever since your mother’s tragic death, the unrest has increased. These frightful murders, Adron’s mystery diseases. This Vale needs a strong hand. And a certain succession.”

      “What you mean is the Vale needs your hand.” Elle snapped. The last thing she needed was another conversation about her mother’s death. She found it increasingly hard to play the grieving daughter. “You’re fooling no one, Annaria—it’s clear you think marrying me to your son will give you the leverage you need to finally control the Synod and, in turn, the Vale.”

      The Synod of Light was a thorn in her side. The ruling council of nine was supposed to support her in the day-to-day running of the Vale, but instead they spent most of their time trying to undermine her, squabbling over scraps of power while the whole Vale suffered.

      “Don’t be absurd, Ariella.” Annaria was now pulling small, tissue wrapped objects out the boxes. “You know full well that the Synod of Light was set up only to serve the Grace by being a balance and a complement to her power. The entire point is to stop one person from having too much power—even Graces. Our history speaks for itself.”

      A spasm of pain spiderwebbed through Elle’s chest, but she schooled her face to stillness—her soon-to-be mother-in-law would leap on any perceived weakness.

      Jesna, however, noticed her tiny flinch, and turned to get some water—no doubt laced with some heal-all.

      The pain was already gone, but it left a dull ache in its place. Elle was ready to bite someone, and she was not in the mood to debate the history of her ancestors and the varying success of their rules with this harpy.

      “Why are you really here, Annaria? It can’t be just to lecture me.”

      “I came to ensure that you weren’t getting cold feet.”

      “Graces never have cold feet.”

      “And to remind you to personally thank Terit for the gifts.” A small smile played across Annaria’s face as she pulled a small object out of its fine tissue wrapping. She watched Elle carefully as she placed a golden dragonfly on the table. She steadily worked through the rest of the tissue-wrapped items, uncovering a tall, thin candle, a small, fat squirrel and a teacup.

      All crafted from gold, and all with a tiny protruding golden key, not quite hidden in the ornate decorations that covered each piece.

      “Is that what those are?” asked Elle, unable to hide her anger at the clockwork items.

      Annaria’s small smile spread at Elle’s tone, lighting up her face with devious glee.

      She turned the key that nestled between the dragonfly’s wings. The hair-thin metal began to move, and the small creature took off from Annaria’s palm and flew across the room toward Elle.

      Jesna, her Cythian reflexes as sharp as ever, snapped it out of the air and dropped it into a decorative jar, slamming the lid shut.

      For a few long seconds, the only sound in the room was the tinny clink of metal against glass as the dragonfly battered itself against the side.

      Annaria responded by simply picking up another of the clockwork objects. “Oh, Ariella,” she sighed loudly, clearly enjoying her role as long-suffering mother-in-law, as she twisted the small key on the side of the metal candle. “This hatred for the Guild is so very childish. You should feel honored that Terit thought you worthy of the expense.”

      So that’s what Annaria’s visit was about. A very unsubtle reminder from the Synod that even now, after two years of playing their game, they held all the power.

      A small, very real flame popped out of the top of the candle and shone merrily. Someone unfamiliar with the Guild’s work would assume that the candle held a well of oil, but Elle knew differently. The candle should not work, nor the dragonfly. What the guild made was neither clockwork nor magic, but an unholy mixing of the two. And Annaria—the entire Synod—knew how she felt about them.

      “The Clockworkers are trying to undercut our very way of life, and instead of doing your duty, you are their strongest supporter.”

      “Are you telling me that you can do better than this?” Annaria brandished the candle at Elle, closing the distance between them. Jesna hurriedly scooped Elle’s train out of the way, as far from the flame as she could. She didn’t like these perverse objects any more than Elle did.

      Right now the Guild just made trinkets for the Blood, but Elle saw the potential behind the seemingly innocuous items. Trinkets were their foot in the door, a way to return some of the convenience that the Vale had lost when the magic had started fading.

      “I’m saying we don’t need it. If you and the Synod would just hear me out on this—” She gritted her teeth, clamping down on the words that threatened to rush out of her. This was neither the time nor the place.

      Annaria had brought these gifts here to taunt her, a reminder that even following the rules—even marrying a man she didn’t love—wouldn’t get Elle what she wanted. And Elle was playing right into her hands—the flustered, foolish girl not fit to lead.

      She took a deep breath, ignoring the dull ache in her chest and said, “Yes, magic is fading, but we’re coping well enough without it. And this comes very close to betraying the prescripts against forbidden magic.”

      Annaria rolled her eyes. “So precious about magic,” The heat from the candle was extending further than it should, and Elle could feel sweat pricking on her brow. Unnatural. “One would think given your own limited ability to provide what this Vale needs, you would rejoice at the successes of others.”

      The candle was close enough to touch now, so Elle did.

      Annaria wanted her angry and desperate? She’d give her the opposite.

      Just the brush of a fingertip was enough to transfer the starmarks she’d drawn behind her back. Marks for ice, for freezing. The tiny golden symbols crawled up the side of the device, invisible against the detailed body of the candle, but their progress was clear from the layer of frost they left as they crept toward the flame.

      Annaria hadn’t noticed them yet. She went on, “These gifts from Terit are a mark of good will. A gesture of peace from the Guild to the Synod of Light—and to you.” Any vestige of a smile had slipped off her face and her deep brown eyes gleamed red as they reflected the candle’s flame. “Today is a new beginning for all of us.”

      The flame froze over.

      Elle couldn’t help her smirk. Annaria’s shock quickly gave way to rage. The woman had never seen her do magic before—Elle had been careful to keep her powers from the Synod.

      “Today isn’t about you,” she said brightly, as if she couldn’t see the angry confusion on her soon-to-be mother-in-law’s face. “And it’s not about your alliances with the Clockworker’s Guild, so unless you plan to wield a needle and help Jesna with the sewing, I suggest you get out of my apartments.”

      “These apartments are only yours by the grace of the Synod—”

      “No,” snapped Elle, turning to look at Annaria straight on.

      Jesna helpfully dropped the sleeve she’d been sewing and stepped back. She was radiating glee.

      “These are my apartments because I was born to be Grace. This is my destiny, as you yourself point out. And the Vale needs stability.”

      She was enjoying this now. Throwing Annaria’s words back in her face. She had tiptoed around the woman for so long that Annaria thought her a snarling puppy, unruly, but ultimately toothless.

      Elle should be glad that her charade had paid off, that her act of the reluctantly dutiful—but powerless—girl had brought her mere hours away from achieving her goal. Not the betrothal, no, that was an unfortunate side effect—but everything that the betrothal would bring with it.

      But she couldn’t deny how the act had chafed. It felt so good to finally let her power loose—limited though it was—to show Annaria that she had teeth after all.

      “You,” she continued as calmly as she could, “Are the one who is here by my grace. You are the elected official. A servant to the office.” She plucked the dreadful clockwork candle away from Annaria. “And you have worn out your welcome.”

      Annaria’s hands clenched in her skirts but she made no response except the flaring of her nostrils.

      Jesna was grinning so broadly that Elle thought she might just break into applause. Her people had suffered at the increasingly hostile dictates set by the Synod, and her every move was watched, her Talent as a seamstress not quite enough to win out against the Synod’s determination to undercut her—and any other Cythian’s—business.

      But luckily Annaria only had eyes for Elle. Jesna’s joy wouldn’t be held against her today.

      “I always knew you were more like your mother than you liked to admit.”

      Elle couldn’t help but flinch at that, and Annaria smiled at seeing her barb hit home. She picked her way to the door with a few sharp clicks of her heels. “Be careful little Grace,” she said softly, her dark eyes shining with venom, “No one is so powerful that they cannot fall. And we live in difficult times.”

      She paused and turned to look at Elle over her shoulder, “And remember,” she said brightly, her voice back to its light, casual councilwoman’s tone, “It’s bad luck to be late to your own betrothal.”
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        “Luck is a funny thing, but friendly. It's the best thing for binding spells.

        Until it isn’t.”

        Enna, 20th Grace

        

      

      The heavy door had barely snicked shut behind Annaria when the golden candle collided with it. The thing burst apart, tiny cogs and springs and pieces of casing falling to the ground with a satisfying tinkle.

      The sound calmed Elle a little, and she heaved in a deep breath, rubbing at the pain in her chest aggressively.

      “Here,” said Jesna, pushing a glass into her hands, “Drink this.”

      The glass had a thin layer of white liquid in the bottom. Volstra. The liquor that the Cythians—Jesna’s people—drank to ward off the chill of their mountain home. Many an unseasoned and unsuspecting drinker had their throat lining burned out by the stuff.

      “Are you trying to kill me? Murder is an unusual way to get someone out of a betrothal.”

      Jesna snorted, “You need it. And I put some heal-all in there.”

      “It doesn’t help,” grumbled Elle as she took a sip, making a face.

      “It doesn’t hurt either, and if you won’t go to Adron for a different potion—”

      “Nothing works,” mumbled Elle, absently rubbing at her chest as she finished the small measure of Volstra. That was only partially true. It did help loosen her shoulders. The pain in her chest dulled, just as it always did, the heal-all having a small effect, but it never went away.

      Jesna just snorted as she finished the stitches on the sleeves. She made Elle twirl and the cape billowed out, swirling around her body. She felt beautiful and delicate, but also strangely powerful.

      It was incredible what Jesna’s dresses could do for you. It was the right dress—the only dress.

      Pity it was for the wrong man.

      They had some time before the betrothal ceremony began, but Elle had no desire to go down and mingle with the townsfolk after the confrontation with Annaria. She had a limited number of fake smiles and she needed to conserve them.

      Instead, she and Jesna took their coffees out onto the balcony. She couldn’t have any more Volstra if she wanted to function tonight.

      Jesna flopped her elbows onto the wooden railing, uncaring of her sloshing cup. She was an incongruous sight, a war-like Cythian in the jewel of the Vale. The hot wind whipped her blonde braid out, sending the gold and maroon ribbons woven through it streaming. The sides of her head were shaven clean. She kept up the traditions of Cythian warriors despite choosing a career as a seamstress.

      Elle joined her at the railing, her shimmering white gown a stark contrast to her friend’s leathers, and they gazed out at the clearing below.

      The great trees that formed the hearthomes of Ystellia spread southward like a teardrop. Those closest to the clearing were so wreathed in blushing flowers for the celebration that it was hard to tell tree home from forest up here.

      Gold and white bunting was strung higgledy-piggledy right across the clearing and had been liberally threaded with jars of flamemoths. The small creatures were beginning to wake and their gentle glow shone onto the bustling people, who were setting up tables and building an arch of flowers. Someone had spelled the bunting and the tablecloths so that they shimmered like water in sunlight.

      The center of the open area was dominated by a large circle of stone. The Tangle was aptly named—great swoops of stones fountained from its base, forming a loose maze of arches and curves. Even these were decked with flowers.

      Children, already dressed in their festival finery, wove in and out, playing games of hide and seek in the shadows of the stone.

      It seemed like the whole forest was twinkling up at her, and it wasn’t even fully night yet. This was normally Elle’s favorite time of day—the sun just setting, the forest awakening with light—but tonight the forest was a candle against the glimmering jewel of the clearing.

      “You don’t have to do this you know.”

      Elle quirked a rueful smile at Jesna’s words. “And waste this dress?” she said, keeping her voice as light as she could.

      “That,” said Jesna, raising her cup in a salute, “is a sacrifice I am willing to make.”

      “I can’t say I haven’t thought about it. Even though it’s taken two long years of plotting to get here, part of me has always held onto the fact that if I wanted to, I could run. At least then I’d definitely go down in history. The second lost Grace.”

      She huffed out a deep sigh, leaning her head back as the ill-omened breeze ran its wispy fingers through her bright, distinctive hair.

      “Besides, this is just the betrothal. I have no intention of actually getting married.”

      “Do you really think the Synod will give up their secrets once you and Tainn are betrothed?”

      “I’m not sure, but I have to try.” Elle frowned down at the glittering wonderland unfolding below, rubbing absently at her chest. “I owe it to this Vale to do everything I can to heal the magic. What we have now—the Talents, like your sewing, or Adron’s healing, are a remnant of a remnant—the lowest artificer had more magic than I do now. All we have left are tricks—and the Synod doesn’t care. They’re too greedy for whatever the Clockworkers are offering.”

      Jesna grunted in agreement and leaned her head against Elle’s shoulder. They gazed at the preparations for a little longer. Clear bowls filled with bright golden fish had appeared on each table. There were a surprising number of people already wandering around the Tangle, marveling over the shimmering decorations and hoping for some early drinks.

      Elle didn’t even recognize half of them.

      Someone with a Talent for animals had spelled some butterflies and they fluttered from table to table, feasting on sugar-dusted flowers.

      The children, tired of hide and seek, had started up some hopping game, complete with its own song. Their sweet, high-pitched voices floated on the wind.

      Into the dark, the dark we go.

      What awaits there, we’ll never know.

      It breathes, it sleeps, it slumbers.

      It’s fire, it’s fear, it hungers.

      Elle shivered and pushed herself away from the balcony. “That’s a rhyme I’d hoped never to hear again.” Like the hot wind, it was an ill omen, hinting at the darkness that lay just beneath the shimmering veneer of the Everwood. “Why do children always like the creepy stories?”

      Jesna shook her head, “They’ve been singing that one for weeks now. Even I hate it.” She gave a little shudder, a motion at odds with her fearsome appearance. “Well, if I can’t convince you to do the fun thing and run away, we’d better finish getting you ready.”

      She gently pushed Elle back into her apartments and made to close the doors against the breeze.

      “No, leave them open. It still feels likes freedom up here.”

      A banging came from the apartment door, making them both jump.

      “Shadowshit,” muttered Jesna. “What does that woman want now?”

      Elle hissed at Jesna as her friend made her way across the room. “What are you doing? Don’t let her back in!”

      Jesna stood on her tiptoes, peering through a slight crack in the old, heavy door. “I can’t really see, but I don’t think it’s her. It’s probably Adron.”

      “Adron?” Elle groaned, “I told you not to call him.”

      The town’s potions master had been running himself ragged for months now, dealing with a strange spate of illness that even he couldn’t cure. Elle had done her best to pick up some of the slack with his day-to-day potions, but even so, there just wasn’t enough time in the day. He certainly didn’t need the added pressure of dealing with her mysterious chest pains.

      Jesna cast a quelling look over her shoulder before turning the key. “You’ve been rubbing your chest raw for weeks now.”

      Elle opened her mouth, but Jesna cut her off.

      “Uh-uh. It’s not the betrothal stress, so stop pretending it is. Something else is going on—and if you won’t do anything about it, I will.”

      Jesna swung the heavy door open slightly and peeked her head out.

      The someone on the other side of the door squeaked.

      Not Adron then.

      A brief whispered conversation ensued. Elle huffed and gathered her heavy skirts, ready to confront their visitor herself. Jesna gave her a side-eyed glance, sighed, and swung the door open.

      Sephanie tumbled into the room, a mess of curls, homespun skirts, and anxiety. Her oversized apothecary’s bag jingled as she righted herself, brushing her skirts straight. Her eyes darted around the bright room and she only flinched a little when they landed on Elle.

      Elle really wished people would stop doing that. She bit back a sigh.

      Sephanie pushed her mop of hair out of her face and opened her mouth to speak, but the words turned into another squeak when Jesna slammed the door behind them. Her friend turned to regard their visitor, hands on her hips.

      Rolling her eyes at Jesna’s dramatics, Elle took Sephanie’s hand and half-led, half-dragged her over to the massive, soft couches away from the wall of windows. She pushed the girl slightly until she half-sat, half-fell into a couch. Elle didn’t know if Sephanie had a fear of heights or not, but she was learning that the fewer distractions Sephanie had, the more smoothly conversations ran.

      She tried to catch Sephanie’s gaze, but the girl only chewed her lips and looked around, big-eyed, at the Grace’s apartments.

      “Well?”

      Sephanie jumped and guiltily looked down at her own hands.

      “Sephanie,” sighed Elle, “I just saw you yesterday. Did something happen?”

      Sephanie shook her head vigorously, “No, no. Everything is fine. More than fine. Irik, he’s so happy about the baby.”

      Jesna arched an eyebrow, a smile spreading as she realized what Elle had accomplished with her magic. Irik and Sephanie had married over a year ago and had been trying ever since to get pregnant.

      “I have the potion from Adron. He was going to bring it himself, but I asked if I could. He’s so busy these days with all the sick folk.” Sephanie stopped, biting her lip.

      Elle felt her jaw tighten, but she tried to smile at Sephanie to show she didn’t take it personally. The young, curly-haired girl flinched and pushed herself deeper into the couch. Jesna, catching Elle’s eye, sat down next to Sephanie, asking her questions about her new pregnancy, giving Elle a few moments.

      Elle turned away slightly, looking out through the glass windows that made up most of her apartments here in Ystellia.

      She could still see the party preparations below, everything looking more and more festive as the sun set and the forest came to life with light and color.

      People had started to arrive in large clusters. The same people who whispered about her lack of power. A failed Grace. A Grace who couldn’t even do magic.

      Not really, not the kind that mattered. Just small tricks of luck and weather.

      The whole Vale had to rely on Adron’s herbalism and his hearth magic instead of the fabled healing powers of the Grace. She did what she could with her potions, but they didn’t even begin to touch on the talents she should have had.

      Jesna cleared her throat, and Elle blinked, pushing back her bitter thoughts.

      “You said Adron sent a potion with you?”

      “Oh!” exclaimed Sephanie, “Yes!” The girl fumbled in her bag—although she wasn’t a girl, not really. Not any more than Elle was. Elle had to stop thinking about her that way.

      Sephanie triumphantly pulled out a small, glass vial from her large, jingling bag. She turned slightly, as if to give it to Elle, but seemed to think better of it and pressed it into Jesna’s hand instead.

      “That’s not why I asked to come, Your Grace.” Impossible as it seemed, her red cheeks darkened further, “I need your help.”

      Elle exchanged a glance with Jesna. This was unusual, although after their experiments and eventual success with quickening potions, perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised that Sephanie had come to her again.

      Jesna stood up and brushed some imaginary dust off her leather pants. Fetching Elle’s glass, she upended some of Adron’s potion into it. Elle made a face but drank. She loved Adron like a brother, but it still galled her slightly that she needed to accept healing from another.

      The ache in her chest loosened itself almost immediately. Although it didn’t entirely disappear, she had to admit the potion worked a lot better than the Volstra had. It was easier to be patient with Sephanie now that she could breathe.

      “Tell me what you need, Sephanie. If I can help, I will.”

      Sephanie nodded, tears pooling in her eyes. She twisted her hands in her skirt. The girl could do with one of Adron’s potions herself. “I know the timing is terrible. Your party starts any minute now, but—” She bit her lip, hesitating, and then forced out the words, “Timony is lost.”

      Elle exchanged a frown with Jesna.

      “Timony is one of the orphans?” asked Jesna. She liked to keep track of the children in the orphanage, and more than one child had found themselves on a path toward a profitable vocation because of a few, well-chosen words from Jesna.

      Sephanie nodded miserably, “I took them out to see the farms today. I thought it would be a nice distraction from everything that’s been happening. All these murders.” She shuddered slightly, “I swear I counted them all before we set out for home again, but he must have slipped off on the walk back.”

      “And none of the other children noticed he was missing?”

      “I think they covered for him,” whispered Sephanie.

      Elle blew out the breath she’d been holding. “I’m guessing there’s a search party out there? And you need a locator spell for them?”

      Sephanie hesitated, and then nodded, “Yes. Just the locator spell, please Your Grace. If you have time, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “You have something of his?” asked Elle. Jesna was watching Sephanie carefully now, as if trying to puzzle something out.

      Sephanie nodded eagerly and pulled out a small, grubby cardigan. “He left this behind. Remeo was carrying it.”

      Elle took the clothing from Sephanie gingerly. Old memories twitched at the back of her mind. Tiny things started to come together, puzzle pieces she hadn’t realized were there. The hot, foul wind, the song those blasted children were still singing.

      Jesna, a frown on her face, interrupted her train of thought. “There’s no search party, is there, Sephanie?”

      Sephanie chewed on her bottom lip, her face white. The tears were rolling freely down her face now. “No,” she admitted. “Annaria said it was too dangerous.”

      Hot wind. Song. The threads of darkness that ran through everything.

      “He’s gone to the Murk,” whispered Elle.
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        “I miss the freedom of the forest. This Crystal City is claustrophobic. I'm so glad Enna will be Grace. I want nothing more than to retire to the Everwood.”

        Erin, 21st Grace

        

      

      Sephanie’s stricken face held the answer. She nodded miserably. “I think so.”

      Elle caught Jesna’s gaze. The ghost of a different boy hung between them. Elle wouldn’t let another one go to his death in that place.

      Jesna’s face paled and she reached out, “Elle.”

      But Elle was already moving. She strode across the reception room and flung back the doors to her bedroom. Her closet—the envy of every girl in the Vale—was enormous, bigger than most families’ reception rooms. Jars of flamemoths came to life, the creatures fluttering over to their sugar cubes as Elle started pulling open cupboards and rifling through drawers.

      The biggest closet in the Vale, and hardly anything practical in it. Damn Annaria and her conservative ideas.

      “Elle,” said Jesna from the doorway, “You don’t have to go.”

      Elle ignored her and pulled open a closet full of shoes. “Are there any boots in here?” She shook her head, not waiting for an answer. “Of course not, that wouldn’t be ladylike. Well, these will have to make do.”

      She pulled out a pair of soft white slippers. They were lined with fur—as if a Grace needed to be kept warm.

      “You don’t have to do this,” said Jesna softly, “You’ve worked too hard for this day.”

      “I can’t leave him there in the dark—” Elle’s voice wobbled and she snapped her mouth shut. “I won’t be long, Jesna. Either way. Just please, stall Annaria for me.”

      Jesna sighed and rubbed a hand over her shaved scalp. Her jaw had the stubborn set to it that Elle knew all too well.

      Sephanie huffed out a sob behind them. “I didn’t mean for you to go, Your Grace,” she mumbled, “Irik and I, we’ll go. I’ve got some spells that Adron set aside for me.”

      Jesna squeezed the top of Sephanie’s arm. “No, Sephanie, you can’t risk your pregnancy. I will go with Elle.”

      Elle turned to face her friend. Jesna looked fearsome and warlike, but she was the kindest person Elle knew.

      “No.” She set the silly satin slippers on the padded ottoman in the middle of the dressing room. They needed one small modification.

      “Elle, you are far too important. You cannot go to the Murk alone—”

      “You’re wrong. I have to go alone. I’m the only one who can help him now.”

      Jesna ran her hands through her hair, “But at what cost, Elle? The last time, you—”

      Elle held up a hand, cutting her off. “This is different.”

      “Is it? Are you sure you’re not going after a different boy?”

      Sephanie’s curly head twitched from side to side as she watched them with wide eyes, too afraid to say anything.

      Elle pressed her fists into her chest for the hundredth time that day, into the dull ache that even the potion from Adron couldn’t entirely vanish.

      “Does it matter?”

      Jesna held her eyes for a long minute before nodding. She turned to Sephanie as Elle drew some starmarks in the air above the shoes.

      “Felo, Felarite, Felim,” Elle whispered as she drew the master marks for luck.

      “Right Sephanie,” said Jesna, “We’ve got a job to do too—we’ve got to cover for Elle while she’s gone.”

      Elle heard Sephanie’s protests, but she blocked them out as she gathered her small constellation of starmarks. Smiling slightly, she swept her hand through the air, gathering starmarks—it felt a little like dipping her hand into warm water—and pushed them down into the shoes. The fur-lined slippers glowed bright gold with the luck spell for a second and then twitched, their glass beads clicking slightly as the glow faded.

      Uncaring of Sephanie’s presence, Elle stepped out of her heavy, intricate gown. Jesna was next to her in a heartbeat to help her hang it. Elle gave it one last stroke—regretfully—and then wriggled into a more practical pair of pants and a warm sweater. Once this unnatural wind dropped it would be cold. The only thing she kept on was the star-shaped crystal around her neck. She tucked it under the sweater, its nine points nestled between her breasts.

      Last came the ridiculous shoes.

      Elle slipped them on. She grinned as the shoes squeezed her feet gently in greeting. “Well,” she said, “These should help me avoid the guards.”

      Jesna returned her grin and slung her arm around Sephanie’s shoulders. “And we’ll take care of Annaria.”

      There were no Guardians outside the apartment’s door—but there didn’t need to be. The entire Heart was packed with them.

      Elle pulled the door shut softly behind her. The landing was dark as an Everwood day. The few lamps on this floor were running low on sugar and the flamemoths were sleeping, the light of their wings dimmed.

      Elle’s shoes squeezed her feet once, quickly, as if they were eager to be off.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the shoes, she told herself as she padded over to the railing, but luck magic was notoriously tricky, and she wanted to make sure the shoes weren’t operating on the wrong kind of luck. She peered carefully down the darkened, central staircase, trying to see into the depths of the giant tree home.

      She really didn’t want the embarrassment of a Guardian running to call Annaria, especially because these guards were supposed to be loyal to the Grace. Annaria had slowly been replacing her guard whenever she left Ystellia, and she made the lives of those still loyal to Elle miserable. Eventually, Elle had just let her take control. It wasn’t like she really needed them.

      But it did gall her.

      It was even worse with security tightened. The recent rash of murders over the long winter had prompted Annaria to post more guards, making it almost impossible for Elle to come and go as she pleased. Sometimes Elle wondered darkly if Annaria was responsible for the murders, they were such a good excuse to keep everyone under constant watch.

      The shoes squeezed again, more firmly, as if in reproach at the delay, Elle winced. The hallways were still, almost silent. She stepped lightly onto the stairs, bracing for any squeaks, but the only sounds were snatches of music and the susurrus of the crowd outside filtering through the bark of the giant tree.

      The Whisperers, the enormous entwined hearthomes that served as the Heart of Ystellia, were the political hub of the tree city. It was usually bustling, jars of flamemoths blazing in every wooden alcove, and suffocating with the self-important buzzing of the Synod’s underlings. But today, everyone was focused on her betrothal. Visiting Blood and political players from around the Vale would be attending the exclusive cocktail party that Annaria was hosting—a warm-up before the official celebrations begun.

      The shoes squeezed gently but quickly, as if prompting her to hurry, so she padded down the staircase to the next landing.

      It was as dark and deserted as the floor above. Feeling more confident in her slippers, she followed their gentle urges and hurried down the next few flights of stairs. Then, on the seventh landing, the shoes squeezed so tightly that Elle swore. She clapped her hand over her mouth and darted away from the central staircase, flattening herself against the nearest wall. She waited in the dark, hardly daring to breathe, but no one appeared.

      The Whisperers were made of three separate trees, grown so close together that they’d melded, forming one massive triple-lobed tree. It wasn’t named just for the sound of the wind in its leaves, but for the secrets that this Heart had held for so many generations. The main staircase ran straight down the center of the three lobes, entirely unsupported from top to bottom. Using magic now lost, ancient craftsmen had grown it straight from the substance of the tree.

      It was a work of art. And it offered absolutely nowhere to hide.

      But each of the three massive wings of the Whisperers was host to a myriad of meeting chambers and apartments for visiting members of the Blood. The aristocratic families would never deign to frequent public lodgings. None of the apartments were as large or as opulently decorated as her own, but the various doors and alcoves left plenty of space to hide.

      Elle peered around the doorway where she’d hidden. The hallway was empty.

      Luck spells were unreliable. Flighty.

      Deciding to ignore the slippers, she stepped out of her hiding place—only to flatten herself back against the wall as a slow whistle made its way toward her. A guard was backing out of an apartment, stuffing a clinking, shining handful of jewelry into the pocket of his uniform.

      The thief wandered over to one of the tall windows at the end of the hallway, utterly absorbed in the inspection of an extremely ugly bracelet. Gaudy diamonds sparkled even in the low light.

      Elle ground her teeth. She very badly wanted to snatch back all the jewelry he’d just stolen, and finally put one of the curses she’d been working on to good use, but she didn’t have the luxury of time. Or of getting caught. She needed to move now, while the guard’s back was still turned. The shoes seemed to think it was safe, so she slipped silently down the next few flights of stairs, forcing her eyes as wide open as she could, trying to spot any movement in the dark of each landing.

      It seemed as if every guard on duty had an itch to scratch, or a fellow guard to gossip with, and sometimes they were just staring out of the large windows at the party below. Elle, encouraged by the shoes, hurried past each of them when they weren’t looking.

      Her heart was beating faster as she got closer to the bottom—sixth floor, fifth, and then, as she was about to set foot on the fourth, her shoes squeezed hard, making her curse again.

      She was entirely exposed on the staircase.

      Not for the first time, she regretted the lack of a personal hearthome in the city. It would make sneaking so much easier. Biting her lip, she leaned forward enough to peer around the spiraling stair at the landing below. Nothing moved. She took a hesitant step downward. Squeeze.

      The delay chafed badly now that she was almost out of the Whisperers and her impatience was making her reckless. Ignoring the shoes, she padded softly down the rest of the stairs.

      “Ooof,” huffed the guard as she headbutted his chest.

      Silently cursing herself, she peered up gingerly. Why hadn’t she thought of a hat or a scarf to hide her damned distinctive copper hair? She was staring at a stubble-covered chin. She took a step back and then looked even further up into a pair of very serious grey eyes. Her shoes squeezed gently in an I-told-you-so sort of way. Self-satisfied scoundrels.

      The guard hadn’t moved. Elle hesitated for a second, resisting the urge to just make a run for it. But, with his long legs, she was fairly certain he could run faster than her, magic shoes or not. Instead, she drew herself up, even standing on her toes slightly. Stars, but he was tall.

      She took a deep breath and jutted her jaw out in the imperious way she’d seen Annaria use on people.

      A ghost of a smile flittered across the guard’s hard-planed face, but before she could say anything he turned his back on her and walked over to the tall window overlooking the party. He leaned forward and propped his chin on his hand as if the party was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.

      Elle paused, confused. She looked around, but there was no other guard on this level. Hardly believing her luck, she edged slowly toward the next staircase, her shoes carrying her smoothly backward. The guard didn’t turn.

      As an apology to them, she paid closer attention to her shoes on the next two levels, but the guards down here were too close to the party to care about what was happening inside. They were hanging out of windows, shouting to each other and to friends outside, asking for glasses of honeyed wine. She sneaked easily past them, and in no time she was crossing the old, pitted mosaic that covered the ground floor of the Whisperers.

      The pain in her chest, forgotten in the flight down the stairs, suddenly yawned widely through her. It made her stagger, her foot snagging in one of the many shallow depressions that covered the mosaic, and she lurched forward.

      Her shoes, having forgiven her for her mistrust, caught her, steadying her feet. In the darkness of the lowest level, with the sounds of her betrothal party echoing through the deserted Heart, she stopped and caught her breath. She rubbed at her chest, a motion as comforting as it was useless.

      She thought about everything that waited outside—all the pieces of a puzzle that she’d dragged slowly together to buy herself time, to buy herself the knowledge she needed. But if a small boy died tonight, where she could have helped, the price would have been too high. There was too much blood on her hands already, and she was sick of death.

      Straightening her spine, she breathed out slowly through the pain. This was the right thing to do—the only thing she could do. The heavy door opened smoothly under her hand and then, still unseen, she slid out of the darkness and into the nighttime light.
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        * * *

      

      The Whisperers stood a little apart from the rest of Ystellia. It was the only structure north of the Tangle and the single counterpoint to the southward teardrop spread of the rest of the city.

      Physically, it wasn’t that far from the rest of the town, but there was a different kind of distance that kept it quiet and aloof. Something more than being the playground of the Blooded families, and out of reach of the common folk of Ystellia.

      The inner light that illuminated every living thing in the Vale was muted in this great Heart. When the shadows of day gave way to the glittering brilliance of the night-lit trees of the Everwood, the Whisperers only tightened their shadowed shroud, alone in a dark susurrus.

      Elle always thought there was a certain irony in the fact that the political jewel of the Vale was one of its darkest places.

      Tonight, she was glad of this uncanny darkness. She slid into one of the deep grooves of the Whisperer’s knotted trunk. At some point in her flight, the party had begun in earnest. The clearing was crowded with silks and velvets and everyone’s best laughs, trotted out for this unique occasion. The Tangle—that great, lacy stone maze that dominated the clearing—shone bright even against the glimmering light of Ystellia at night. The huge arches that swooped high across the surface of the stone circle were smothered in flowers. Annaria must have stripped the hothouses bare for tonight.

      Jars of sugar had been hung on any surface that the committees could reach—low-hanging branches and any likely stone outcropping of the Tangle. They attracted a steady stream of flamemoths and tiny, jewel-like insects that shone like miniature suns.

      The growing influence of the Synod was easy to see on the fashions. Increasing numbers of women wore high-necked dresses with full skirts. But Elle was glad to see that there were as many women in the city who hadn’t taken kindly to Annaria’s push for a return to traditional dress. A good portion of the women wore bright, playful dresses with daring necklines or knee-length hems. They shone amongst the more conservative members of the Blood and their dour sycophants.

      A dark figure caught her eye, out of place like a crow in a flock of sugarbirds. A deep grey cloak covered their features entirely, and, like Elle, they hovered at the edge of the Tangle in one of the few patches of shadow. A cold finger of dread ran down her spine.

      An explosion of laughter made her look back toward the Tangle and the enormous arch of flowers that had been erected in its center.

      Something complicated welled up and caught at the base of her throat, a heavy mix of guilt and sorrow and regret. And the burning desire to run. The wrong betrothal, the wrong man.

      But for the right reasons.

      She looked for the dark figure—the other outsider—but they were gone. Probably just someone late to the party. She turned her back on the Tangle, her guilt building at the rush of relief at not having to navigate that sea of flushed, happy faces and feign joy.

      Sounds of that stars-damned children’s song followed Elle as she crept through the thick bushes that ringed the Whisperers.

      Into the dark, the dark we go,

      What awaits us there we’ll never know.

      It breathes, it sleeps, it slumbers,

      It’s fire, it’s fear, it hungers.

      She had no idea whether or not Annaria had posted any Guardians outside the Whisperers, but she pressed as close to the gnarled, carved trunk as she could, letting her shoes and the forest pick out a path for her.

      She tried to shrug off the song, not wanting it to follow her to the Murk.

      In the shadow surrounding the Whisperers, it was easy to see the faint golden glow around her feet. The spellmist was escaping more quickly now, the luck wearing off from her shoes. She considered stopping to redo the spell, but here, at the border of the Everwood, she was too visible, and she might need the full store of her magic for what was coming,

      “Ariella Grace!”

      The familiar voice made her heart drop. She’d have preferred the growl of a shadowcat right now.

      Tainn stepped out of the shadow of the trunk, disbelief warring with anger on his face. A small white cat wound around his ankles, purring at a job done well. Damn Sarai. The loren even managed to look smug.

      Elle looked longingly into the bright Everwood before sighing and taking a step toward Tainn. He took a step back.

      “Don’t be childish,” said Elle, rolling her eyes.

      “Childish!” Tainn hissed, the muscles in his neck standing out as he clenched his teeth. “Yes, of course, I’m the childish one for getting angry at my fiancée for running out on our betrothal.”

      Elle sighed. The sound only seemed to infuriate him more, his warm golden eyes going flat with anger.

      “I know you hate my mother, but I thought you had enough respect for me not to embarrass me. I thought you could make this about us, instead of it always being about her.”

      “This is about her,” Elle snapped back, “There’s a child missing and your mother didn’t authorize a search party for him.”

      Tainn sputtered, taken aback. “There must be a good reason. She wouldn’t… not now, not after all the murders…”

      Elle raised an eyebrow.

      He realized almost immediately. “The Murk.”

      Elle nodded. “So she won’t send a search party.”

      “She doesn’t want to lose anyone else,” he said, almost to himself, as if he needed to explain it. “I didn’t know the children were still doing that. My mother warned them—”

      Elle cut him off. “Well, they are. Surely you've heard them singing.”

      He closed his eyes, “I just didn’t think they would do this. Were we so stubbornly stupid when we were young?”

      “You were,” Elle said with a tiny smile. But it was gone as quickly as it had come, “Tainn, I have to go. I can’t leave him alone to face that darkness.”

      He nodded, “Of course not. My mother will see that, once I explain it. I’ll gather some other Hunters. Hardly anyone is in town, we’ve been stretched so thin—” He stopped as Sarai growled a low protest.

      For once, she and Elle were in agreement. “No.” She should have known he’d want to come with. “What you and the Hunters should have done was stop these dares.”

      Tainn rolled his eyes, “We have never accepted one of the boys who claim to have been to the Murk and back.” He frowned at her, “You know that’s a myth as well as I do. It’s not my fault the orphans—” He snapped his mouth shut around the rest of the words. And Elle resisted the urge to lecture him.

      It was a fight they’d had before. Many times before. The ridiculous mystery around how Hunters chose their candidates needed to end. It only encouraged dangerous behavior in little boys who didn’t know better yet.

      Tainn sighed, “But I can help now. The party can wait. With more Hunters, we can move quickly. We’ll be back before it’s time to cut the cake.”

      “No. I know there was a pack of shadowcats sighted earlier.”

      Tainn’s jaw tightened and he ran a hand through his hair, pulling on the short golden curls in frustration. “It’s a ridiculous rule. Hunters are supposed to kill shadowcats, not hide from them.”

      “If they’re still in the area, you’ll only attract them. You know better than anyone how aggressive they’ve become lately. Setting traps is the only way there are any Hunters left at all.” She put a hand on his arm, she knew how the Hunters chafed at the change in the shadowcats’ behavior. Their old strategies no longer worked, something they’d found out the hard way. “I have a better chance alone, you know that.”

      It was something that she wished she’d learned earlier—when she could have saved the life of a different boy.

      But then, if it hadn’t been for Prell, she might never have made such a study of shadowcats. She would have never started hunting them along the Murk’s borders, honing her magic skills, getting what revenge she could for Prell’s death.

      And she would never have discovered how she was the one person they seemed to leave alone if they could.

      Tainn nodded, but his jaw was set. He’d seen her in action, although it was hard for him to admit that a girl was more effective at taking down shadowcats than a trained Hunter.

      The last thing she needed was him and a pack of his Hunter friends following her to the Murk. She did not want more blood on her hands.

      She gestured to Sarai who had stopped grooming in order to properly growl at Elle. “Even Sarai thinks it’s a bad idea, and we never agree.”

      Tainn still looked unconvinced.

      “Besides, one person can slip in and out of the Murk more easily than two. Or more.”

      Tainn closed the distance between them in a few long strides, his soft Hunter’s step giving her no warning.

      He took her face in his hands. Elle flinched in surprise. She hadn’t expected him to drop the argument so soon. For a man who looked carved from gold, his moods were quicksilver.

      Tainn let her go but didn’t step back. Elle resisted the urge to back away.

      He sighed. “I’d still rather go with you. I think I’d choose a pack of shadowcats over my angry mother any day. She’s going to be furious that you’ve ruined her party. And even more furious when she finds out I let you go.”

      “She’s the only one to blame here. She should have sent out a search party at noon, shadowcats or no. He should never have made it as far as the Murk. He’s only six, Tainn.”

      Tainn grimaced. He looked over his shoulder toward the Tangle, where the laughter and music had been steadily increasing in volume. Reluctantly he nodded, face tight, but his anger had fled. He just looked resigned.

      “I need to go. The sooner he’s found—”

      Tainn nodded again and Sarai, picking up on the mood, stopped her low growling and stood, ready to go back to the Tangle. Tainn looked down at the soft white cat and smiled fondly. “She led me right to you, you know.”

      Elle frowned. Sarai’s moods and whims were as changeable, and often as unfathomable, as Tainn’s. She flicked her gaze back up to him. He was taller than her, and there weren’t many men in the Vale who could say that. He was a masterpiece really, she could see why Annaria was so possessive of him. His curly hair was cropped close to his head and his eyes were shot through with the same gold threads that wound through his hair. He looked like a creature of the Everwood.

      But she didn’t want to marry him.

      His hand cupped her chin, soft, but immovable. She had just a second to realize what he was doing before his mouth came down on hers.

      The kiss was a surprise. Tainn’s mouth was firm, warm, and much more interesting than she’d thought it would be. He kissed her greedily, tilting her head back and pushing her mouth open with his.

      He ended the kiss as suddenly as he’d begun it and stepped back. Elle stumbled forward a half-step, breathless and slightly dazed. She caught herself against his broad chest and looked up into those golden eyes.

      “Come back safe, Ariella Grace,” he said with a rough purr. “I’m not done with you yet.”
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        “They grew greedy, my parents, wanting more than the Stars would give. They thought they were Gods, and now they have cursed us with monsters.”

        Aya, 29th Grace

        

      

      The Everwood was deserted. That wasn’t surprising, given the betrothal celebration, but Elle was relieved anyway. The last few weeks in the busy tree city had taken a toll on her. She missed her own hearthome outside of the city, and the distance it gave from the Synod’s politics.

      The forest was bright now that she was away from the Whisperers, it had bloomed as night fell. All the trees and shrubs, so dull during the day, were shimmering brightly, festooned with luminescent night flowers. The air was alive with the quiet industry of the Everwood’s wildlife.

      Despite the danger, being in the Everwood felt like breathing out. Even the pain in her chest had receded, and she began to run. Blushblooms fluttered above her at the motion, and she ran on, escorted by ripples of pink light.

      The Everwood was trying its best to be helpful. It parted the gently glowing ground cover, clearing a path for her. Straight toward the Murk. Patches of deep shadow were rare at night, even this close to winter, but Elle kept a careful eye on any she saw. A shadowcat could hide in the shade of a flamemoth’s wings.

      Several packs had made their way north to the Mistwall lately, making the Everwood an increasingly dangerous place for those without a loren.

      Trade with Pyscoria had all but stopped years ago, but even the trickle that had remained had dried up, and the claustrophobia in Ystellia was growing worse with every week. With all the whispers surrounding the murders in the last season, tempers were high, and there was recklessness in the air.

      It was no wonder Timony had taken the dare, the lure of being accepted to train with the Hunters was a myth that promised stability and reassurance.

      She tried not to think that she was already too late. Just like last time.

      The face of a different boy haunted her. The boy she’d loved. The one she’d wanted to marry.

      She wouldn’t forget the way the shadows curled through his skin, even when he was dead.

      Elle’s breath was ragged, and not just from the running. The light in the Everwood, as if it were mirroring her thoughts, had begun to dim. She was getting closer. A curl of fear unwound in her belly.

      A high-pitched meow brought her up short, her heart leaping in fear. A little white cat sat on a patch of bare earth in the middle of the path she’d been taking. Its fur was so brightly white that it seemed to glow in the dimming Everwood.

      “Echo,” Elle grinned at the small loren. Like Sarai, he looked just like a house cat, but his wide-set ears and spotless coat identified him for what he was. He limped over to her—his arthritis was worse now, but he stubbornly refused to be left out of anything. “I thought I asked you to stay away until this nonsense with the betrothal was over.”

      The little cat gave her a green-eyed glare before bumping his head into her knee. He didn’t like being asked to stay away from her, even though he seemed to understand his presence would cause unwelcome questions.

      He sent her a string of images—the bright-lit, bustling clearing under the Whisperers, her own flushed face, set against this dark, dim place, and then a quick series of the last time they had been this close to the Murk. Prell going down under the jaws of a shadowcat, the play of shadow under his skin, and lastly Echo’s own small, white jaws tearing through shadow flesh.

      “Fair enough,” said Elle, pressing a kiss to the top of Echo’s head. She blinked back tears at the images of Prell’s throat. And even though Echo was older now, and arthritic, the small magical cat would be an asset in the Murk.

      And it was nice not to be alone.

      The little cat’s dignity wouldn’t allow him to be carried, but he stuck close to Elle’s ankle as she made her way deeper into the Everwood. Soon the forest was all but black, and the ground cover grew sluggish, the plants no longer drawing back for her. She stumbled through low bushes and over raised tree roots. Echo fell back slightly, letting her create the path for them.

      Elle endured the darkness, wanting to avoid magic for as long as possible. She knew now that shadowcats were drawn to it. Possibly even came from it. But it was too dark now for her to move properly. Darker than she had expected, darker than she remembered. The thought that the Murk might be spreading chilled her.

      Between one step and the next, Elle reached the Murk. A wall of pure shadow hung in front of her. Her steps slowed and then faltered. Even without a lantern, she could clearly see the barrier. The darkness was so thick it was practically a living creature. And just like any living creature, it had a personality. She could feel it, malevolent and endlessly patient, watching her.

      She didn’t want to go in there without a light.

      The dark silence was oppressive, and Elle whispered the name of a starmark, afraid to make too much noise. Afraid to draw attention.

      The golden symbol twisted in the air, following the path her finger had drawn for it. It oozed into existence as if emerging through a slick of oil. But then it wavered and, before she could reach for it, dissolved, still half-formed.

      She muttered a curse and wiped her shaking hands on her tights. Looking down, she tried to control her breath. She had spent the last two years devouring anything she could find on Ancient Asytrian, learning the words in a language long dead. She’d catalogued every hint of how to wield magic from the ancient journals kept by her grandmothers and great-grandmothers.

      She had tried everything they suggested, but the tricks hardly made a difference, and that was when they worked at all. No, magic had changed too much. It was slippery, and she could only make the most basic commands work.

      So Elle did the only thing that ever seemed to work with any kind of regularity and reached for her magic trance. She drew in her breath slowly and evenly, forcing herself to not think about Timony—or about another boy from long ago. Her heart slowed and the shake of her hands subsided. As her heart quieted, the ever-present chest pain receded again, letting her breathe more easily.

      The hum of the Everwood was in her bones, the soft rhythm of life in the Vale. It was surprisingly easy to fall into that state here, but the beat was irregular. Discordant. That was odd, but Elle did her best to ignore it and push her worry aside.

      She drew the starmark again, clever fingers moving easily through the air. Felo, a luck mark, burst into being in front of her, and her knees almost gave way in relief. It looked vaguely oily, and the shape was slightly twisted, but it was solid. Elle reached out for it, the gold light warm and slightly slippery. It was a comforting feeling, like sliding into a warm bath. She wove it into her hair, where it tangled, lighting up the copper strands and a small circle of the Everwood around her.

      The tiny circle of light she stood in was smaller than she would have liked, and somehow it made the darkness more threatening, but at least she could see where she was stepping. Taking a deep breath, Elle looked down at Echo and then walked toward the wall of darkness. It rippled as she stepped through and all the light in the world went out.

      Gradually, her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the starmark, letting her see the twisted forest around her. The darkness had seeped into the land itself, choking the life out of everything. The trees were gnarled and slumped, their bare branches sad, stumpy things that reached upward for a light they would never see. There was a faint rushing noise—the river. Chokeweed was tangled everywhere, the long, spiked tendrils wound around branches and trunks, trailing off as it reached the soft, swampy ground.

      Elle placed her feet carefully, testing each patch of ground before trusting her weight to it. The slowness chafed at her, but she would be no good to Timony if she was sucked down by a deep pocket of bog.

      The light caught some small, muddy depressions, and she heaved a sigh of relief. Timony’s tracks. Echo lowered his nose to them and sniffed deeply before trotting off into the dark.

      Elle snapped her jaw shut on her protesting yelp. Quiet. They needed to be quiet.

      She followed Echo deeper into the darkness, and the pathetic, twisted stumps gave way to larger trees—trees with windows, and doors. Trees with the deep indentations of carvings. Hearthomes.

      People had lived here once.

      Even Echo seemed shocked, halting in his determined stride to sniff at a twisted home. He shuddered, the fur along his back standing up in a ridge. They really needed to find Timony.

      Echo’s ears were pricked, and they both moved as quietly as they could in this unnaturally still place, listening for any hint of a small boy. Something reared up out of the dark, and Elle shied back before realizing it was just a stone statue. It looked as if it had been a large cat once, but the stone was chipped and pitted.

      The curving path that Echo took passed several more statues, each shaped like a different animal. Elle squinted in the darkness at the closest one. She thought it was an otter.

      She walked forward, ignoring Echo’s hiss as she moved through the statues rather than following his path around them. The light of her starmark glinted off the shapes of six other large animals arrayed in a circle around a small flat stone platform.

      Nine statues. Nine animals. These were the symbols of the Godstars.

      She was shaking now. And Echo was around her ankles, projecting as much calm as he could muster.

      This was a focus. A way to bond and access the power of one of the Godstars. The very thing she had been born to do. This was what she had bargained her future for—the knowledge that the Synod had about this focus and the six others she had yet to find. The knowledge they kept hostage to control her, to force her down a path they set out.

      This was what she had been looking for.

      A soft hoot made her jump, and she stumbled in the soft muck, catching herself against a statue of a swan. So, animals lived here.

      She didn’t want to see them. Anything that could co-exist with shadowcats would be twisted and sick, tainted by the same rot that had seeped into the trees. She needed to find Timony.

      Casting one last look at the stone platform, she followed Echo back out of the circle. The focus wasn’t going anywhere. She could come back—she would—once Timony was safe.

      Despite the stillness, she felt as if she was being watched. She was glad of the light in her hair, but she was very aware it made her easy to see, and even easier for anything else to hide.

      Echo was padding straight toward the sound of the river, and Elle felt the dread building in her chest. They hadn’t yet seen a shadowcat, but it was only a matter a time.

      The bank was steep and only Echo kept Elle from tumbling down into what passed for a river in this dark place. The churn of water was loud in the stillness, but the river didn’t seem very wide, and she hoped for Timony’s sake that it wasn’t too deep.

      She tested the bank gingerly with one mud-covered slipper, not sure if the soft ground would hold her weight. When she didn’t fall through, she stepped fully down onto the bank—and broke through the crust.

      Elle’s knees, already soft with fear, gave way as the ground collapsed under her. She fell in a tumble of tangled limbs and hair down a slope made of rotting mud and marsh water. She tried to dig her heels and elbows into the muck, but that just served to slow her fall, not stop it.

      She landed with a loud splash in the freezing river and quickly pushed herself up onto the bank before the swift current could carry her away. Echo pranced lightly down after her, his paws barely making indents in the mud. Miraculously, the starmark was still woven into her hair, although its light was dimmed by the same foul combination of mud and slime that coated the rest of her.

      It seemed even darker down here, and part of her wished she had conjured more starmarks for better light. The oppressive stillness was making her itch, and she could have sworn they were being watched.

      Gritting her teeth, she paused on the bank of the river, listening for anything that might be coming to investigate the splash. She was slowly sinking into the mulchy ground near some strangely stunted reeds, which were doing their best to grow, but they too were at the mercy of the twin fates of darkness and the river’s current.

      It was hard to hear anything over the hammering of her heart, but Elle waited, trying to focus her breath again. It was much harder in the darkness. Carefully, so as not to make any more noise, Elle stepped into the shallow water and started to wade downriver with the current. If Timony had fallen down the bank as she just had, his much smaller body would have had a harder time escaping the strong current. The river chilled Elle’s flesh, but it also kept her alert, and let her move much faster than she could have in the bog that ran along the river’s edge. Echo shadowed her, slightly up the bank, clearly not eager to get his paws wet.

      She stumbled into a snarl of reeds, several larger logs caught in it. She reached out to push away one of the bigger logs, into the main current and out of her way. The log gave way under her hand.

      She snatched her hand back, her heart racing. This log was alive. The skin was cold, so cold, but not hard. The light of her starmark illuminated a tiny body, clothes covered in mud. Timony was caught against the snarl of broken trees and reeds, most of his body supported by the large rocks on the bank. Some twist of fate had lodged his head high, face upturned.

      Elle brushed reeds away from his face where the river lapped gently against his cheek, gently checking for any obvious injuries. Her breath was coming quickly now and she was doing her best not to cry, not to think about what that cold, cold skin meant.

      She waded to the edge of the river and onto the boggy bank. Digging her feet against the reeds for stability, she pulled Timony from the river. Small as he was, he was still heavy, and the angle was awkward. Elle was covered in mud to mid-thigh by the time she’d managed to move him onto what passed for dry land here.

      She lowered her head to listen to his chest. Nothing. She pushed his head back and, creepy as it felt, ran a finger around the inside of his mouth to check for anything that might be blocking his throat. Clear. But cold.

      A faint splash sounded downriver and Elle froze. She looked at Timony on the bank, now sinking slowly into the mud. She needed to get him onto a hard surface so that she could work.

      Echo was already halfway up the bank, anxiously looking from her to the dark and back. She didn’t want to know what his cat’s eyes could see. She needed to focus on Timony.

      Moving as quietly as she could, and trying not to stare in the direction of the splash, she looped an arm around Timony’s small chest and started to drag him up the boggy bank. It was a hard slog up the slope, and her light didn’t shine beyond two steps. She was keenly aware of how vulnerable the light made her, but she couldn’t extinguish it—she wouldn’t be able to see her hand in front of her face if she did.

      When she stopped moving, she thought she heard a slosh of water behind her. She waited, but didn’t turn. The noise didn’t come again. Just some fish, she told herself. But she hardly dared to breathe. Fear formed a thick lump in her throat, but she grasped Timony by the shoulders again. They were nearing the top of the steep bank, and Elle had to dig her knees into the mud to get enough leverage to move both herself and the boy.

      Her ears, even though she told them not to, were pricked for the smallest sounds now. She heard it again. It was faint. So faint that it could have been the echo of her own noise, but her crawling skin told her otherwise.

      The top of the bank was the steepest. Elle stopped, panting with effort and fear, considering how to move Timony. She didn’t have the strength to lift him and scramble up the bank.

      She would have to pull him up. Whispering an apology for leaving him, even for just a few seconds, she propped him against a branch and dug her elbows and knees into the soft muck to lever herself upward.

      Echo was pacing nervously along the ridge of the bank. He was growling almost imperceptibly as he watched the darkness behind her.

      Elle didn’t want to turn, but she needed to move Timony. To move them both. She gritted her teeth and rolled over.

      She shifted her body to the edge of the bank and looked down the slope—into a pair of orange eyes.

      Time froze.

      Elle’s world shrunk down to those pinpricks of light. A patch of pure darkness seemed to pool and thicken around the eyes, and Elle rolled away just as the shadowcat leaped. Its claws raked against her thigh as it dove at her, slicing fabric and flesh. Her leg on fire, Elle bit into her lip to keep from screaming and rolled.

      She heard the clatter of claws as the shadowcat landed and spun, its movements frighteningly fluid. Panting, she pushed herself up, her wounded leg trembling. She sketched starmarks in the air—for light, for fire, for anything that would distract the cat. In the light of the thrown golden shapes, Echo dived for the shadow creature’s throat, but missed as the thing shifted, its form melting into an amorphous blob that would let it meld with the shadows and change shape.

      It growled, a deep, earth rumbling sound that she felt in her bones, and it grew darker at the shoulders. Ready to pounce. Elle swept her hand out, catching the starmarks as they materialized—steady, golden and strong—and threw them at the pool of shadow.

      The symbols flew across the space like golden knives. They tore through the viscous shadow, forcing it out of shape. Where shadow separated from the main body, Echo pounced on it, ripping the pieces into shreds.

      Whimpering surrounded them as the shadowcat tried again and again to pull its body back together. They had to stop it, now, while it was weakened. Elle ran left, only limping slightly, toward the stone circle, leading the shadowcat away from the slope Timony rested on. Her hands moved as she ran, quickly drawing more starmarks. Her fire marks weren’t effective enough. This thing was strong, its shadow substance knitting together even as Echo worried at it. They didn’t have time for him to wear it down.

      Elle began to sketch different starmarks, ones long since outlawed in the Vale, and gone from living memory—but not from the journals of her ancestors. Marks of disappearance, dismemberment, and death. Evil marks.

      But not as evil as the thing made of shadow that flowed across the boggy ground to her. It outpaced poor arthritic Echo with ease.

      She turned at the last minute and planted her feet, facing the cat head on. It faltered, confused for one precious moment. Elle flung out her hand and the golden shape of Strigor flew like an arrow, embedding itself deeply into one orange eye.

      The cat collapsed, a pool of pure black that stood out even in the darkness of the Murk.

      Elle’s knees wobbled, begging to collapse in relief, but she locked them and stumbled back toward the river. Shadowcats traveled in packs and Timony was alone and vulnerable.

      She almost cried in relief when she saw that he was still where she had left him. He looked frighteningly pale in the waning light of her Felo starmark.

      A chorus of soft snarls came from deep in the darkness, but Elle didn’t hear any movement. Ignoring the threat, she lay back down on the muddy ground, shifted the top half of her body to hang over the edge of the steep, slippery slope, and leaned down to grasp Timony under his arms. She pulled him up over the edge.

      His skin had warmed slightly now that he was out of the water, but his tiny chest still wasn’t moving. She knelt beside the small body and pressed on his chest as Adron had taught her. Her hands slipped and she fell forward, just catching herself before crushing him. Felo was still bright enough to show her the blood that coated her hands and the thick gouges that ran from shoulder to wrist. She hadn’t even felt them.

      The snarling in the darkness grew louder. Elle picked up the small, chilled body and ran for the circle of stone animals. She placed him on the platform and scrambled up. The elevation wasn’t much, but it gave her a slightly more defensible position than the slippery edge of a river.

      Echo prowled the perimeter of the stone platform, his white fur a glowing speck of hope in the darkness.

      Elle hastily wiped her hands on her ripped pants and pushed again on Timony’s chest. She hated this tradition so much, had asked the Hunters again and again to make their selection process more transparent.

      Children were too easily drawn in by old tales of Hunters, and rumors of their initiation ritual. And the temptation of the prestige that came with being a Hunter—of belonging—was too much resist for young impressionable orphans.

      Elle clenched her jaw.

      This boy could not die. She wouldn’t allow it.

      The face of another boy swam in her mind as she tilted Timony’s head back and forced breath into the small lungs. A few more pushes, this time she heard the crack of ribs. She winced and lowered her head to Timony’s mouth to listen for breathing.

      Nothing.

      She kept up the smooth, alternating motions of breathing and pushing, but the little body lay still under her hands. It was only when she tasted salt that she realized she’d begun crying. She ignored the tears and kept working. Adron would have told her to give up long ago, and the small, reasonable voice at the back of her head said the same. On another day she may have listened, but not this day.

      She realized she’d begun whispering the words of the children’s song to herself as she kept up her rhythm. The song the children sang when they went to the Murk. A song she thought she’d never hear again after Prell’s death.

      Into the dark, the dark we go,

      What awaits us there we’ll never know.

      It breathes, it sleeps, it slumbers,

      It’s fire, it’s fear, it hungers.

      But they never sang the second verse, the verse that she only learned later. The verse that held an answer, if only she could puzzle it out. Even if the answer came too late for the one who had needed it most.

      In fire it loves,

      In flame adores.

      Surrender seeker,

      Its power, yours.

      Prell had thought they were doing the right thing. Convinced her to come here. They’d brought a Hunter-trained group with them.

      But they’d been ignorant children, and Prell had died. She had failed him. At the time she had been in shock, buoyed by his confidence in her, in them. Disbelieving that he could have been wrong.

      She wished she’d known then that shadowcats would avoid her if she was alone. That the more people there were in a group, the more likely they’d be attacked. She’d let fear and arrogance goad her into leading a squad of boys right into the Murk—some to their deaths—like some kind of stars-damned hero.

      But by now she was used to failing. It was the only thing she was really good at. At least this time, no else had died for her arrogance.

      Blood seeped from the deep welts on her thigh and arm, and she was all too aware of Timony’s cracked ribs under her hands. She was suddenly, keenly, achingly aware of how human and frail they both were, damaged and huddled in the darkness.

      Echo’s growls increased in pitch.

      She blew once more into Timony’s mouth, desperately, but again he didn’t move. Exhausted and short of breath, she rested her head on his small damaged chest and sobbed openly, uncaring of the shadows that lurked on the edge of the circle, eager for their prey.

      The old stories told of Graces who could bring someone back from the brink of death, but no Grace in living memory had had that power.

      Elle looked up and wiped her face on her sleeve before realizing it was covered in muck. Her eyes fell on the puddle of shadowcat at the edge of the circle, the Strigor starmark glinting gently in the dark.

      Shadow pooled behind it, and in the gloom, orange eyes began to appear.

      There were two sides to every aspect. The forbidden marks brought death, but also, supposedly, life. The powers of a God.

      She had nothing left to lose.

      Elle hesitated, the warnings in the old stories stilling her hand, and then sighed and drew three marks in the air. They came into life as easily as Strigor had earlier, as if they had been waiting and just needed her to guide them.

      The marks lit up the surrounding darkness, Timony’s small body a pale shock against the dark, pitted platform. Strange gems covered the surface of the stone, glinting gently in the light

      Elle pushed the marks downward and they sunk into Timony’s chest. The golden glow of spellmist ran through his slight frame. The light intensified, and Elle squinted, her eyes watering at the sudden brightness. It spread throughout his body, then dimmed as it seemed to reach into the stone.

      Elle didn’t move. She hardly dared to breathe.

      The snarls from the edge of the light stopped, and the dank silence of this dead place returned.

      Timony was still. She reached out a tentative hand—and he coughed.

      Elle snatched back her hand in fright, then started laughing, swooping down to roll the boy onto his side.

      He coughed again and vomited a huge quantity of water onto the pitted stone, but Elle couldn’t stop grinning.

      Timony sat up slowly, unsure of himself. Big, grey eyes swung up to hers, wide with worry. As he saw her grin, his own frown faded into a hesitant smile.

      The boy looked around at the dark and shivered, rubbing his arms. His clothes were soaked. And they had long overstayed their welcome.

      The deep shadow at the edge of the circle was still there, menacing, but the silence held. Elle didn’t know what was holding the shadowcats back, but she wasn’t going to question it. Echo would warn her if they moved.

      “Welcome back,” she said softly, pushing his wet hair out of his face.

      His wide eyes got even wider as he took her in, staring at her copper hair, and then at the gouges along her arm and thigh. “I’m so sorry Your Grace,” he whispered, “I didn’t mean to be any trouble.”

      His dejection touched a chord in Elle’s heart. She knew all too well what it was like to be more trouble than you were worth.

      “Hey,” she said, lifting his face to look at hers. “What matters is that you’re fine. Can you walk? We need to get you back to Sephanie.”

      She climbed off the platform then turned around to help him, but he had already bounced down by himself.

      She was surprised when he slipped his hand into hers, but she managed not to pull away. She led him through the dark, past the twisted hearthomes and toward the Everwood, her poor, abused Felo mark just bright enough to see by.

      Echo kept up the rear, constantly swiveling his head, alert to any danger until they were safely out of the Murk.

      Despite herself, Elle couldn’t help looking back over her shoulder toward the dead shadowcat.

      Three sets of orange eyes were clustered around the pool of blackness that had been their packmate. They gazed after her, their malevolence palpable, but they stayed hunched over the corpse, the fading Strigor mark that was still buried in its eye faintly illuminating their shadowfur.

      Turning her back on them, Elle allowed Timony to tow her out toward the Everwood, and toward her waiting betrothal party.
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        “It's a hard life here in the Everwood. The Growing is slow, and only the Blood have hearthomes. The fall of Cythia has left us with so little, but at least we are safe from the rebels.”

        Elana, 25th Grace

        

      

      Timony let out an explosive sigh as they stepped out of the darkness into the Everwood, his little shoulders dropping. They walked quickly, eager to be away from the danger at their backs. Elle put her hand on his shoulder and he smiled up at her, worry still etched on his face.

      Suddenly his eyes went very wide, his mouth dropping open. He gave a small squeal. Elle whipped around, her tired mind scrambling for a starmark. But he was just pointing at Echo.

      The little white cat had limped up to walk on her other side. A few scraps of darkness clung to his coat, but they were fast disappearing, as if being absorbed by his white fur.

      “That’s your loren?” squeaked Timony, grabbing her hand so hard she winced.

      “He’s his own,” said Elle with a small smile, shaking her hand a little to try and get the boy to loosen his grip. He did, but only to get a closer look at Echo. She almost stumbled over him and had to give his shoulder a little push to keep him walking.

      The forest was lightening around them, but they weren’t yet fully out of the darkness. Echo lengthened his limping stride to walk a little in front of them, and Elle could tell from the set of his ears that he enjoyed being admired by the boy.

      “But… Are you… Only Hunters…” Timony stumbled over his words, but she knew what he was asking. Only Hunters bonded loren, and the custom was so old that people had forgotten that that’s all it was. In truth, anyone could bond a loren—or rather, be chosen by a loren—but the Hunters fiercely guarded the knowledge of their spawning places, ensuring only they had access to newly birthed and impressionable kits.

      “I’m not a Hunter,” laughed Elle, “And Echo chose me, not the other way around.”

      The small cat sent her an image of them curled in a dark corner, hidden by stacks of books. Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. Although Echo had found her, they had both needed each other. She had saved his life, and he had made hers worth living.

      His eyes still wide, Timony asked, “Does this mean I could get a loren too?” She knew the dream well, it was one that every child in the Vale shared. It had been Prell’s dream too—to be a Hunter, to have his own loren. It had been the dream that got him killed.

      Echo answered himself with a bright little merp as he headbutted the boy’s shin. Timony was delighted, and watched eagerly as the little white cat ran forward a few steps, then back to headbutt the boy again. Laughing, Timony took the invitation to play, and raced after the small cat, the blushblooms above their heads fluttering quickly at the motion. This only made the boy laugh more—the blushblooms in the city were far too used to movement to react so noticeably.

      They were making good progress thanks to Echo’s game, it wouldn’t take them long to get back to Ystellia. She only hoped that she wasn’t too late. Ruefully she patted her hair, her hand coming away covered with globs of greyish sludge. The rest of her looked even worse. Flakes of drying mud were falling from her as she walked, but she was still covered with the stuff.

      Her leggings and part of her sweater hung in shredded strips from where the shadowcat’s claws had raked her. While Timony seemed entirely healed, her own injuries ached, the deep slices oozing a steady trickle of blood. She silently thanked Feloren that the shadowcat hadn’t gotten its jaws into her. There was no spell that she’d found yet that could banish the fast-spreading darkness of a shadowcat’s bite.

      Red-faced and puffing, Timony galloped up to her, followed more slowly by Echo, his limp more pronounced now.

      “The farms are just over the ridge!” he panted, pushing his hair back. The mud made it stiff, and it stuck up madly. Her own hair probably looked worse.

      “That can’t be right,” she said, biting her lip, then spitting at the taste of mud. “Blergh. The farms are east of Ystellia.”

      Somehow, Echo and the Everwood had wound them around. They would need to cross through the city to get to the Whisperers, which meant there would be no way for her to clean up without going through the betrothal party. And hiking around the village would only take longer.

      Exhausted and resigned, she gestured to Timony to lead on.

      The lights of Ystellia twinkled in the distance, beyond the farms. She would never admit it to anyone, but the farms made her very uncomfortable—especially at night. Up above in the Everwood’s thick canopy, nets and ropes had been used to tie back the branches above the crops, clearing huge holes amongst the trees without cutting or hurting them. During the day these holes let direct sunlight in, better for the crops than the usually filtered sunlight of the Everwood. But at night, the huge gaps opened up onto the pure black sky and made columns of shadow that gave Elle the shivers.

      Even the surrounding trees were duller, casting less light around the farms. And there were no little jewel-like insects or wild flamemoths. Adron’s potions worked well to keep them at bay.

      Elle shivered. After the Murk, she wanted to be somewhere light. She jogged past the farms, wincing as the welts on her thigh stretched, not looking up at the gaping holes above her, and caught up with Timony, who was practically running now that he knew food and the Hunters waited ahead.

      Soon they were amongst the hearthomes, the great hollow trees that made up the homes of the Ystellians. There were no two alike. Some were squat and wide, only a single round story. Others were more like slender towers that swayed slightly in the strong breezes, filled with narrow circular floors and an array of staircases or ladders that allowed their families to move easily from floor to floor.

      The city was quiet, the buzz of insects and of flamemoths in their jars too loud. A tickle of dread made the back Elle’s neck itch.

      She gestured for Timony to wait and hunched down to look Echo in the eyes. She pictured her apartments in the Whisperers as clearly as she could, emphasizing the enormous soft couches.

      She didn’t know what they would find down at the Tangle, but she knew that the fewer questions she needed to answer, the more quickly they could get the night over with. Echo snorted unhappily at her but she knew he understood. With what sounded like a sigh, he disappeared.

      Timony gasped in shock before breaking into spontaneous applause, even though the little cat wouldn’t be able to hear him.

      The sound echoed through the quiet night. Timony’s joy quickly faded, the silence all the more sinister after the brief noise. He slipped his hand back into Elle’s.

      Her betrothal party should have been in full swing by now, and the sound of the music and the celebrations should have carried. Instead, their footsteps echoed against the hard-packed paths. Timony sidled closer to her, he was looking around nervously at the town.

      Each of the homes they passed was unique, with handcrafted doors, windows, and balconies. Their trunks were carved all over with patterns and starmarks for luck. Some hearthomes even had flowers or herbs trained to run down their walls in runnels of bright color and light.

      Their cheery appearances were at odds with the strange hush over the town.

      “I bet Sephanie didn’t tell you how many speeches there are at parties like these,” Elle said, as much to comfort to herself as Timony. Her whole body ached, and the strange spasms in her chest were starting to flutter to life. “They stop the music and the dancing and everyone has to listen to some boring person say lots of boring things. That’s probably what’s happening now.”

      Timony nodded slowly, but he didn’t look convinced. She didn’t blame him.

      Her first thought was that Annaria had canceled the party in a fit of pique. But then the city should be alive with people visiting each other to gossip about their scandalous Grace, or shopping at the night market.

      No, she reasoned to herself, they must all be at the Tangle. Maybe it really was only speeches, but something told her it wasn’t.

      Elle’s chest tightened. Squeezing Timony’s hand, she walked a little faster, dread settling in her belly.

      Even a quiet mass of people gives off a soft hum, and as they approached the Tangle, Elle finally began to hear the crowds. But nothing about the muted buzz gave her any comfort.

      People stood in tight groups, all clustered at the edge of the lacy stone maze. The Tangle itself seemed to be clear, aside from a knot of people in the very center. The Synod. The air was alive with tension, and the whispered conversations seemed sinister against the backdrop of the flowers and lanterns that still festooned the clearing.

      Elle tried to smooth her hair back, and tuck in the shredded sleeve and shoulder of her sweater. She raised an eyebrow at Timony but he shook his head and made a face at her. She gave him a gentle bump with her elbow, “As if you look any better.”

      That won her a flash of a grin and bolstered her own spirits. Then, taking a deep breath, she began to force her way through the gossipers, holding tightly onto Timony’s hand. The people she jostled turned to glare at her, her mud-caked appearance drawing curled lips and whispered insults. She clenched her jaw and kept walking, looking out for Jesna’s blonde mane.

      Timony was knocked into her again and again until she gathered him to her side. The annoyed insults grew louder, and she could feel the crowds’ attention starting to shift toward the disturbance she was causing. She pushed harder through the crowd—she wanted some indication of what was happening before confronting Annaria. She was almost ready to scream at someone when she caught sight of Jesna. She forced her way sideways and tapped her friend on the shoulder.

      Jesna whipped around and growled in relief at the sight of Elle. Heedless of the muck, she gathered first her and then Timony in for quick, fierce hugs. Whispering, she said, “You look like a shadowcat chewed you up and spat you back out.”

      “I have been told that I’m a little bitter.” grinned Elle.

      But her friend just shook her head. “You need to get up there, Elle. I can’t get close, but something’s happened.” She gritted her teeth, “Something really bad.”

      Elle frowned, glancing around the crowd. Faces ranged from curious anxiety to annoyance, but overall people were calm if nervous, and they didn’t look like they were going anywhere without answers.

      “What happened?” she asked quietly.

      “I don’t really know. Neela started screaming at something on the Tangle.”

      “Neela?”

      Jesna rolled her eyes, “Yes, she was dancing with Tainn. I know, I know,” she said at Elle’s raised eyebrow. “Even at your betrothal, he can’t help but dance with his girlfriend.”

      Elle wasn’t surprised—a little annoyed given the way Tainn had kissed her earlier that evening—but not surprised. Young Hunters, including Tainn, were always a little too enamored with the inevitable popularity that came with their positions. And in Tainn’s case, his proximity to the Synod and his golden good looks made him irresistible to most girls.

      “I didn’t know Tainn was still leading her on,” murmured Elle to herself, then shook her head, focusing on the thing that had the whole town gathered and waiting. “Do you know what she screamed at?”

      Jesna shook her head, “No. Annaria had gone over to confront them—you know how she is about duty.”

      Elle knew only too well, and Tainn dancing with a low-born girl at his betrothal party to the Grace? Those were the kind of optics that would set Annaria on the warpath.

      “But it was something else.” Jesna frowned at the clump of Synod members on the Tangle, “Something even scarier than Annaria.”

      Elle glanced down at Timony, and Jesna nodded. Neither of them mentioned the murders that had plagued the town, but Elle could see from the set of Jesna’s jaw that despite her light tone, she was worried.

      Jesna shrugged, “Everyone was rushed away from the Tangle, and we’ve just been waiting ever since.”

      Elle bit her lip. She wished she had more information before confronting the Synod. She usually needed leverage and months of research just to talk to them about the weather.

      Pushing aside her concerns for now, she crouched down to look Timony in the eye.

      “I know that this is probably a little bit scary, but I need to go over there and talk to the Synod to find out what’s happening, alright?”

      Timony’s hand closed reflexively around hers and she tried not to gasp at his death grip. He shook his head.

      Elle tilted his head up so that he had no choice but to look at her. “It’s ok to be scared, Timony. Look around, everyone here is a bit anxious, and they’re waiting for the Synod to let them know what’s happening. Right now, I’d like to find out what I can do to help. Will you let me?”

      He pursed his lips and looked away. Stubborn little thing.

      “I know you don’t want me to leave you. I don’t want really want to either—and I definitely don’t want to talk to those crows on the Synod. But we all have to do things we don’t like sometimes.

      Timony looked at her and sighed. “You have to go make sure other people are safe now.”

      Elle smiled at him. At least she had one tiny champion. “Thank you, Tim. Will you stay here with Jesna?”

      He nodded reluctantly and she gave his hand a little squeeze. Standing, she asked, “Will you take him to Sephanie, Jes?”

      Jesna nodded, “I haven’t seen her, but Tim can stay with me, and we’ll look together.” She winked at the small boy and he perked up. It seemed a Cythian was a fair trade for the Grace.

      Timony uncurled his fingers from around hers, and she resisted the urge to shake some life back into her hand. She shared a look with Jesna before pushing her way through the crowd again.

      There were so many people here. More people than she’d known lived in the tree city, and most of them were complete strangers to her. Jesna would say that that was her own fault, and she would be right. Elle had been so focused on her goals that she hadn’t bothered to get to know her people. Gritting her teeth against the rising pain in her chest, and the pull of the wounds on her thigh, she pushed forward, trying to ignore the faces that regarded her with expressions ranging from disapproval to downright contempt.

      Despite the unseasonably warm evening, there were a fair number of cloaks in the crowd. She jostled one of the cloaked figures, stepping on the woolen length. Elle was about to apologize when a flash of bright copper caught her eye. The same copper as her own hair.

      She whipped around to look, but it was gone. She shook her head—only Graces and Gracelings had hair that color. And there were no Gracelings in Ystellia. Her mother had made sure of that.

      Someone called her name, low and urgent. She spotted Tainn at the front of the crowd. He was leaning against a great stone curve, hidden from anyone on the Tangle itself. A slim blonde figure was standing slightly too close to him in the shadow of the arch. Elle realized he was hiding himself and Neela from his mother’s gaze.

      A group of ladies in high-necked dresses stared down their noses at her, as she slipped past them, lips pulled back in disgust. Maybe she did look a mess, but she wasn’t about to show them that their opinions mattered. Holding her head high, she made her way over to Tainn.

      Neela’s lip actually curled when Elle stepped up to them, and Elle’s hand itched to slap that pouty little face.

      She wasn’t jealous, no matter what anyone said. But she couldn’t stand that accusatory gaze from that little doll’s face, as if she had stolen Tainn. Elle resisted the urge once again to tell Neela that she didn’t want to marry Tainn any more than Neela wanted her too.

      But she needed to keep up her charade. The Synod would never part with its secrets if they thought there was a chance that she might slip out of their grip. And Annaria would sooner lose her seat on the Synod before she’d give up the opportunity to marry her son to the Grace of the Vale.

      Tainn wasn’t the only one who’d rebelled against their duties by having relationships with others before they were forced to spend the rest of their lives together. But Prell had been gone for two years, while Tainn was still stringing Neela along. And the stupid girl blamed her.

      Ignoring the tiny blonde, Elle turned her attention to Tainn. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s another body, Elle.”

      “Oracle’s teeth!” swore Elle. She didn’t want to deal with this. “Just like the others?”

      “Yes. People are saying it’s a sign from the Godstars.”

      “I don’t understand why they would say—” Neela asked, her voice high and breathy.

      “Because this is the ninth body,” snapped Elle.

      Neela sniffed at that but drew a few wards in the air, and snuggled closer to Tainn. A superstitious damsel in distress. Of course she’d be the type.

      Tainn shrugged uncomfortably and tried to ignore Neela burrowing into his chest. “Are you going over there? These murders are obviously magical. I don’t understand why they’re trying to keep you away from the bodies. How are you supposed to help find the murderer?”

      Elle frowned at him. “Are you serious? Stars, sometimes you’re an idiot.” Anger was a welcome emotion, one that suited the burning in her chest. She cut her eyes at Neela and Tainn at least had the decency to blush.

      A loud murmur rose from the crowd as she stalked onto the Tangle. The Synod’s heads swung up at the sound. Their eyes weighed her, taking in her appearance, the mud, the slime, and the shadowcat slices that covered her thigh and arm.

      Most of the heads swung back around. The message was clear: she wasn’t worth their time.

      Only Annaria’s eyes stayed firmly fixed on Elle.

      “Nice of you to show up at last, Ariella Grace.” Elle gritted her teeth. She hated being addressed by her full name, and Annaria knew it. The tall, tanned woman looked her up and down. “Although I see you had some trouble getting ready. Perhaps a better dressmaker next time.”

      “Annaria.” Elle acknowledged, not slowing her step, but not moving any closer to the Synod. Instead she walked in a wide arch, out of reach. She didn’t think that the woman would physically restrain her, but she really didn’t want to find out.

      The Synod had kept her from most of the other bodies. As much as she didn’t want to see this one, Tainn was right. The murders were magical. It should have been up to her as Grace to deal with them, but the Synod always found ways around her, undermining her power until she was nothing more than a figurehead to be married off to advance the Blood’s influence.

      But today she was sore, and tired, and sick to death of being treated like she didn’t matter. This was her Vale.

      She heard footsteps behind her, but she didn’t turn, didn’t slow her step. There was only so much Annaria and the Synod could do in front of the crowd. She ignored their urgent shouts and rounded the low stone wall that hid the body from sight.

      Brown curls were fanned across the stone.

      Elle’s knees buckled, and she clutched at her chest in shock.

      She had expected to see that soft, pale face tonight, but not like this. Not anything like this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            A Whiff of Smoke

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “They think me mad. Perhaps I am.

        But I am also right”

        

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      Sephanie looked as young in death as she had in life. The dark-haired girl lay still against the stone, her curls fanned out around her face as if she were floating. So pale and delicate.

      Early spring flowers festooned the stone arches above her body, the fluttering light of the flamemoths shifting over her face, giving her the semblance of life.

      If you didn’t look at her chest.

      Elle wanted to keep her eyes on Sephanie’s face, away from the horrific wound that marred her tiny form, but she needed to inspect the body. To look for the clues she was sure were there.

      She swallowed hard, so that she wouldn’t embarrass herself, and knelt down.

      A hole had been punched through Sephanie’s chest. Neat, perfectly circular and cauterized at the edges. Right where her heart should be. There was no blood, but Elle hadn’t been expecting any. The Synod’s reports noted that there was no blood on any of the previous bodies either.

      The Synod’s conclusion was that the victims had been moved. Elle had only seen one other body, she’d had to rely the on the very thin reports the Synod assembled for the rest. The nature of the murders was horrific, too horrific to be so entirely blood-free even once moved. She had wondered if the Synod were wrong, if the lack of blood wasn’t from the body being moved, but because the force of whatever magic removed their hearts was strong enough to cauterize the wound even as it made it.

      Elle turned at the sound of footsteps behind her. Annaria was bearing down on her, trailing two Guardians in her wake. Elle rolled her eyes at the woman’s theatrics and turned back to Sephanie.

      She had a checklist. Signs to look for that would prove this murder matched not only the eight before it but also the spate of murders fifty years ago.

      Jurith, her grandmother, had lived through murders just like these. She’d detailed them extensively in her journals—but they’d never been solved.

      She had tried to get the Synod to take the journals seriously. After all, some Synod members, like Tyress, had known her grandmother personally.

      But they refused to listen.

      Especially the ones who had known Jurith personally.

      Elle tried to run through her checklist now, ignoring Annaria’s hissed threats behind her. The Guardians couldn’t put their hands on her in public. Not without a reason, and she wasn’t about to give them one.

      One, the cauterized wound. Obviously.

      The sight of it made Elle want to be sick. She focused on the next item.

      Two, the body would be strangely warm.

      Holding her breath, Elle reached out to touch Sephanie’s face. And whipped her hand back. The girl’s skin was hot as a freshly boiled teakettle. This was just like Raitel’s death.

      The Synod’s reports on the other bodies hadn’t mentioned the heat. Elle wondered what else they’d left out.

      She had thought that being right would bring her some satisfaction. Instead, she felt dread uncurl in her, heavy in her belly, a counterpoint to the wretched pain in her chest. She stumbled away from the body, cradling the hand that had touched Sephanie. Her fingertips felt like they were burning.

      Annaria was watching her with a small smile as if she’d known Elle wouldn’t be able to handle being this close to a dead body. She’d probably use it as proof for her archaic ideas of what women—or at least women who weren’t Annaria—should and shouldn’t do. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so absurd and claustrophobic.

      Elle straightened, pushing back her muddy hair. She needed to appear in control of the situation.

      Annaria was quicker. “Oh, you poor delicate thing,” she cooed, stepping forward to lay a hand on Elle’s arm. “I knew it would be too much for you. Look how you’re trembling.”

      Elle jerked away from her, almost stumbling in her haste. Annaria’s smile widened, tiny wrinkles appearing around her fathomless eyes. She cast a knowing look at Elle and then straightened her face as she turned away.

      “Wendell, the Grace needs medical attention,” she called, her voice pitched to travel out to the crowds at the edge of the Tangle. “I’m afraid darling Ariella has suffered a terrible shock.”

      Elle backed away from her almost mother-in-law as Annaria’s favorite lackey started waddling over to them. The crowd was murmuring, the pitch of their voices higher. They were anxious now.

      She couldn’t afford to let Annaria set the tone. She needed to take the situation in hand. Wendell reached out for her, his small hand grasping her arm with surprising strength, but she ignored him and turned to call for Tainn.

      His head popped out from behind the low, lacy stone wall that had been sheltering him and Neela from view. With her free arm, Elle gestured for him to come closer.

      Wendell was trying to turn her away from the crowd, standing up on his toes to feel her forehead. His waistcoat, not used to the strain of activity, pulled up. He tried to tug it down and reach for her forehead at the same time, and succeeded in doing neither.

      Elle laughed. She couldn’t help it. He was such a ridiculous, puffed-up little chicken. Affronted, he stepped back, huffing in offense and pulling his waistcoat down with short, sharp tugs.

      “Obviously shock,” he announced very loudly, taking his cues from Annaria. “Inappropriate laughter, clammy skin, shaking hands. You need rest, young lady. I recommend bed rest and a potion from—”

      “I don’t give a loren’s ass what you recommend,” said Elle, turning her back on him. She heard him squawking in shock behind her, but she ignored him, gesturing for Tainn to hurry.

      Her fiancé looked from her to his mother and back again. His step was slow and his face set. He would rather be anywhere but here. Impatient, Elle reached out and grabbed his arm, hustling him forward toward Sephanie. He was very pale, and Elle remembered that he and Neela had been the ones to stumble over the body.

      “You need to get Irik,” she whispered, pitching her voice so that it wouldn’t carry. “He has a right to know. He needs to say goodbye.”

      Tainn was staring at the body now, eyes wide, his golden skin paling. He swallowed. “I didn’t realize it was her,” he said softly. “It happened so quickly. I was worried about getting Neela away, I didn’t even notice…”

      Elle nodded, rubbing his shoulder in what she hoped he took for sympathy. She really needed him to get Irik. Tainn shook his head and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I’ll be right back with him.”

      He left, leaving her staring into Annaria’s furious eyes. Pain lanced her chest and she absently kneaded it with her knuckles. Not now, she couldn’t deal with the pain now. Not with Annaria watching her with her predator’s eyes. Elle snatched her hand down, cursing herself for reacting. Ignoring Annaria and Wendell (who was still flapping about, ordering her to bed and prescribing sugar water), she knelt back down next to the body.

      There wasn’t much out of place. If it weren’t for the gaping hole in the girl’s chest, she would just look as if she were resting. Now that she was over her shock, Elle noticed for the first time the faint whiff of something burnt. She leaned closer. The smell was coming from Sephanie, and not just from the wound. It impregnated her clothes and hair.

      Elle lifted a few strands of Sephanie’s hair. The ends were singed. It was difficult to see amongst her thick curls, but the edges were tightly crinkled, as if she’d leaned over a candle.

      A perfect match to the murders from fifty years ago.

      In her journals, Jurith claimed only one type of person was capable of killing like this. It was never proven, but Elle believed her grandmother’s suspicions.

      There was a Pyromancer in the Vale.

      The sound of footsteps made her look up. Standing, she made to brush off her pants before looking at her mud-covered leggings and realizing how futile that would be.

      Tainn and Irik walked quickly, taking a leaf from Elle’s book and skirting the Synod and their guards, walking just fast enough to make any attempts to stop them awkward. Elle snatched her hand away from her chest. Again.

      Irik hovered at the edge of the stone wall that hid Sephanie’s body. He looked helplessly at Elle.

      He knew. Of course he knew, he hadn’t seen his wife in hours and now to be summoned here… He licked his lips and looked away, as if delaying the moment could change the truth.

      She walked over and murmured a quick thanks to Tainn. He nodded quickly. He looked as if he were about to say something, but shook his head before jogging back to where Neela was still hiding.

      Elle was surprised by how that stung.

      Annaria broke off from her furious muttering with Wendell and hurried over, slipping her arm through Irik’s.

      It made Elle want to bite her. One second ago she couldn’t have been less bothered about finding Sephanie’s husband, and now here she was, capitalizing on tragedy. The woman couldn’t pass up any opportunity for political wrangling.

      “Oh Irik, my dear. I’m so sorry for your loss,” she was saying, her voice soft and false-sweet. It set Elle’s teeth on edge, but Irik was listening closely, face open. She went on, “But what you must know is that the Synod is doing everything in its considerable power to make sure that we locate the perpetrator. He—or she—will be found.”

      For a moment, Annaria caught Elle’s eye. The ball of dread in her belly grew. What did the foul woman have planned? She should have been paying closer attention. She had assumed that the betrothal would mollify her almost mother-in-law, at least for a while. She kept underestimating her.

      Annaria squeezed Irik’s arm. “You will have justice.” She led him around the small wall that hid the body.

      Irik froze. Then, slowly, like a giant felled tree, he folded. His knees folding even as he stumbled toward his wife’s body, his strangled howl echoing across the Tangle.

      His hands fluttered out to touch Sephanie, but he couldn’t quite make contact. Instead, they traced the shape of his dead wife’s face. Tears began to pour down his cheeks, and Elle’s chest spasmed at the sight. She clutched at it before she realized Annaria was watching her again.

      Irik looked up. “We were so happy after what you did for us. We were going to be a real family.” His face crumpled and he bent his head. Elle hurried over and leaned across Sephanie’s body to hold his hands as he wept. She said nothing.

      There was nothing to say.

      Elle realized she was hearing voices, and looked up to see Annaria talking to the crowd. Now that Irik had been told, she was free to tell the crowd about Sephanie’s death without seeming callous—and to frame it any way she liked.

      Elle leaned close to Irik, “Irik,” she whispered, low but urgent. “Irik.”

      He lifted a wet face to hers, not understanding what she wanted.

      “Irik, they are going to try and destroy Sephanie’s body. They’ll say they want to burn her to free her spirit for the Stars, but they will be destroying any clues her body might hide.”

      Irik continued to look at her with a blank face. She hesitated, not sure how else to explain it, not wanting to push him, when his voice cracked out. “You can find them? If you preserve… If you…” He swallowed. “You can find the clues?”

      Elle nodded. “I have already found some, but I would like Adron to examine her. He will see what I miss.”

      Irik’s face firmed, the thought of justice briefly burning away some grief. “Do what you need to do, Your Grace.”

      Elle’s hand rose to knead her mud-stained chest before she snatched it away again. She felt a strange sense of urgency, as if everything were veering out of control, as if she were running out of time for something.

      Nothing about tonight had gone the way she’d planned.

      Nodding her thanks to Irik, she drew Antre. The starmark would freeze Sephanie’s body, preserving it precisely as it was now until she and Adron could examine it more closely.

      The starmark hung in the air, and Elle didn’t dare breathe in case it didn’t work. But after a few moments, the symbol wavered and expanded. It leaked spellmist into a wide cloud until Sephanie was encased in a low mound of soft golden light.

      Wendell, who had been gazing at Annaria adoringly as she spoke, started as the spellmist began solidifying into enchanted ice. He waddled over as quickly as he could, fury stamped on his face. But there was no reversing the process—at least not for anyone who didn’t have the stars in their blood. And Wendell, despite his pedigree, had no Talent.

      The ice hissed as it moved over Sephanie’s skin, but starmarks were strong, and it quickly solidified. By the time Wendell reached them, her body was completely covered. It had even filled in the wound and made her look almost whole again. Irik rested his hand over the patch where her heart had been and bowed his head. He was trembling.

      Elle moved to get up but froze when a series of images flashed through her mind, so fuzzy she didn’t realize what she was seeing at first. It was a sending of a sending, second or third hand, sent to her by Echo, but everything was misty, and she couldn’t make out…

      She shook her head, trying to dispel the image and the wave of exhaustion that threatened. She pushed herself to her feet, swaying slightly.

      Irik still lay over the body of his dead wife, and she touched him briefly on the shoulder in sympathy, wishing she had the time to do more, she made her way toward where Annaria stood, still addressing the town.

      The sending from Echo came again, along with a fresh spasm of pain in her chest.

      She tried to push them both away.

      Not now.

      Wendell, annoyed at being ignored, dogged her steps, his admonitions falling on deaf ears as she tried to focus on what Annaria was saying. The pain in her chest was so overwhelming she wanted to claw her own ribcage open. But she had to concentrate.

      “—tragedy, of course. Rest assured we in the Synod have been doing everything we can to solve these crimes and are expending every resource. We’ve begun research on the murders from the Jurithian years as we believe they hold several clues. I am certain we will catch the murderer soon.”

      Elle almost couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She saw a few people in the crowd point at her and realized she was staring at Annaria with her mouth open. She snapped it shut, anger coming quick and hot and clarifying.

      She had done all the research, had been the one to find the earlier spate of murders that had followed the same pattern, and Annaria was taking credit for it. The stars-damned Synod hadn’t even wanted to listen to her theories, especially not the one about the murders being the work of a Pyromancer.

      Annaria shot a look at Elle, her face serious, the picture of a leader. But there was a glitter of satisfaction in her eyes. Elle could feel the crowd’s attention focused on Annaria, absorbing every word she said with a kind of unthinking fascination. They saw her as the true leader of the Vale, not as the servant to power, but power itself. Elle’s anger iced over with fear as she watched the crowd nodding along to Annaria’s words.

      Elle had been so concerned with her own plans to seize power back from the Synod, that she hadn’t been paying attention to Annaria’s plans. To the woman’s growing power in the vacuum left by her mother’s death.

      “I have shared other observations with the Synod,” Elle said, speaking before she even knew that she intended to, the fear of Annaria’s influence pushing her forward. She looked out over the crowd.

      So many of the faces were strangers or people she just nodded to in passing. She had been a fool. This Vale was supposed to be in her care, and she hadn’t even tried, not really, to get to know her people.

      The faces turned to her were indifferent at best. Some were outright hostile. She squared her shoulders, horribly aware of her mud-stained appearance, and continued, “I’ve told the Synod everything that I’ve been able to uncover about the murders, including my suspicion that they are the work of a Pyromancer.”

      The crowd erupted, any trace of indifference or calm boiled away in a flash of fear that built as they panicked loudly to neighbors, swapping rumors and superstitions.

      Annaria froze. Her face was calm, but her dark eyes were furious. They glinted redly at Elle. The Synod leader quickly turned back to the crowd—she held up her hands, clearly asking for silence, but the crowd was too tense, too fearful.

      “How did they get in?”

      “We’re all doomed.”

      “I bet it’s that strange man in the cloak. Have you seen him, I told—”

      One voice boomed above the rest, “You killed them!”

      Elle turned, trying to find the owner of the voice. She clutched at her chest again. It was getting worse. This pain wasn’t natural. It was almost an entity by itself, it didn’t feel like it even belonged to her. She wished she hadn’t spoken. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Starting a fight when you’ve got no hope of winning. She could imagine what her mother would have said. But there was no backing down. Already she was shaking her head, even as she searched for the accuser.

      The sending came again. Mists curling around themselves before suddenly being cut off, exposing a dark, deep gash.

      Was that…

      Elle’s head snapped back up as Annaria’s cool voice finally broke through the panicked babble of the crowd. “That’s a very serious accusation to make. Who said that?”

      A big man with a ruddy face pushed his way to the front of the crowd, and Elle’s heart sank. It was the town butcher, Master Reynardt. He’d practically worshipped her mother and had made it clear he shared her views on Elle.

      “I’m not afraid to say it.” He pointed a thick, meaty finger. “She’s the murderer.”

      The crowd broke out into whispers again, but no one spoke up in her defense.

      Reynardt pulled his jacket tight around himself and looked about, nodding at his neighbors as if to encourage their agreement before he spoke again.

      “The murders have been magical. You’re the only properly magic one in this Vale.”

      The idea that she was responsible was so ridiculous that Elle laughed out loud.

      “You can’t be serious!” she said. “You know about my powers. ‘Nowhere near the Graces of old.’ You’ve said that to me yourself.”

      Reynardt huffed and shook his head aggressively. Laughing at him had been the wrong response. The crowd was whispering intently, and more than one person wore a thoughtful frown, looking from Reynardt to Elle and back as if fitting the pieces of a puzzle together.

      Elle spoke again. “Each of the victims has been found with scorch marks on them. I agree the murders are magical. But they weren’t done by me.”

      “So who did them, then? A Pyromancer?” He sneered, “And how would they get past the Mistwall? Or are you claiming that something’s gone wrong with that too?”

      Elle stopped listening. Something clicked at his words. The Grace, the embodiment of the Vale.

      A fable. She’d always thought it was fantastical wording, like the titles Annaria liked to bestow on the Synod. It made sense suddenly, she’d known the pain wasn’t natural.

      Embodiment of the Vale. Something was wrong with the Vale, and it was reaching out the only way it knew how. The pain spiderwebbed through her as she realized what Echo—what the wild loren—were trying to tell her.

      Elle nodded, catching Reynardt’s eye. “Yes. It’s…” She stopped, concentrating on the pain, “It’s not down but… I think it’s damaged.” The crowd exploded again at her words, but she hardly noticed. She should have realized it before.

      Something was happening right now, and the loren were scared. Scared enough to pass the sending to an unbonded loren, to Echo, to pass on to her. If she hadn’t been so dense, so stupid—but no. She would have still gone to rescue Timony.

      Elle wanted to leave now, to start running and not stop until she saw for herself whether or not the Mistwall had been breached. But she’d run before, and now she stood, muddy and exhausted, accused of murder in front of the entire city.

      She needed a better way, a way to get help from the Guardians.

      Annaria was making shushing motions at the crowd, wafting her hands palm downwards.

      They quieted for her.

      Elle looked up as stillness fell. A better way. She opened her mouth, but it was Annaria’s voice that rang out.

      “The Synod assures you that the Mistwall is not down! We have not had any reports from the guards. You and your families are absolutely safe from Illyzian invaders. The Mistwall has not failed in living memory—it will not do so now.”

      A gentle wave of whispers ran through the crowd, but they were quiet. Respectful of Annaria.

      Elle’s not quite mother-in-law looked over at her, and her heart sank as she saw the corner of her lip curl slightly.

      Annaria continued, voice sickly with false sympathy. “I am certain that our dear Ariella is not the murderer,” she nodded to Reynardt, who blushed bright red and ducked his head, “But I want to assure you all that the Synod will take any steps necessary to guarantee your safety. Which is why I feel compelled to ask for a vote.”

      Elle felt a buzzing in her ears. The pain had built to such an intensity that it was like being surrounded by a throbbing wall. Everything felt very loud and very far away at the same time. She wanted to move off the Tangle, to get back to the Whisperers, but it seemed someone was holding her arm.

      She shook her head, trying to clear it. The crowd had begun raising hands in response to Annaria’s question. What had been the question? Elle looked around desperately, longing for a friendly face. But all she could see was a wall of hands. They blurred slightly and Elle blinked.

      A spot of bright copper moved through the sea of hands. She squinted, and stepped forward slightly, hand raised to shield her eyes from the light of the boughs of flowers above.

      Two council members blocked her way. The hand on her arm tightened cruelly. Elle tried to sidestep, tried to shake the hand loose, panic at being trapped rising in her throat. They moved with her, not letting her past. Breathing hard, she stopped and looked back at Annaria. The woman was still talking to the crowd.

      Sound snapped back, too loud.

      The shimmering bunting strung above the clearing faded into focus, and then out again, a bright blur.

      “By majority vote, Ariella is relieved of her duties as Grace. The Synod will investigate any claims of wrongdoings against her.”

      The shock snapped Elle back to herself. She wanted to shout at the crowd, but she was frozen.

      It was far too late to do anything. She should have paid more attention to Annaria.

      Suddenly it was as if she was seeing herself from the crowd’s eye. A dirty, mud-covered woman, kneading at her own chest like a crazy person. Someone who had come late and ragged to her own betrothal party and was now shouting about Pyromancers and fallen Mistwalls.

      No wonder they thought her guilty. She had handed Annaria this victory. Elle couldn’t quite swallow the lump in her throat, but she raised her chin regardless. She could at least hold on to the scraps of dignity she had left.

      An angry voice shouted from the crowd, “You can’t depose the Grace! The Grace is the Vale.”

      Elle’s knees almost gave way when she heard Jesna’s voice. She wanted to cry with relief. A few voices murmured in agreement, but the sound was small and quickly hushed.

      Annaria smiled, not at all worried. Elle felt a finger of icy fear trace her spine.

      “Of course the Vale must have a Grace,” said Annaria calmly, “But we are living in a new age. Things have changed. The Synod is elected by the people, why shouldn’t the Grace be as well?”

      Through the nodding crowd, Elle saw that copper head appear. A Graceling. There was only one living Graceling that Elle knew of, and she should have been two days away in Pyscoria. Instead, she was pushing her way through the crowd toward the Tangle.

      Magla.

      In that moment Elle saw how neatly she had been trapped. She’d let her temper loose earlier, so confident in her own plans, so sure in the infallibility of her title.

      There couldn’t have been a worse time to be wrong.

      Elle had been right about one thing—Annaria wanted her son to marry the Grace. What Elle hadn’t anticipated was that it would be a Grace of her choosing. The implications of Annaria’s manipulations stunned Elle, and at the same time pain ripped through her chest.

      She fell to her knees. She was only vaguely aware of the crowd raising hands in another vote. The world was going dark at the edges. She tried to speak above the roar of the crowd, above the roar of her own blood in her ears.

      “The Mistwall,” she whispered, as her vision went black. A warning. A plea.

      She felt herself fall, caught, and lowered to the ground by indifferent hands.
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        “Mama says it is only fair to give people a say in how they are governed, after all that is how the Vale was founded.

        But I cannot say I am without doubts about this new Synod she's established.”

        Iraele, 12th Grace

        

      

      Elle woke with a groan.

      She pushed herself slowly upright and squinted around at her apartments.

      Why were they so dark? She never closed the shutters and even the balcony doors were latched tight. She couldn’t tell whether it was night or day.

      She batted away the thick, fluffy blankets that seemed determined to anchor her to the bed. Tiny flakes of mud fell away and she gazed at them in confusion, then at her ripped, mud-covered clothes.

      Memory came crashing back and she sat bolt upright, grunting at the pain that lanced through her aching muscles and stuffy head.

      The engagement party. Sephanie’s body. The Mistwall.

      Annaria’s betrayal.

      Her hand moved automatically to rub at her chest, then froze as she realized the sharp, ripping pains that had plagued her for weeks were gone.

      If she were naïve, she’d think that meant whatever the threat to the Vale had been was gone. But she wasn’t naïve, and she wasn’t relieved.

      She was tired.

      The loren’s sending, although fuzzy, was also unmistakable. She was sure now that someone had breached the Mistwall. Which meant that anything could be happening. They sounded like tales to scare children with, but Pyromancers were real enough. And the damage they could do would make anyone they encountered wish they weren’t.

      She should have realized it earlier.

      She wriggled slowly toward the edge of the bed, groaning at each small movement. Every part of her body ached and her brain felt sluggish, as if it had its own set of thick blankets smothering it.

      The last time she’d felt this way had been when Jesna had stolen a bottle of Adron’s honeyed mead and they’d gotten drunk and nearly drowned in Moonfall Pool.

      Elle had to slip down the edge of the bed to get out, and her feet landed with a heavy thud. She winced. The sound echoed in the big room and she felt a tickle of unease.

      Whoever had moved her to her rooms hadn’t bothered to undress her, or leave a light or tray of food.

      Which meant it wasn’t Jesna, and it wasn’t Adron.

      The Synod, no doubt, was planning to keep her locked up until they could decide what to do with her. A deposed Grace was a dangerous threat to the new regime they were setting up.

      Well, she wasn’t going to wait around to find out what they wanted with her now.

      She tried to make a plan, to think about what to do next.

      Mend the Mistwall, of course.

      The Synod didn’t believe her, so there would be no one else who even knew about the breach, let alone someone who was actively working to fix it.

      But she couldn’t see past that. For the first time in her life, there was nothing she had to do.

      Destiny’s claws had been ripped from her by Annaria’s scheming.

      She was free.

      But she was also smelly.

      She needed a bath—maybe two—to get the muck off. It would give her time to think.

      Wincing slightly at the stiffness in her muscles, Elle limped through her bedroom and out into the rest of her apartments. She didn’t want to risk lighting a lamp. If there were any guards outside, she didn’t want them to know she was awake.

      She padded gently to the main room, blessing her forest-trained feet, and pressed her ear to the heavy door. Nothing. She waited.

      A faint murmur came, followed by muffled laughter. More than one guard then.

      So, sneaking out the way she had earlier wouldn’t be an option. It would have to be the balcony.

      Elle edged back toward her bedroom, navigating slowly around the dark lumps of furniture. Her rooms were a palette of black on black, darker than they’d ever been.

      She bumped into something heavy, smacking her hip hard. The small metal table she’d knocked wobbled, and she just caught it before it crashed into a standing lamp. She eased it gently back into place, hardly daring to breathe.

      But no movement came from the door. The guards hadn’t heard anything.

      It was just her own heart hammering in her ears.

      She made it to the wetroom without knocking into anything else. Blood still pounding in her ears, she slipped into the stone-floored wetroom and swung the heavy door shut behind her. She had been wrong. It could get darker.

      There was nothing to be scared of, but Elle’s heart skittered a nervous little beat regardless. She tried not to picture the shadowcats that haunted her dreams.

      “Nothing can compare to the horror that is Annaria,” she muttered to herself.

      Slightly calmer, her fingers moved to draw Felo. The master mark for luck, it had always felt the friendliest to her. It twisted softly into existence, its light pale but very welcome.

      The wetroom was large, like every room in her apartments. The Grace deserved only the best. Polished porcelain and burnished gold mosaics wetroom reflected back the light, glinting softly.

      A huge sunken tub dominated the center of the room. Elle’s knees went weak at the sight of it, she so badly wanted to be rid of the stink of the Murk.

      Confident that the heavy wooden door would trap any sound, she turned the taps on high and sighed in pleasure as hot steam began to fill the room.

      Finding a box of Adron’s clever strikers, she lit the fat, stubby candles that lined the edge of the bath until the room was bathed in a soft glow. Clear, steaming water cascaded into the sunken porcelain tub. One of her ancestors had loved hot baths so much she had built the ingenious system that pumped and heated the water for every wetroom in the Whisperers.

      Elle pulled the unsalvageable clothes from her body and lowered herself into the tub, groaning half with pleasure, half with pain as her stiff muscles sunk into the hot water.

      She swung the tap shut with a toe and picked up a stiff scrubbing brush. As much as she would have liked to lie back and let the hot water work the aches from her shoulders, she couldn’t spare the time.

      Ironically, now that the pain was gone from her chest, Elle half-wished it back. She felt strangely hollowed out, as if part of her had gone missing. She hadn’t realized her link to the Vale, to the land and the magic, was so literal. She wondered if this hollowness meant anything.

      Just what had the Pyromancers done to break through the Mistwall?

      A small comfort was that thankfully the path into the Vale, even if it were laid bare, would not be an easy one to traverse. It would take a day at least to cross the islands. If she hadn’t slept too long, she could be there in time to meet the intruders.

      If it was dawn rather than dusk, she could get there before anyone could get across.

      There was time. If it was dawn.

      Dunking her hair one last time under the water, Elle pushed herself out of the tub and reached for a fat, fluffy white towel.

      She dried herself roughly and picked up a candle to light her way to the dressing chamber. With the doors shut, she should be able to dress and pack without alerting the guards.

      She sighed as she surveyed the chamber. She’d forgotten how… impractical the selection of clothing was in these apartments. Annaria had definite ideas of what the Grace should wear, and it certainly wasn’t boots.

      The dressing room was as carefully designed as the rest of her apartments. It was delightfully jewel-shaped, and the doors leading out to the wetroom and bedroom sat opposite each other.

      A mirror hid a wall of ancient jewelry and precious gems, while the rest of the walls were given over to cupboards, rails, and drawers packed with gossamer, shimmering things. Shelves held velvet slippers and jeweled pumps while stacks of slinky shawls rubbed up against piles of whisper-thin sweaters and shimmering tights.

      Elle set her candle down on the soft, padded bench that stood in the center of the room, not caring whether it dripped wax onto the rare spidersilk. Jesna had stocked these shelves, every scrap of fabric here procured and sewn by her. Elle bit her lip and gazed around, shivering slightly as her wet hair dripped icy trails down her bare skin.

      The Grace was the embodiment of the Vale and the glory of the Stars. She was expected to always shine like one.

      Elle brought a small store of practical clothes with her whenever she traveled to Ystellia, but Annaria colluded with the maids, and these things always disappeared. She’d worn her last set of leggings to the Murk, and those wouldn’t do her any good now.

      She growled in frustration and began a search for something vaguely ordinary.

      A faint click echoed through the apartments. She froze.

      Someone had unlocked the front door.

      Heart hammering, Elle blew out the candle and squeezed her eyes shut against the sudden darkness, trying to force them to adjust quickly. Holding her towel tight against her, she padded over to the doors that lead to her bedroom.

      She could hear muffled footsteps and a muttered conversation. The guards had come to check on her. She hesitated, but they couldn’t object to a bath. In fact, they might be embarrassed at seeing her like this, and even more so if she caught them by surprise. She could win herself a little more time—and privacy—to escape.

      Slowly she pushed the door to the bedroom open, breath held as if that would ward off any creaks. Her feet were soundless against the wooden floor, and she eased out from behind the door, squinting against the dark.

      Why hadn’t they lit any lights?

      She slipped through her bedroom and into the sitting room, but no one was there.

      A crash sounded behind her and she jumped, summoning a Felo mark by instinct. It spun out quickly, the edges as sharply defined as her fear.

      The faces it illuminated were not the ones she’d been expecting. Jesna rushed at her and threw her arms around her. Tears sprang to Elle’s eyes, but she rubbed her face on Jesna’s shoulder, not wanting Tainn to see her cry.

      He was padding through the room, picking up jars of flamemoths and dropping fresh sugar cubes into them. As the little creatures came awake, a soft glow lit the room, growing stronger as the insects awoke fully and started feasting.

      Tainn cleared his throat. “You’re awake,” he said gruffly.

      Elle pulled away from Jesna and checked to make sure her towel was behaving. “Yes, and I’m not an invalid—or crazy—no matter what your mother is out there telling people.”

      Tainn’s cheeks flushed red and he looked away. Jesna scrunched up her face and shrugged ruefully at Elle.

      So Annaria was talking her down. Elle had known it. Of course she would, she couldn’t replace the Grace without good reason, and she was hard at work inventing one. And Elle had given her the perfect opening.

      Jesna spoke next, “We came to check on you. I’m sorry it took so long, but we brought food too.”

      “What do you mean? What time is it?”

      “It’s dusk,” said Tainn, “But we brought you breakfast and lunch as well.”

      “No,” said Elle frantically. “No, no, no, no.” She turned and ran back to her dressing room, hitching up her towel.

      “I need to go,” she muttered to herself.

      “But the eggs,” said Tainn stupidly behind her.

      Jesna was in her dressing room before her. She opened a drawer full of lacy underwear—most of which Elle had never seen, let alone worn—and hastily scooped them aside.

      There, at the back of the drawer, was a small gap. She lifted the false bottom, revealing a compartment filled with everything Elle would need for a short trip.

      Jesna grinned at her surprise, “I didn’t want you to be caught out again.” She pulled out a set of leggings and threw them at Elle, “I just didn’t expect you to need it so soon.”

      Elle pulled them on while Jesna began packing the rest of the supplies for her into a small but sturdy bag.

      “There are Guardians everywhere,” said Jesna. “The spell won’t be enough this time.”

      Tainn was leaning against the doorway. Even with his back to her, his annoyance was clear.

      “We’re going to find a way to get you out. That’s what we came to tell you. Just hold tight—”

      Elle’s snort interrupted him. She wasn’t waiting to find out what else Annaria had in store for her.

      Not to mention the Mistwall. She needed to see if she was right.

      Her starmark had bobbed along behind her, and she waved it toward one of the cupboards, lighting up the room.

      Jesna blew out the candle with a significant look at Elle. There wasn’t any wax on the silk ottoman, so Elle refused to feel bad. Nothing for anyone to remember her by. Pristine, hardly used apartments. She had a momentary impulse to destroy everything, just to spite Annaria and Magla.

      Instead, she finished getting dressed.

      Her tights were spidersilk for strength and elastic. She slipped a camisole on, followed by a sleek grey jersey. Knitted from loren wool, it was impossibly light and would keep her warmer than any sheep’s wool.

      Jesna finished filling her pack with a small store of food and a sturdy knife. Elle smiled at her, she was a far better friend than Elle deserved. Her friend shrugged back, her own smile rueful.

      Tainn growled at their silent business. “Jesna, why are you helping her? She’s only going to make things worse.”

      “Here,” said Jesna, ignoring Tainn’s whining. She handed Elle a pair of sturdy boots.

      Elle squeaked in delight, and Tainn whipped around, arms up as if to fight something.

      Both Jesna and Elle descended into fits of laughter.

      “What if I was still getting dressed?” scolded Elle.

      “What if you were being savaged by something,” Tainn snapped back. But his cheeks flushed red, and he shoved his hands deep into his pockets.

      “Only by these boots,” said Elle with a grunt, as she shoved her feet into the firm leather. She pushed a few luck starmarks into the toes. They wouldn’t do anything against the bevy of guards, but they should ward the blisters that came with new shoes.

      But she felt pity for Tainn. His world had been upended. And he had a new fiancée.

      She caught his eye and said, “What do you think your mother has in store for me?”

      Tainn sighed. “Nothing solid yet. I think she just wants to keep you here until she can question you about the Mistwall.”

      “And then she’ll let me go?” Elle asked gently. Jesna made a rude noise.

      “Of course, why would she—”

      “Because she can’t have anyone threatening her new Grace.” Elle saw understanding wash over Tainn's face. “And anyone who plans to undermine her will want to use me.”

      She took the pack from Jesna and slipped it over her shoulders, the pang in her chest now entirely non-magical. She didn’t know when she’d see Jesna again.

      She might even miss Tainn a little.

      “I’m not going to be a pawn.”

      Jesna winked at her. “Send word with Echo, once you know about the Mistwall. If you need help, I know some people.”

      “What?” Asked Tainn looking between the two of them, “Who is Echo? What help do you mean?”

      Elle ignored his squawking. “I can’t start a war, Jesna.”

      Her friend shrugged. For Cythians, the war had never really stopped, it just changed. These days they mostly warred amongst themselves. They hadn’t raided any of the major Vale cities in Elle’s lifetime.

      With a pop, the small white cat appeared.

      Tainn screamed. Jesna clapped her hand over his mouth, muffling the sound.

      “Ssh,” her friend said sternly, “You’ll bring the guards.”

      Tainn pointed stupidly at Echo, who had jumped onto the ottoman and was calmly washing his ears.

      “It’s a loren.”

      “Yes, well done,” said Jesna.

      “But—whose loren is it? Is someone trying to spy on us?”

      The little white cat growled at Tainn, his large ears flattening.

      “Echo is his own,” said Elle, rubbing at one of his soft white ears. The little cat huffed, but let himself be comforted. He didn’t take his eyes off Tainn though.

      “But—”

      “You should be pleased. I’ll have company on the way to the Mistwall.”

      “Yes,” said Tainn, “Me.”

      “No,” said Elle and Jesna together. Echo growled again.

      Jesna rolled her eyes, “No. We discussed this. I said I’ll go after Neela when it’s calmer. If you disappear, who knows what crazy thing Annaria will do next.”

      “We also discussed a plan to get Elle out. And yet here you are, ignoring it.”

      “You wouldn’t have helped me otherwise,” shrugged Jesna.

      “Where’s Neela?” asked Elle.

      Tainn ran a hand through his hair, his jaw twitching. “She took her. She sent her to Pyscoria.”

      “Annaria?”

      He nodded, his jaw still working over the words he couldn’t seem to get out.

      “I’m so sorry, Tainn.” And she was. She hadn’t wanted to marry him, and despite that strange kiss, he’d shown no real interest in her either. Neela, vapid and irritating as Elle found her, had his heart. But clearly Annaria was making sure nothing stood in the way of her plans.

      “We’ll get her back, Tainn,” she said, “After I go to the Mistwall, we’ll get her back.” She took in Tainn’s expression. “You don’t believe me.”

      “It’s just—it seems unlikely. The Mistwall has never fallen. Not in any story, not in any record. Never.”

      “Then aren’t we lucky to be living in such exciting times?”

      Tainn rolled his eyes.

      “Now you absolutely aren’t coming.”

      “You’re both idiots,” said Jesna. “And whoever is leaving should go now. The Guardians were already suspicious. It can’t be long until they decide to check up on us.”

      “How will you get out?” asked Elle, “If Annaria finds you helped me—”

      Jesna made a rude noise. “That witch.” She cast a glance at Tainn. “Sorry.” She continued, “I’m not afraid of her—she’s got Magla all dressed up in what was supposed to be your Solstice gown and now that troll is being paraded up and down the town in it.”

      Elle smiled at Jesna’s outrage. “You know we look almost exactly alike?”

      “Impossible. You’re not a troll.” Jesna grinned, but the smile slid off her face quickly. “Do you have a plan?”

      Elle flexed her fingers. “There are two sides to every wall. The inside—”

      Tainn’s jaw dropped open. Jesna just raised an eyebrow. “It’s a long climb down. And a long way to fall.”

      “I’ve had practice, remember? We both have.”

      “We had practice on Sylve. Your home. And she’s a much shorter hearthome, has newer carvings, and is actually invested in your safety. This thing,” Jesna stamped her foot lightly on the solid wooden floor, “probably wouldn’t move a twig for you.”

      “Do you have another suggestion?”

      Jesna pulled a face but swung the door of the dressing room open. “The sooner you go, the sooner I can wrap things up at my shop.”

      Another entirely normal, non-magical pang. Jesna loved that shop. She had an undeniable Talent for clothes, a seamstress who sewed magic into every garment.

      She’d set up shop in Ystellia partly to be close to Elle, and partly to forge her own path. Although she still shaved her hair like a Cythain warrior, she’d left that life behind.

      And now Elle might be dragging her straight back into it.

      Jesna punched Tainn gently in the ribs. He let out a soft oof. “Move, you big, dumb water ox. You’re either helping tonight, or you’re leaving. Either way, if you want a favor from Elle, you should probably get out of the way.”

      She slipped past him, but when Elle tried to follow, Tainn gripped her arm.

      “Will you help find Neela?” he asked. His voice was tight, but his face, for once, was open and guileless.

      She sighed, “I need to get to the Mistwall first, Tainn. Neela will have to wait.”

      Tainn growled, “She’s getting further away with every second. That stupid wall is fine. I’m not going to let the woman I love be exiled. For nothing! For loving me.” He stepped closer and stabbed a finger at her, “I always knew you were jealous.”

      “You kissed me!” Elle slapped the finger away. “I didn’t want to marry you any more than you wanted to marry me. But at least I didn’t lead some poor soul on. Your mother was never going to let you marry her, and you don’t have the backbone to do anything without Annaria’s permission.” She tried to edge past him. Time was running out. “And keep your shadows-damned voice down unless you want the guards in here.”

      But Tainn just leaned closer. “It’s easy for you to say that now,” he hissed, “But who knows what you would have done if you hadn’t got Prell killed.”

      Elle slapped him.

      He reared back in surprise and Elle pushed past him. Blinking back tears she made her way to the balcony doors where Jesna stood cursing, surrounded by a circle of flamemoth jars, trying to pick the lock.

      “Any luck?”

      Jesna shook her head and dropped a small silver wire at her feet. It landed with a soft tinkle in a pile of other very similar wires. She glanced over her shoulder toward the dressing room. “He didn’t mean it you know. He knows what happened with Prell was an accident.”

      Elle looked away. She didn’t want to talk about Tainn. He wasn’t her problem anymore. “None of the spells are working?”

      Jesna shook her head again. “And I’m almost out of wires.” She slid another slender wire into the lock and concentrated as it began to glow. The golden light slipped quickly outward until it covered both door handles.

      Elle held her breath. But the glow faded quickly, leaving only the dull metal behind. Jesna kicked the doors in frustration. They rattled loudly, clattering against their wooden frames. The sound echoed through the rooms.

      “Shadowshit,” muttered Elle. They didn’t move for a few seconds, eyes trained on the main apartment door, but no guards came.

      “Ok, so Adron’s lockpicks aren’t working,” said Jesna. “Is there anything you can do?”

      Elle grimaced. “I only have luck and nature magic. And I can’t think of anything that would work. Maybe freezing the lock?” She began to summon the marks.

      A banging sounded on the main door and they both jumped.

      “Oracle’s eyes,” Elle swore, her starmarks disappearing as a flutter of panic destroyed her calm. She tried to summon them again, even knowing that they likely wouldn’t work.

      She needed to get out

      The banging came again. And Elle gave a small shriek as an arm reached over her shoulder.

      Tainn was holding an ornate golden key. It was absurdly oversized—far too big for the lock—but it slipped into the keyhole easily and Elle heard a faint snick.

      The key was an Artefact. And a very useful one.

      Jesna flung the doors open and they stepped out onto the wide terrace. The flowers of the Whisperer’s branches weren’t bright, but they cast enough light to illuminate Tainn’s face.

      He looked sad, resigned. He gave her a small nod. Apology and acquiescence in one. She hesitated for just a second and then nodded back. Back in the apartments, the banging had intensified. The guards were trying to open the door.

      Jesna, hands on hips, asked, “Did you use that thing to lock the front door?”

      Tainn nodded. “Just in case.”

      Jesna looked impressed, but Tainn said, “But it’ll only hold the lock. The rest of the door is still just wood. If they really want to get in—”

      The faint sound of splintering followed his words and he shrugged.

      “Why?” asked Elle.

      “I was always going to get you out,” he said, “I just wanted to wait until you wouldn’t be missed.”

      Elle bit back the urge to tell him that she hadn’t needed his help, she would have gotten out eventually. That she would have been fine, even if she had to find a way to break down the door herself.

      Tainn shifted uncomfortably. “And,” he swallowed, “And you were right about my mother.”

      Too little, too late thought Elle. But she didn’t say it. “I still need to go to the Mistwall.”

      Tainn nodded. “I’m coming with you.” His jaw was set. Any further arguments Elle might have had were interrupted by the loud crack of splintering wood.

      “Echo,” Elle looked down at the little cat who had patiently waited for them to open a door he didn’t need. “Wait for us in the forest?” It wasn’t really a question, and Echo grumbled but disappeared with a pop.

      “You need to go now,” said Jesna as Elle hesitated, knowing what it would mean for Jesna to be found here alone. “And I brought you this,” she said, slipping something sharp into Elle’s hand.

      The sound of running boots came from inside and Tainn, his face white, pulled Elle away and toward the balcony’s edge.
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        “Let the rebels keep their dusty ruins. The Growers have been busy, and the hearthomes are exceptional. Ystellia is a jewel in the crown of the Vale.”

        Elana, 25th Grace

        

      

      The Grace’s apartments had as many terraces as it did rooms. Which was to say, too many. They sprouted from the trunk of the Whisperers like wide wooden mushrooms, grown from the great trees by long-dead craftsmen.

      Elle let Tainn pull her across the terrace as she gazed stupidly at the nine-pointed crystal star in her hand. She hadn’t even noticed it was missing.

      Annaria, or more likely, one of her cronies, must have taken it off her while she slept.

      The realization of what she’d lost—of what had been stolen from her—hit Elle.

      Her mind had understood, but her heart hadn’t. No until now.

      She was no longer Grace.

      It was a gut punch.

      Her destiny, her duty, the things that had lain like shadows across her life, had been taken from her.

      She wondered why she didn’t feel relieved.

      Hadn’t she spent half her life wishing for more freedom?

      The nine-pointed star glittered dully in the faint glow of the Whisperer’s branches. The points pricked her hand where she gripped the necklace. It felt far too heavy.

      A Grace didn’t have a crown or scepter, and Elle had come to think of this small star as her mark of office. She’d found it near the focus of Feloren, the Godstar of luck, set aside in a hidden chamber as if had been waiting just for her.

      She wondered if Feloren would want her to pass it on to the next Grace. If it now rightly belonged to Magla.

      She looked up at Jesna as Tainn towed her away. Just in time to see the guards.

      “They’re behind you!” she shouted.

      Her friend didn’t even bother to turn. “Run, Elle!” She flapped her hands as if shooing away a pigeon.

      Tainn had towed her almost to the edge of the terrace. Elle’s foot snagged on a raised knot of wood, but she caught herself against the railing.

      “Stop!”

      Elle turned back at the shout. Tainn, one leg hooked over the railing, blanched. Simultaneously, they both raised their hands to show they weren’t a threat.

      One of the Guardians had Jesna pinned against him, a knife held to her throat. Jesna, of course, radiated her usual calm and gave another small flap of her hand, as if Elle was a particularly witless pigeon.

      Elle didn’t recognize the guard who held Jesna, but, to her surprise, the man who stood next to him was the very same grey-eyed guard who’d pretended not to see her yesterday.

      He shifted uncomfortably, looking from his comrade to Elle and back.

      Tainn had lowered his hands, and now he tugged gently on one of hers. He murmured, “Come on, Elle. It’ll be ok. I know Geran, he won’t hurt Jesna. He’s just trying to scare you.”

      It was working. Elle’s hands were damp. She lowered them to wipe them, and realized it wasn’t sweat—the star had pricked her firmly where she’d been squeezing it, and her hand was lightly coated in blood.

      It jolted her back to reality. She might not be Grace anymore, but she had one last responsibility. And it was bigger than one guard’s ego. She swung a leg over the railing.

      “One more step and I’ll kill her,” said Geran. His voice quavered, but the knife was steady.

      “You’re not going to kill her, Geran,” said Tainn.

      Geran ignored him, focusing on Elle. “Is your freedom worth her life?”

      Jesna looked almost bored, her muscles relaxed and her head tilted slightly as if she were feigning interest in a tedious conversation. But Elle saw what the others wouldn’t—Jesna’s hands in tight fists around the bottom of her sleeves, the edges of her knuckles just peeking out. They were stark white.

      For all her fearsome appearance and warrior’s garb, Jesna hated violence.

      Elle raised her hands again, holding her palms up and outward—being careful not to drop the star—to show she meant no harm. She began to walk slowly back toward the door, ignoring Tainn’s irritated hissing.

      Geran’s eyes flicked to her bloody hand, his mouth twitching upward at the sight of the star.

      So, they knew it was missing. And Geran hoped to bring two prizes back to Annaria.

      Elle took another step forward. Tainn tried to grab her arm, but she flowed around him, avoiding his grasp easily.

      “I’m not going to run. Let her go.” She was within reach now. And she saw Geran’s eyes flash from her to Jesna, considering.

      He jerked his head at the other guard. “Grab her, Koo.”

      Koo shrugged and said, “We had orders not to hurt her. And she’s not resisting. I remember orders.” A brief pause, “And names.”

      Geran frowned, his baby face turning blotchy with anger. “Orders or not, you know Annaria doesn’t want her to escape. So grab her.”

      The grey-eyed Guardian made no move toward her. Geran licked his lips, agitated now. His eyes flicked from Jesna to Koo and back again, and his knife hand trembled, nicking Jesna’s tanned throat. The sleeves of Jesna’s shirt were pulled so tight they were almost ripping, and she’d closed her eyes, her earlier calm fading quickly.

      “Geran,” said Elle softly, “Just let her go. I’m not going anywhere, and I promise to co-operate—but not if you hurt Jesna.”

      “You just expect everyone to follow your orders, don’t you?” He gave a little laugh and stepped backward, trying to keep Elle from reaching him. “Well, things have changed around here. We’ve got someone who really cares about us, someone who will heal the sick and keep the crops going. No more excuses, no more lies about magic. We’ve got a real Grace now—so no one’s going to listen to you ever again.”

      He smirked at her, his dark eyes alive with delight. “I’ll let this girl go when I’m ready. And you’ll do as you’re told, or you’re next.”

      Rage flashed through Elle’s body, a creature of fear and anger and fire that demanded release. All of Jesna’s pretense of calm was gone now, she was trembling. Geran’s unsteady knife had scored another line as he spat insults at Elle.

      “Let me call the others,” said the grey-eyed guard, “The Grace will come quietly.”

      Elle forced herself to nod. She would do no such thing, but if the lie got the knife away from Jesna’s neck—

      Geran growled at him. “Shut up. We don’t need anyone else taking credit for this. We’ll be the heroes who stopped the false Grace from escaping.” He pointed at Elle. “Now do your job and secure her.”

      Jesna, trembling and afraid as she was, had also been watching for an opening. And she was Cythian trained. In the brief second that Geran was distracted, she pushed up and away from him.

      He grabbed for her, but his fingers slipped on her sleeve. Elle reached her first and pulled her friend backward and behind her. Geran moved with a speed that didn’t match his stocky figure. He lunged after Jesna instinctively. Tainn and Koo shouted, but Elle moved smoothly. Her light forest-trained feet brought her quickly into Geran’s path, even as Jesna yelled for her to stop.

      He came to a halt, breathing hard, his face red. His eyes flicked between her and Jesna. Jesna might not have been the one he was ordered to hold, but he didn’t want to let either of them go. Koo put a hand on Geran’s shoulder, but the red-faced man shook him off, undeterred.

      Elle held out the star necklace toward Geran, the crystal glinting despite the thin coating of blood on it.

      “Stop,” She said. “You have what you wanted. We can’t escape with you here, so just do what your partner suggests and get some other guards. Report your catch to Annaria.”

      Geran’s eyes were flat. He wasn’t really listening. Elle saw the shift, the moment of decision. He charged her, knife raised. She didn’t have time to think. All the hours of practicing defenses with Tainn let her respond instinctively. She slid effortlessly to the side, still careful to keep herself in front of her friends, and ducked below Geran’s swing.

      He howled in rage at missing and ran at her again, head and knife lowered. Elle kept her weight on her toes and waited until he was almost on top of her. Then she swung smoothly out of the way, her hand on Geran’s shoulder—as quick and graceful as if he’d spun her out in a dance. Her fingers found nerves and she squeezed as she swung her body behind his. He cried out in pain as his arm went numb, dropping the knife.

      Tainn tried to duck in and grab it, but Koo was blocking him, arms out.

      He wouldn’t hurt them, but he wouldn’t let them interfere either.

      Tainn growled in frustration. Elle spared him a glance, just a second. But it was long enough for Geran to charge her again, head down. Elle tried to twist away, but she moved a fraction too slowly and Geran rammed into her, taking her crashing down to the ground. She slid backward across the polished deck, her hair tangling under her body and wrenching her neck. Geran landed on her arm, bending her wrist back painfully. The star had sunk itself deeply into her hand, and it was slicked in blood now.

      Elle braced herself for something—a punch, a knee to the stomach—but nothing came.

      Geran lay still on her.

      She pushed at him, wondering stupidly if he just planned to crush her into submission.

      A hand pulled roughly on Geran’s shoulder, flipping him up and off her. Elle was panting, thoroughly winded, but she scrambled backward across the floor and stopped at the look on Koo’s face.

      The star glowed fitfully against the steady thumping flow of blood from Geran’s chest.

      Elle swallowed, trying to focus through her shock. He had run straight into her hand—the one that held the star. She shook her head at the scene. “No,” She muttered, “It’s not my fault. I’m not a murderer.”

      But her voice sounded hollow in her ears.

      Jesna gripped her elbow gently and pulled her to her feet. Jesna’s tension was palpable, even more noticeable for its rarity. It heightened Elle’s own anxiety—more guards would arrive any second.

      She needed to leave.

      Even after this. Especially after this.

      Elle didn’t want to touch the star now, but she felt a strange reluctance to leave it. Holding her breath, and only looking at Geran’s body out of the corner of her eye, she pulled the star out. Tainn made a gagging noise behind her as it practically jumped into her hand. She bit back bile, feeling utterly revolted with herself.

      The longest point on the softly glowing star was covered in thick blood, but even as she looked at it, the blood disappeared from the surface of the crystal. The star seemed to absorb it, the faint light growing stronger in the three lit points even as the blood faded.

      Elle’s skin crawled. Trying very hard not to think about what had happened, she slipped the thin gold chain over her head. Which she should have done in the first place.

      She felt the weight of eyes, and glanced up to see Koo watching her, looking faintly sick. He turned away quickly and spoke to Tainn.

      “You’ll have to knock me out,” he said. “If you don’t, they’ll think I was part of it. I’ll be the one made prisoner—and they don’t treat ex-Guardians well.”

      Elle shared a look with her friends.

      “You’re going to let us go?” she asked.

      “I was always going to help—even before you killed Geran. But it seems even more urgent now.”

      “It wasn’t me,” protested Elle. She avoided looking at the body. Swallowing, she said, “It was an accident.”

      Koo titled his head, his grey eyes deep and serious. “He would have killed you, you know. If he hadn’t impaled himself.” He shook his head, looking at the body dispassionately. Elle did not follow his gaze. Neither did Jesna, but Tainn, despite looking disgusted, was staring at the body with some fascination. “You’ll have to hit hard to make it believable.” Koo said to him.

      Tainn shrugged an agreement.

      “Are you crazy?” said Elle. “You can’t hit him.” She looked from one set face to another. “He can just pretend to be guarding you two—it’ll be fine. I’m sure no one will be surprised that I—” Her voice broke a little. She cleared her throat and went on, “That I caused this.”

      Tainn shook his head, “I’m still coming with you. We’d better find a way to knock Jesna out too, so that she’s not blamed either.”

      Jesna put her hand on Elle’s arm. “They’re right.”

      Elle growled but gave up. “I think I still have some of Adron’s sleeping draught in my rooms—that should work.” Jesna nodded and hurried away to find it.

      Turning to Tainn, Elle asked, “Are you going after Neela?”

      “I’m coming with you to the Mistwall,” he held up his hands to stave off her protest, “And then I’d really like your help finding Neela.”

      Jesna scampered back with a vial of potion and held it up triumphantly.

      Elle turned to the grey-eyed guard. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer this as a solution, Koo? It’s got to be better than a punch to the face.”

      Koo shook his head, “Nicer, yes. But more suspicious. You could have easily drugged a trusting friend, but it should at least look like I attempted to defend that idiot. And my name isn’t Koo, it’s Aleir. Some of the Guardians resent having outsiders serve.”

      The name clicked for Elle, and she murmured, “Crystal Cuckoo.” Aleir nodded tightly. He was one of the seemingly never-ending stream of orphans from the Cythian Cliffs. Fifty years on and the Clans stilled warred. But the young orphans, despite being sent away from the Clans, still shared their surprising loyalty to the Grace. Which explained why he’d let her go yesterday.

      The Grace’s Guardians held a sought after position, and seeing a refugee take one of those spots would have made a lot of people angry.

      “I’m sorry, Aleir. I should have—” she stopped herself, he didn’t need excuses. “I’m sorry.”

      He nodded, a small thanks for a small gesture, then jerked his head at Tainn. “One quick blow if you can, Hunter.”

      Tainn shared a glance with Elle and then raised a fist.

      Aleir’s looked resigned as Tainn’s fist descended, and he took the blow without flinching, dropping solidly to the floor. Elle had to admit that it did look more convincing that way. Jesna shrugged, said, “My turn,” and took a large swallow of potion.

      “Make that troll wear ugly dresses.”

      Jesna laughed even as her eyes fluttered heavily. “The ugliest.”

      Elle caught her as she went down and lowered her to the ground with a soft thump. The scene was crazed—one dead, two unconscious.

      There was no coming back from this.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      This time Elle swung herself up and over the terrace’s railing without hesitation. It was thick and sturdy, the wood glossy with years of polish. The railing’s wooden surface was carved with a thousand fluttering leaves so that the smooth undulating curves looked almost as if they were moving. She winced as Tainn chipped off one of the carvings in his haste to follow. He had wanted to be a Grower, but Annaria had directed his life fiercely, ensuring he follow the path she set out for him first as a Hunter and soon as the Grace Consort. He had never quite got over the disappointment, and ever since had been careless with hearthomes and their carvings.

      Elle tried not to look down. The climb was a lot more daunting from this side of the railing. Her pack was slightly too bulky for comfort around her arms, but she had done this before, many times.

      Just not from this tree.

      And never from this height.

      The wind was up, although the unnatural warmth of the previous day was gone. It whipped her hair around her face, and she grinned into it, feeling—for just one second—light and free. Then her eyes landed on the lump that was Geran’s body and her grin slipped.

      She cast a look over at Tainn. He was pale, but his jaw was set. He would never admit his fear of heights, and drawing attention to it would only make him clam up.

      Holding on to one of the railing’s steady supports, she began climbing down until she could use the deep carvings in the trunk as hand and footholds. The Whisperers were never bright, but there was enough light for her to be able to find a path down.

      She moved quickly, her attention fully on the bark under her hands, and soon enough she was moving sideways to avoid the balcony below hers.

      Tainn moved more slowly, his fear making him choose each hand and foothold very carefully. He tested every step with a little pressure before trusting his full weight to it.

      Elle bit back a sigh and continued downward. She hoped he would start to move more quickly, they didn’t have time for his fear.

      The entire outside of the Whisperers was carved with the same tumbling leaves as the railing. The carvings formed patterns that swirled over the trunk, curling around it in an endless swirling cycle of foliage.

      Elle kept count of the floors as they moved down steadily, gripping tightly to the dips and grooves of the trunk. The only sound was their breathing in the cool night air. The further down they went, the darker it was. Even the faint light from the Whisperers’ canopy faded. Elle started to rely on feel for her handholds. They had made it almost halfway—Elle just above the fourth floor and Tainn at the sixth—when she heard the first shouts.

      Her eyes met Tainn’s and they froze.

      Time expanded, every second an age heavy with dread. Elle’s muscles turned to lead and her fingers trembled against the trunk. Another chorus of shouts came, this one louder, and time snapped back. Her heart was thudding in her ears, and her eyes were drawn inexorably up to the terrace she’d just left. Light flared high above them and Elle pressed herself against the tree. She ducked her head, blinded now by the sudden flare. The stamp of boots echoed out into the forest.

      The sound snapped Elle out of her panic, and almost at once she began scrambling down the tree. Even Tainn was moving faster, his fear of being caught outweighing his fear of heights.

      The deeply carved leaves made excellent handholds, and Elle stretched out further now, arms and legs extended so far her joints ached, all to get as far down the hearthome as quickly as possible.

      “Oracle’s teeth,” Tainn hissed above her.

      Elle glanced up as his fingers slipped from a handhold, and he fell downward, his body thudding into the wood as he caught himself. The thump resounded through the nearly hollow trunk and the puddle of light high above them grew brighter as the guards moved closer to the edge of the terrace.

      She tried to resist the urge to gaze up, but the panic was too strong. Guards were hanging over the railings, pointing and shouting. She pressed her body as close to the trunk as she could, hoping the darkness would hide them.

      Elle held her breath, not daring to look up, not daring to breathe. She kept her eyes trained to Tainn, where he clung closely to the tree. So she saw when one of his legs started to tremble and then slip.

      He slid again, scrabbling against the carvings and finally snatching a handhold lower down. Elle pressed her eyes shut against the frustration and fear that threatened to overwhelm her.

      Above, shouts exploded from the balcony, and boots thumped heavily against the wood.

      She swung back into motion. The guards knew they were here.

      There was no time.

      She kept her eyes fixed on the carved leaves in front of her face to avoid looking at the ground and moved as quickly as she could. Tainn’s soft noises above let her know he was keeping pace, his breath loud and hissing as he climbed. He sounded as if he was in pain—but he kept moving.

      The shapes and patterns of the carvings grew clearer the lower they went down the trunk. Tiny leaves swirled around large, lobed ones in an endless wooden dance.

      Elle was so focused on the carvings that she stumbled and fell backward when her feet finally hit the ground. She landed in the leafy bushes at the Whisperers’ base with a soft rustle, cushioning her fall. Tainn’s progress was slower—he still had one level to go.

      The light that illuminated the top of the Whisperers was gone.

      “Hurry, Tainn,” she whispered, “They’re coming.”

      He nodded but didn’t look down. From here, Elle could see the tremble in his muscles.

      The surrounding forest was deserted and they were in the slight shadow around the Whisperers, at the point of the teardrop that was Ystellia.

      The exact spot where Tainn had discovered her only the day before.

      And luckily, Annaria had been arrogant enough to only post guards inside the Whisperers.

      Tainn had almost reached the ground when she heard a shout go up in the town itself. He heard it too, and pushed himself away from the trunk to drop the last few feet, landing with a heavy thump. Elle rushed to him when he didn’t get up immediately, but he pushed her aside and scrambled to his feet.

      He limped forward a few steps, favoring his left leg, then began to hobble northward into the Everwood.

      Elle wished they could take the time to look at his ankle, but Tainn’s jaw was set, so she didn’t say anything.

      Sarai was waiting a few steps into the forest. Echo sat next to her—not that you would know it to look at her. She managed to seem as if she was utterly alone. But she stood when she saw them, and turned to weave a path north-west through the undergrowth. Echo bumped his head against Elle’s leg, then hurried after Sarai.

      Elle and Tainn shared a look, then, with a shrug, they followed the little white cats into the forest, away from the shouts.
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        “This necklace seems more than it is. Sometimes I feel as if it is almost alive. It scares me.”

        Aurelia, 6th Grace

        

      

      The Illuminated Paths spun out through the Vale of Astyria like gold veins. They threaded their way from the fallen city of Cythia, through the Skylands and the Pyscorian Plains, before converging again in Ystellia, the sylvan heart of the Vale. Each one gleamed a fierce, unmissable light. They connected every corner of the Vale—the fastest, safest way to get anywhere.

      Or at least, they used to be.

      Since the Decline, taking the Paths was a risk at best. At worst, your family would find your bleached bones on their doorstep weeks later.

      There was only one person who could take the Paths safely.

      And she was stubbornly resisting Tainn’s urging to do so.

      “It’ll be quicker.”

      “No.”

      “Seriously,” whined Tainn, “So much quicker, and so much less creepy.”

      Elle clenched her jaw at the mention of the strange shadow that seemed to follow them through the Everwood. Echo clung to her, a very real tripping hazard, but too comforting to shoo away.

      “It’ll also be kinder to my ankle.” Tainn gestured at an unmistakably swelling limb. Sarai meowed in strident agreement and sat down primly at his feet, bringing their small party to a halt. Her slinky white tail twitched, then folded itself tightly across her little furry paws.

      Sweat snaked down Elle’s neck, and she resisted the urge to look back. They’d been hurrying through the Everwood after the loren, trying to make as little noise as possible. The voices behind them had faded once they were far enough away from the town, but no one in their small group had dared slow their pace until now. Tainn’s breath was becoming heavier with each step, and it was only when he was practically hissing that he had let her slip an arm around his waist.

      Elle frowned.

      She’d been considering it. But something—an old instinct, a new hesitation—made her shake her head again. The strangely dark woods made her anxious. They should be brighter where she stepped. A little worm of worry had burrowed its way into her heart.

      Did Annaria really have the power to declare her a false Grace?

      Tainn nudged Sarai with his swollen ankle. “Lead on, little one.”

      Sarai’s piercing green glare made Elle bristle with anger and frustration. She, at least, still seemed to think Elle should be working wonders. Echo didn’t appear to have an opinion and was using the break to attempt to lick his own chest.

      Elle took another look at the golden pathway next to them and sighed.

      Tainn perked up and he flashed her a smile that was just a tiny bit gloating. Sometimes she forgot how much of a team he and that damned cat were.

      Ignoring his excitement, she turned slowly back to look over her shoulder, squinting into the gloom of the forest. Anxiety was making her palms damp, and she couldn’t get her racing thoughts to focus.

      Risk Tainn’s life with the broken magic of the Paths, or risk them all by staying in the Everwood?

      “Anyone following us?” Tainn pitched his voice low, but Elle still had to resist the urge to shush him.

      She felt watched.

      “Not yet. But it's getting hard to see.” Every part of her body protested what she was about to do, but before she could think too much about it she stepped onto the Path, towing Tainn behind her.

      He managed to hide his grin of triumph fairly quickly, but she knew him too well to be fooled. Tainn had been waiting years for a chance to walk the Paths. Sarai just growled slightly before stalking northward. Despite her eagerness to force Elle to use the Path, the little cat seemed to be lifting her paws extra high, as if trying to avoid touching it.

      They walked in silence, Elle still doubting her decision and Tainn squinting left and right at the surrounding Everwood. The cats trotted ahead, Echo keeping pace with Sarai despite his arthritic joints. They both acted as if they were entirely alone.

      “Is it almost dawn?” asked Tainn, frowning more deeply as he continued his careful surveillance of the Everwood.

      “No. We haven’t been walking that long.” She looked at his ankle regretfully. Not for the first time, she wished she had managed to find and bond Onkryn, the Godstar of healing.

      Tainn shook his head. “Then why is it so dark?”

      The shadowy pall that had dogged them through the forest had followed them onto the Path. Elle hadn’t noticed. She’d been so caught up in her thoughts about Magda and Annaria. She’d assumed the forest was darker because she was no longer the Grace.

      “It’s brighter in the Everwood,” said Tainn, looking nervously at the golden Path under his feet. “Maybe you were right.”

      The darkness shimmered between the Path’s edge and the Everwood. Beyond, the trees twinkled brightly with their nightly luminescence.

      Elle took a step toward the forest and the shadow seemed to thicken, turning from a faint dark haze into a discernible curtain.

      Tainn swallowed audibly.

      “We’d better keep going,” said Elle, trying to keep her voice light and cheery. She wasn’t sure for whose benefit. It wasn’t like the shadow could hear them.

      At least, she hoped it couldn’t.

      Darkness seemed to cling to her and Tainn as they made their way through the forest. It flowed around them like a shadowed river, dusting the trees and the Path, the bright glow of the Everwood murky now.

      A thick ribbon of shadow slid past Elle’s left eye. She whipped her head around, breathing hard, but there was nothing there.

      Tainn had gone rigid beside her. “I saw it too,” he whispered.

      Their anxiety had been replaced by a deep, beating fear. Even the loren were starting to look concerned, and Echo had dropped back to hug Elle’s ankles again.

      She didn’t dare speak. She and Tainn edged closer to each other, almost back-to-back, peering around. When it seemed like nothing else was going to move, Elle breathed and said, “We should carry on.”

      Tainn limped along more quickly now, and despite her worry about his ankle, Elle didn’t protest. She wanted to get to the Mistwall as soon as possible.

      They fell into a rhythm. Tainn’s grip on her waist tightened the further they walked and his weight started to drag on her. A few more shadow ribbons flashed past and then disappeared, but when nothing else happened, Elle’s fear started to dissipate.

      Maybe she was still Grace enough to keep them safe.

      And there had been no sound of pursuit.

      By her estimate, they’d been walking for two hours when she tugged Tainn’s arm.

      “We should stop here,” she said. “We need something to eat and maybe I can look at your ankle.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We haven’t heard anything since… Well, we haven’t heard anything. We should be safe for a little bit.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we should get off the Path.” Tainn cast a glance sideways. The light from the Everwood had seemed to dim even further as they’d walked. Looking at it was like trying to squint through dirty fog. He cleared his throat. “We’re out in the open on the Path. We should have stuck to the forest. Easier to hide.”

      The one time Tainn admitted he was wrong, and Elle couldn’t even gloat. She shook her head. “You were right when you said the Path would be the quickest way to the Mistwall.”

      Another thick shadow ribbon slid past.

      Tainn’s golden face was pale with fear and the strain of his ankle.

      Elle swallowed. She’d never encountered anything like this shadow before. This whole night just kept getting stranger. The dark ribbon slipped through the air like an eel—there one second and gone the next—but it made her skin crawl.

      “Maybe if we take it at a run?” whispered Tainn, willfully ignoring the realities of his ankle. But Elle didn’t think the shadow would be fooled by speed.

      She had wanted to conserve her magic for whatever lay at the Mistwall, but if she didn’t do something now, they might not even get there.

      She shooed Tainn back a few steps. The two white loren sat on either side of him as if they could prop him up. Three pairs of eyes watched her expectantly.

      Elle drew in large, sure motions—she wanted no mistakes here. The symbols formed slowly but brightly, popping out into the air in front of her. She thought she would only need four starmarks for this spell, three Anthia for shaping the trees above them, and one Felo because luck seemed to tie any spell neatly together. The air seemed to fight her, resisting the creation of the symbols. By the time she had the first three drawn and linked, she was drenched in sweat.

      Tainn was frowning, mouthing the names of the marks as she drew them. Hunters also learned Ancient Astyrian, so he would recognize them as letters.

      Elle gathered her breath and drew the fourth and final symbol quickly. It exploded out in front of them with such a force it cleared away some of the shadows. The starmarks were now a giant, coruscating ball of light. At a gesture from Elle, it sped upwards toward the tree canopy. The ball gained speed as it rose until it smashed against the branches, splashing golden light like a spilled bucket of paint.

      Where the light touched the branches, they began to move, unwinding themselves from each other and reaching downward, winding against each other again in a new configuration. The rustle of leaves filled the quiet, tense air with a gentle roar, a green wave coming down to save them.

      Tainn huffed out a disbelieving laugh and turned to Elle with a grin. “You’ve been keeping secrets.”

      Elle shrugged casually, as if this was nothing, as if she performed magic on this scale every day, but a warm glow of happiness cracked open in her chest. It was nice to have someone appreciate what she could do. She had spent so long hiding the exact nature of the magic she possessed from the Synod.

      Letting them know which Stars she had already bonded would have given them even more power over her than they already had. It was one of the reasons she usually kept the star necklace hidden—the number of lit points would give her away to anyone who saw it.

      The gentle roar of leaves tapered off as the branches finished arranging themselves into a ramp. The shadow, as if understanding this as an attempt to escape, rushed at them, thickening and turning darker.

      Elle grabbed Tainn and dove for the bottom of the ramp. But the spellmist still wafting from the shaped branches rebuffed the encroaching darkness. The shadow shimmered like a wave of heat, trying to press closer to Elle and Tainn. It was enough to wipe the smile from Elle’s face.

      She pulled herself quickly up, Echo and Sarai bounding lightly after her. The forest helped as best it could, small branches forming handholds even before she realized she needed them.

      The surrounding trees had been busy, shaped both by the spell and the Everwood’s desire to help her. A leafy tunnel awaited, woven through the canopy.

      Elle was panting slightly and she leaned against the wall of their sylvan highway. Tainn grunted as his weak ankle twisted again and his foot slipped off a small nub. The branches quickly reshaped to catch him, but the shadowy darkness was pressing tight against the bottom of the ramp. Another misstep and Tainn would fall right into it.

      Elle lay flat against the canopy highway and eased herself out over the ramp, reaching out for Tainn.

      His grip was painfully tight—he was all too aware of waited below. Gritting her teeth, Elle pulled, and Tainn scrambled up the rest of the way, using his knees to dig into the branches and to avoid putting weight on his ankle.

      Sarai paced the width of the tunnel, watching with wide, anxious eyes, and when Tainn finally came in reach, she darted forward, sinking her teeth into the shoulder of his heavy jacket and pulling with all the strength her tiny body could muster.

      Tainn collapsed with an oof onto the floor of the tunnel and Sarai immediately jumped onto his chest, purring loudly.

      The shadow surrounded the ramp now, pushing against the golden spellmist. It couldn’t seem to find a gap. Elle watched it pulsate like a living creature even as the branches wound themselves back up into the canopy, encasing them in the hollow tunnel high above the Path.

      “What is that?” shouted Tainn, disgust heavy in his voice. The roar of the shifting trees was so loud that Elle was tempted to clap her hands over her ears. Tainn seemed impervious, focused fully on what was under them. He had twisted to look through the floor, Sarai held carefully in the crook of his arm.

      The shadow had spread back out and lay deceptively still on the Path, dulling its glitter.

      Elle shook her head. She shouted to be heard over the sound of the leaves and branches settling into their new shape, “Maybe it’s something from the Murk?”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “What we set out to do.” She shrugged. “The Mistwall has fallen, and that’s far more dangerous than being followed by a… well, a shadow.”

      The roar of the moving branches stopped and only the occasional lonely rustle broke the complete silence. Elle smacked her hand against her ear to try and dispel the strange feeling of deafness.

      It didn’t work. The deafness was replaced by a gentle swelling sound, like the rustle of leaves before a great winter storm. Elle rubbed her ears vigorously, but the sound didn’t go away.

      Tainn was also rubbing his ears, confused. He peered through the tunnel floor again. “I think it’s coming from down there.”

      Elle dropped onto her belly next to him and pressed her face to the branches. The steady golden glow of the Path below had begun to flicker. Slowly at first, but increasing in pace as the rushing noise came closer.

      Fast, sharp clicks echoed through the night—a sound she hadn’t heard before and couldn’t place. Then a group of people appeared under their tunnel.

      Elle’s breath caught in her throat.

      Eight men came to a halt almost directly under her and Tainn. They couldn’t possibly know about the tunnel, and Elle was very, very sure it should stay that way.

      These were not the sort of men you wanted to notice you.

      These men were not Astyrian.

      They each sat atop a tall, elegant animal. With arched necks and long glossy legs, the animals were every bit as beautiful as the men were fierce.

      “Horses,” whispered Tainn. He’d shuffled right up next to her, his mouth practically covering her ear as he spoke. “They look just the way I imagined. Just like they’re described in The Chronicles of Eraia the Brave. They’re beautiful.”

      Elle scrunched up her face. They were majestic, but she didn’t see why anyone would entrust their safety to a big, dumb animal. Especially one with such large teeth.

      But she was more interested in the men at the moment. Six of the eight wore gleaming steel plates of deep, foggy grey. It covered them from head to toe, and each man’s helmet was shaped like a different animal. Some, like an eagle, she recognized, but most were animals she’d never seen before.

      A broad-shouldered man led the pack. He was clothed in deep-red velvet and was intently focused on a large piece of parchment that lay open across the back of his horse. The edges of the parchment rustled in the breeze, but Elle could still make out the shape of the land on the map.

      The Vale of Astyria.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            An Ancient Enemy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “With the Gates destroyed, the rebels are restless. The thing they sought to control, they have ruined.

        We must be on our guard that they don't turn their sights to our new city”

        Elana, 25th Grace

        

      

      The Vale had been a secret since its founding, the Mistwall sealing them off, protecting them, from the fire mages of neighboring Illyzia.

      No one left the Vale, and no one entered. Not in living memory, not since the destruction of Cythia.

      It was impossible that these outlanders would have a map of the Vale, and yet there it was, corners of the parchment fluttering slightly.

      Everything about this group was impossible—from the map to the outlanders’ very presence. But it was the man at the very end of the group who sent fear crawling down her spine.

      Cloaked in a black robe that hung in loose folds around his horse, he had the stillness of a predator. Elle had no doubt that despite his position at the back of the group, this tall, gaunt man was their leader.

      The leaves of their tunnel rustled faintly as Tainn shuddered. Sarai crept to him and curled up next to his neck, her stealth a sign that it wasn’t only humans who felt the weight of the strangers’ presence.

      It had been the faintest of movements, but to Elle’s horror, the gaunt man suddenly looked up, straight at their hiding place.

      His face was as long and thin as his body, but he had strangely full lips. They curved in a slight smile as he gazed into the trees. Then he looked back at his party. Dropping his reins, he reached out a hand, palm out. The soldiers surrounding him abruptly halted whatever small tasks they had been engaged in. Every person in the group was intently focused on him. The tall man pointed up. Seven sets of eyes gazed into the leafy canopy above.

      The Everwood held its breath.

      Only the man with the map didn’t stop. Barely seeming to notice the others, he continued to ride slowly down the path.

      “I think we’re almost there,” he muttered to himself, his voice carrying in the silence of the waiting forest, “This main village, Is-tell-ia,” he sounded out awkwardly, “should be no more than an hour or so away.”

      Tainn hissed slightly. The thin man’s smile grew broader, but he didn’t say a word. Just smirked up at the branches. Had he heard them?  Elle hardly dared to breathe. Every instinct was telling her to run—to get as far away from those predatory eyes as possible. Tainn, clearly bothered by similar thoughts, shifted next to her.

      She slid a hand out and grabbed his, sinking her nails into his skin. His nostrils flared but he nodded, and she let go. They both held perfectly still, not daring to move with all those eyes trained on the branches.

      The thin, living barrier that separated them from the intruders.

      Enemies of old come again.

      One of the soldiers drew his sword, and Elle started despite herself, making the branches shake again. She exchanged a look with Tainn and saw understanding dawn on his face at the same moment she realized was she was hearing.

      Footsteps.

      Lots of them, coming fast. So Annaria had sent the Guardians after them.

      The soldiers' attention snapped back toward the Path. Almost as one, they shut their visors with a clang of heavy steel.

      The sound seemed to jolt the man with the map out of his reverie. He looked up to find he was alone before the advancing footsteps, and far from his own party. He grabbed the map roughly with one hand and spun his horse around, galloping back to the main body. Flustered, he tried to approach the thin man. A soldier wearing the helmet in the shape of snarling cat with tiny ears angled his drawn sword at the map man.

      “We protect the Inferator.”

      The map man quivered. Maybe fear, maybe anger. He glanced back over his shoulder as the footsteps pounded closer.

      Fear.

      For a second, Elle thought he would argue, but with a glance at the thin man—the Inferator—he nudged his horse around the circle of soldiers to the back of the group.

      By now, all six of the foreign soldiers had half-drawn their massive swords and they sat calmly, gauntleted hands resting on their sword hilts, allowing the noise to come to them.

      It didn’t take long for the Ystellians to reach the strange group.

      There were more than Elle had expected. She knew Annaria would send someone after them, but this was ridiculous. The woman had sent a full fist of Guardians—and at a time when the Mistwall was down.

      Ten men halted as they spied the foreigners, shock writ large on every face. But they all remembered their training, and their shock hardened quickly into grim determination. Unfortunately, a Guardian’s training was largely theoretical. With the Cythians mostly fighting each other, they hadn’t been called on to face enemy forces for nearly forty years. But still, that training must have been very good. Now that the shock had been replaced, Elle didn’t see a single flicker of fear at the unexpected soldiers.

      There was only a moment’s hesitation before the fist captain gave the order.

      “Defend.”

      The guards reacted as one, moving smoothly. Five men flowed to the front of the pack. They dropped effortlessly, taking a knee and slamming their ceremonial shields down in front of themselves to form a wall of bright silver. Guardian shields held a crystal fragment, usually a dull grey.

      Not these.

      The crystal fragments were glowing.

      The other five moved close to the kneeling men, setting their own shields atop the first five, creating a wall that they could close off to defend themselves. For now, they kept the shields linked loosely, allowing them to see out, to watch the intruders’ every move.

      One of the guards in the second row was young, likely a new recruit, barely old enough to join. Elle could see his surprise, and his fear, now that he was closer to her lofty perch. He swallowed and his throat bobbed like a finch hunting worms.

      The foreign soldiers had drawn their swords.

      The huge blades were arranged casually, one resting against a thigh, one propped backward along a shoulder. They were the picture of insolence, and yet Elle was certain that every pose was calculated, every man ready to hit with frightening speed and power.

      Tiny shivers ran through her body and she dug her hands into the branches to keep herself from moving. From interfering. She could feel the coiled tension in Tainn’s body as he lay rigid next to her.

      The minutes stretched out long. Neither side moved an inch. The swords of the invaders didn’t waver at all.

      The Everwood was still as a coiled viper, waiting to strike.

      Then a high laugh broke the silence. A few of the Guardians flinched. The young man with the bobbing throat actually cringed.

      The Inferator rode his horse forward slightly until he was in line with his first two soldiers. Elle couldn’t see his face anymore, but she could hear the cruel smile in his voice.

      “This is a very fine showing, I must say. There was a debate in the Empire over whether this savage backwater would even have troops.”

      The Guardians’ postures became even more rigid. The amusement in the tall man’s tone made Elle growl softly in the back of her throat, and even Sarai’s fur stood on end.

      He waved his long, thin hand dismissively and his soldiers moved. As one they swept their outstretched swords downward and across their bodies so that the swords rested diagonally across from shoulder to hip again. Almost sheathed. But not quite.

      Some of the Guardians made as if to lower their shields, but a gesture from their captain, who stood in the center of the second row, stopped them. He looked as if he’d smelled something particularly foul.

      “You claim to come from Illyzia?” He asked calmly. Some of the younger Guardians’ eyes were very wide. There wasn’t much call for guards, and never against anyone or anything more dangerous than some harebrained rebel scheme. Elle noticed that even the older Guardians looked discomforted at the suggestion that the Mistwall had fallen. They were simply better at hiding their feelings than the younger guards.

      “We claim nothing, boy,” said the Inferator, sneering out the word as if the Guardian captain wasn’t sporting a full head of silver hair. “We are from the Empire, here to reclaim what was stolen from us.”

      “We haven’t stolen anything from you,” said a young Guardian kneeling in the front row. His shield quivered slightly, but whether from anger or fear it was hard to know. Elle herself felt a mixture of both and her hands were wound so tightly into the branches that they were beginning to ache.

      The Inferator clicked his tongue, shaking his head slightly. Without even seeming to move, his soldiers were slowly closing the distance to the Guardians.

      Their horses had been prancing, kicking their legs up high. If you weren’t watching, it would look as if they were fidgeting, restless as children. But really, it was a ruse for the tiny forward steps the horses were taking—bringing them closer and closer to the Guardians.

      Elle’s entire body protested at this man’s condescending manner, his presumptuous soldiers, his very presence. Judging by the shift in Guardians, she wasn’t the only one. She almost jumped out of her skin when Tainn laid his hand on her shoulder. His jaw was clenched and his eyes angry, they were the mirror of her own. She squeezed his hand gently and he clung to it.

      They turned back to watch the drama unfolding below them. But Elle didn’t need Tainn’s restraining touch to know she couldn’t interfere.

      She had been right, the Mistwall was down. These eight might be the first invaders from the Firelands of Illyzia, but they wouldn’t be the last.

      But Elle didn’t need to move in order to help.

      She began to softly draw Felo starmarks, every mark for luck that she could remember, all linked together with a master mark. She willed them toward the Ystellian guards. The golden marks crawled along the tunnel and then down the sides of the trees nearest the Path, heading surely toward the Guardians. She hoped their small size would stop them from being noticed.

      As quickly as the smile had appeared on the Inferator’s face, it disappeared.

      He sniffed at the air. The shadows edging the Path seemed to thicken, and thin, dark ribbons sped past. Some of the Guardians flinched visibly, their shields clattering against each other at the movement.

      The Inferator spoke softly, just above a whisper, but Elle heard every word. “You haven’t stolen anything?” He threw the young Guardian’s words back at him. “You’ve stolen everything. You took the Stars and their power for your own selfish needs and you have raised up a false idol to worship.” His deep brown eyes flashed in the light of the Everwood, looking almost red with rage. Elle felt a shiver of recognition at that ruby gleam, something she couldn’t quite place.

      “We, the true believers, the deliverers of the Merciful King’s justice, are here to bring you back into the fold.” Finished his tirade, the Inferator leaned back again, the tension and the rage swept away. His lightning mood changes made Elle’s skin crawl.

      “Although, of course,” he continued, his tone now light, “There is no room for a false idol. She will need to be cast down.”

      The captain just blinked. “So you’re here to invade, you say?” As if he were inquiring about the weather.

      His slow ponderous tone made the Inferator smile. “Oh, my darling, curmudgeonly Captain,” he tsked gently, “Has your hearing been damaged? Has it been affected by the centuries of inbreeding in this charming little backwater? Were you not listening?”

      He seemed delighted by the idea, clapping his hands together lightly. “What an experience. I must remember to savor it.” He smiled, then leaned forward, pushing through the soldiers in front of him until he was just a pace away from the front row of Guardians. Elle saw the red-haired guard’s arm tremble.

      “We. Are. Here. To. Take. Everything. Back.”

      Stillness hung over the Path, everyone seemingly frozen in place at the Inferator’s carefully enunciated words. Then the thin man turned his horse around and rode away, falling back behind the safety of the soldier’s swords.

      The Path exploded with motion.

      The crystals on the Guardians’ shields flared into life as they moved forward like a tide of silvery steel, swords sweeping out of scabbards and searching for the flesh of the Inferator’s soldiers.

      Elle pushed herself to her feet so quickly that the branches swayed violently, forcing her to drop back into a crouch. She drew madly, whispering the names of every starmark she knew. The Felo marks had reached the Path, had crawled up over the armor of the Guardians and onto their shields, making the crystals embedded there glow even brighter, but it wasn’t enough.

      The foreign soldiers swept their heavy hatchet-shaped swords casually, the advantage of their height terrifying. Where they hit shields, they were rebuffed in a shower of sparks—but all too often they met with soft flesh instead. They were outnumbered, but in a matter of seconds, the Path was running red with blood, and none of it was theirs.

      Elle desperately tried to push Anthia starmarks into the trees to encourage them to help the Guardians, but the marks had little effect. Any tree that was close enough to lean into the fray had been pressed into the canopy tunnel that protected her and Tainn. They couldn’t help without compromising their safety.

      She clawed at the branches. She needed to get out of the tunnel, get back down to the Path to free up the trees, to help the Guardians.

      The fight continued below, a vicious slaughter, the bodies of the fallen crushed under the hooves of the foreign horses as the soldiers, their steel plate gleaming darkly in the light of the Everwood, pressed forward, their movements deliberate and oh, so accurate.

      Tainn’s hands swept around her from behind, pulling her away from the branches. He held her firmly against his chest and clasped her hands in his, pinning them against her body. Half-formed starmarks sparked against her skin, trying to summon themselves the rest of the way into existence.

      But Tainn kept her body pressed against his. She could feel his heartbeat thudding through her back, a perfect, racing echo of her own. Each beat was accompanied by the ring of steel against steel. Tears were streaming down Elle’s face as she watched the brutal slaughter below. Light sparked and arched across the Path as the Guardians’ shields sought to turn aside blow after blow from the six mounted men.

      But more and more of the shields fell, and the ringing of steel gave way to the screams of the wounded, left to drown in the tide of blood that flooded the Path.

      “I have to get down there,” panted Elle, still struggling against Tainn. His only response was to tighten his grip, his hands still gripping hers, stopping her from drawing any more starmarks.

      The shadow that had clung to the edge of the Path had thickened during the fight. It clung to the armor of the foreigners, like cloaks of smoke. The dark violence was a horrific counterpoint to the glistening, bright Everwood that surrounded the Path.

      “I have to help.” Panic made her voice high and stretched out. Tainn said nothing, but she felt his swallow, felt him shake his head. More than half the Guardians were down already. The wide, vicious swords of the foreign soldiers showed no mercy.

      “I have to help,” whispered Elle. She sagged in Tainn’s arms, and he knelt, lowering her to the platform.

      “We have another task.” Tainn’s voice was rough, thick. “The Guardians were after you, Elle. They should have stayed loyal. They should have stayed home.”

      Elle had forgotten.

      She didn’t care. The Guardians didn’t deserve to die simply because they’d decided to follow Annaria.

      Tiny gold specks glittered on the sticky Path. A few starmarks were still trying to move toward the Guardians, but they were too small, their slight magic no match for the violence.

      Elle hadn’t helped at all.

      The fight below was becoming increasingly hard to see. The shadows in the air thickened, becoming black mist, blocking out light from the Everwood. The Path was slick and dark now and the Guardians kept falling one by one to the wide, heavy cleavers of the invading butchers.

      At last, and all too soon, only three Guardians were left.

      The captain, drenched in blood, had somehow made his way through the melee, and he stood now in the center of the Path, his sword leveled at the Inferator’s throat.

      “Stop,” he commanded. His voice, low and gravelly though it was, sounded out clearly amongst the fighting. “You will put down your weapons, or I will kill this fool.”

      The Inferator’s guards didn’t hesitate. They swung their swords up and across, back into the defensive position they’d used earlier. There didn’t seem to be a scratch on any of them, but it was hard to see properly through the dark mist with blood smeared across everything in sight.

      The captain’s arm trembled slightly, and his sword nicked the Inferator’s neck. The foreign soldiers went still, and Elle held her breath. The captain must be exhausted to lose even that much control.

      “You,” he said, addressing the soldiers, “Will go back to whatever hell spawned you. And you,” his sword wavered again, this time deliberately, and a thin trickle of blood seeped down the Inferator’s neck, “You will be escorted to the Synod for trial and sentencing.”

      The Inferator was still smiling blandly and Elle’s sudden swoop of hope was drowned in icy fear. The thin man brought a finger to his neck and dabbed it into the trickle of blood. He didn’t seem to care about the sword pressed against his flesh. He inspected his finger curiously, squinting slightly at the redness. Elle could see the captain’s confusion, though he tried to mask it.

      Then the Inferator licked his bloody finger and smiled widely.

      He leaned forward suddenly, and the captain jerked backward, fear overwhelming his training. But the Inferator tapped his still bloody finger to the captain’s blade.

      It burst into flames. The captain opened his hand quickly, shaking it, but the sword would not drop, no matter how hard he shook.

      Tainn grabbed Elle again, holding her back from tearing at the branches that fenced them in. She was openly sobbing now, not caring if the Inferator could hear. She tried to pull her hands free from Tainn’s, to draw marks of freezing and cold.

      The other Guardians rushed to their captain’s side, but they couldn’t even get close. The white hot flame sped down his sword and into his body. It burned hot and fierce. One of the Guardians tried to knock the flaming sword away with his own. The fire spread down the Guardian’s blade and to his arm. He screamed once, the high-pitched sound cutting off quickly as the flame engulfed the rest of his body.

      And then the fire jumped to the last remaining Guardian, even as he turned, trying to run. They had been last three, and now they had fallen—silent, living fires on the Path.

      Their flames spread to the bodies of the fallen Guardians, the heat of the blaze making Elle sweat.

      She gritted her teeth, trying not to vomit. But she couldn’t look away. These men had died because of her, and she owed it to them to witness their last moments.

      The flames extinguished themselves as quickly as they had spread, leaving nothing, not even ash, in their wake.

      Silence hung once more over the Path.

      “Shall I collect the fragments?” asked one of the foreign soldiers as he sheathed his massive sword. His helm was shaped like a forest pig, curving tusks framing a massive beard.

      The Inferator flapped his arm vaguely. “Carefully,” he said, his eyes still glued to the spot where the captain had stood. He was utterly untouched by the flames.

      His men dismounted and began to collect the Guardians’ discarded shields. They shattered them with their massive swords, some of the finest metalwork in the Vale left scattered at their feet like it was rubbish. Only the crystals fragments were treated with respect, the soldiers wrapping them in fleece. They worked in silence and didn’t comment as the Path under their feet slowly grew bright again.

      The Path was absorbing the blood, leaving its surface as smooth and spotless as before, although it didn’t glow as brightly.

      The fleece-wrapped fragments went to the map man who was still huddled at the back of the pack, carefully avoiding any eye contact with the others.

      “It seems you’ve won both your wagers, Lord Jago,” said one of the soldiers in a bass rumble.

      The Inferato—Jago—let out a delighted laugh and clapped his hands. “Indeed I have. But a wager cannot be considered won without proof. One of those darling helmets, if you please, Thesus.”

      The soldier wandered away to fetch a helmet from one of the fallen Guardians. But Jago looked up and smiled. Right at Elle.

      She froze, unable to look away from the dark, sunken eyes. Then he winked at her. Elle’s bones turned to jelly.

      “What a fascinating place,” he remarked, as if to himself. He peered around like a child on an outing. “Magic highways, archaic weapons, and a forest that almost seems to be alive.” His smile was cunning and his eyes drifted briefly back to the canopy. Elle didn’t need Tainn’s restraining arms to stop her from moving.

      He knew she was there. He had known the whole time.

      “Well,” he said, waving his arm at the map man, “We have appointments to keep and traitors to punish. A very busy schedule.” The map man nodded, swallowing loudly and trying not to look sick at the now spotless path. His beast was practically prancing, as if the fire and the violence had somehow energized him.

      Elle couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. The sweat of her brow dried as a cool breeze drifted through the Everwood.

      He knew.

      The Inferator inclined his head slightly at the canopy before turning his horse and heading toward Ystellia, trailed by his six massive soldiers and the strange, dark mist.
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            Islands in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I am afraid of Striggorm. After what my parents have unleashed...”

        Aya, 29th Grace

        

      

      It was quiet at the edge of the world. The nearest village was over a day’s travel away, but the Mistwall didn’t get many visitors anyway. It was an uncomfortable place.

      Not that Echo seemed to think so.

      While Elle sat slumped at the end of her makeshift treetop pathway, her legs dangling a good few feet above the ground, the small loren had climbed down to the ice-covered ground and was sniffing busily at every frozen flower.

      The Everwood stopped suddenly a few feet from the Mistwall, the trees not thinning out but rather cutting off sharply, as if they were too afraid to get close to the edge.

      Tendrils of mist curled in from the wall, moving quickly and erratically like panicked breath. The calm steadiness of the Mistwall had disappeared. Now it looked the way she felt, pieces of it churning and weaving, restless and uncertain—and a huge chunk of it had vanished completely.

      The wall was broken.

      Her body felt heavy—exhausted—in a way that had nothing to do with a lack of sleep. It was a weariness that clung to her soul. An emptiness that echoed the dark gap that cleaved the wall.

      She had given everything, sacrificed her freedom to gain the knowledge that should have been hers by right. Suffered years of abuse, first at the hands of her mother, then from the Synod. Suffered every snide comment, every dismissive gesture, every snub.

      She was not enough. They had made that perfectly clear.

      And still, she had tried.

      The Godstars were her destiny, her responsibility.

      She was supposed to bond them to prevent the very thing that had just happened.

      It seemed her mother had been right all along.

      She had not been enough.

      For the first time in the long history of the Vale, the Mistwall had breached. On her watch.

      Echo meowed loudly at her. His strident call cut through her self-pitying thoughts, and she looked down to find him glaring up at her with wide green eyes.

      Sighing, she pushed away from the tree trunk and jumped to the frozen ground below.

      The rustle of leaves behind her was the only indication that her sylvan tunnel was closing, and when she twisted back, the canopy had already unwoven itself, the branches returning to normal.

      For the first time in her life, there was no next step, no grand plan. Annaria’s coup had swept all of that away. The people had spoken. They had Magla now.

      She was free. No more failing, no more fiancé, no more expectations.

      She was no longer Grace.

      Echo headbutted her shin.

      Elle sighed again but followed the little white body across the frozen ground toward the chaotically swirling mist. “It’s not like there’s anyone here,” she grumbled as she stomped. “I was already too late.”

      Echo paused long enough to glare at her over his shoulder.

      She knew she was sulking, knew she was letting herself descend into that maw of darkness that always waited for her, but she couldn’t care enough to make herself stop.

      Men had died. Slaughtered. Gone. Because of her.

      Yes, Annaria had sent them. But the invaders were here because of her inability to fulfill her destiny. Because she couldn’t keep the Vale safe.

      And there was no one else to blame.

      So she stomped along behind Echo as he made a beeline for the dark gap in the Mistwall.

      The least she could do now was fix this ancient guardian and stop any more invaders from entering the Vale.

      Her boots crushed frozen ground cover, cracking open the shells of ice to reveal bright, gleaming plants. The ice crept back almost immediately, sealing up the plants and hiding any evidence of her and Echo’s progress.

      Everything the mist could touch was wreathed in bright, white frost. The colors of the ground cover and flowers shone through their icy shells, crisp but muted. It looked as if summer and winter had made a bargain in this place, co-existing, but each careful of the other.

      Elle found herself wondering how close Tainn was to Ystellia. She had left him in the treetop tunnel after convincing him he needed to warn the Synod of what was coming their way.

      He had protested, but his heart hadn’t been in it. The slaughter had shocked them both so deeply they had moved like puppets, acting without thought.

      With the damage to his ankle, Tainn probably wouldn’t make it there before the soldiers, even on the straight, smooth canopy path, but he could at least let the Synod know what they’d done, the kind of people they were.

      And then it would be up to the Synod and their new Grace.

      Something pulled in her chest. An echo of the pain she’d felt earlier. The Mistwall was no longer screaming its hurt through her body, but the dull ache she now felt was proof that it was seriously damaged.

      The cool tendrils of mist were slightly wet against her face, and her skin buzzed where they touched her. A muted welcome. Tiny breaths of relief at her presence.

      The feeling was a balm, and she felt some of the darkness inside her recede. The Mistwall wanted her here.

      Echo meowed happily, and Elle looked up to see the cat leaping onto a perfect square of golden crystal. It glistened wetly. He hopped across to the next one, steadily making his way up to the edge of the world.

      The ground fell away in front of her into a midnight crevasse. There was nothing beyond the land, just mist and darkness.

      The Mistwall ringed the entire Vale. There were only two ways in or out. The main gates at Cythia, which had been destroyed in a long-ago war that had marked the beginning of the Decline, and this one.

      The Hidden Passage.

      But it was no longer hidden. The Mistwall was jagged and broken here, wisps of white floating across the narrow gap, writhing toward, but never quite connecting with, the tendrils on the other side.

      “Shadowshit,” muttered Elle to herself as she watched the Mistwall continually try—and fail—to close the gap. Knowing the wall was breached was a very different thing to seeing the dark crevasse.

      There’d never been a gap anywhere in the wall, not in all the history of the Vale. It was solid in the same way rivers were wet. That was part of its danger. Even with the best lanterns or the strongest starmarks, it was impossible to see further than your hand when the Mistwall was whole. Part of its magic was confusion—making it almost impossible not to get lost in the endless white clouds. But the real danger was the bottomless ravine the mists hid. One small misstep was a death sentence.

      The Mistwall was never supposed to make the Vale a prison, it was only a guardian. But ever since the destruction of the Gates at Cythia two centuries ago, no one could safely leave or enter the Vale. The Hidden Passage was a route of last resort, meant only for the Graces.

      Usually, the golden paving stones were the only indication of where the Hidden Passage lay. Today, the great curtain of darkness gave it away. Miles and miles of it. Elle saw no hint of land anywhere, not even a glimmer of the islands that she knew floated out in the nothing.

      She leaned into the darkness and closed her eyes. The quiet was incredible. There was no sound up here, no obligations. No slaughters. No murders. The darkness kissed her cheeks, it forgave her sins, it welcomed her home.

      A soft breeze carried chilled droplets of mist that coated her cheeks and clung to her lashes like tears.

      She breathed out and rocked forward slightly.

      Was this what freedom felt like?

      Echo bit her calf.

      “Oracle’s eye teeth!” Elle swore loudly, twisting to grab her aching leg and promptly falling into a heap in the ice.

      Echo sat a few paces away, looking calmly into the gap in the wall. He was utterly still except for a quick, irritable twitch of his tail. Elle growled at the loren, but he just looked at her innocently, as if the fast disappearing little footprints in the ice weren’t leading straight to him.

      “I wasn’t going to jump.”

      Echo cocked his head as if listening for a lie. But she wasn’t lying. The darkness had been intoxicating, but she didn’t want to die. The opposite. Everything that had happened to her in the last few days had only made her more determined to live.

      Shrugging off her satchel, Elle opened it and raised an eyebrow at Echo. He practically bounded over to her, like a kitten, and happily climbed inside, making himself a nest amongst the clothes Jesna had packed.

      Elle had taken this route only once before, not long after Prell had died. In the brief window of freedom she’d had between her mother’s death and committing herself to the long and elaborate ruse of fooling the Synod. It was a treacherous path, even for a Grace. Echo and his old, sticky joints would be safer in the bag, at least for this first part of the journey.

      With Echo safely stowed she moved back to the edge of the cliff to stand on the last golden paving stone. She took out the knife Jesna had given her and carefully cut her palm.

      This route demanded a sacrifice, even from the Grace. Proof of belonging. Only the blood of an Astyrian would open the passage. And only the blood of the Grace would keep the path open.

      She held her hand over the void and made a fist. Blood from the cut trickled down and dropped into the darkness.

      It landed with a soft patter on the invisible bridge.

      Her blood began to glow a soft white. It spread out like paint, illuminating the bridge—the Hidden Passage. It looked slippery and delicate as if it were spun from the mist itself.

      There were no railings.

      Taking a deep breath, Elle walked onto the white bridge. Something in her chest fluttered, like the memory of joy, and then suddenly her vision shifted.

      She froze, not daring to take another step. Suddenly, she was seeing herself from the side, a tiny, red-haired figure on an endless white ribbon. Then, as quickly as it had shifted, her vision returned to normal.

      Her shaky exhale was echoed by a small trembling from the satchel.

      Talk was the wrong word for what the Mistwall had just done. It was too shallow. For an instant, Elle had become the wall. Had seen what it saw, what it felt, how enormous and ancient it was. And she could feel how this breach hurt.

      And she felt how the breach was expanding—whatever unnatural magic kept it open was devouring the wall in tiny but irrevocable bites. If she couldn’t fix it, in a few weeks, maybe months, there would be no wall at all. The ancient guardian would be gone.

      She took a hesitant step forward. The yawning blackness inside of her receded a little. She had a purpose, and the Mistwall wanted her.

      When her vision stayed steady, she took another careful step, then another. But she didn’t dare take her eyes off the glistening white bridge.

      She fell into a rhythm, the pulse in her chest and the warm weight on her back reminding her that she wasn’t here alone.

      When she finally lifted her head, the first island lay a few steps in front of her. Her knees wobbled with relief.

      But it was short-lived. Even before she stepped onto the island, she could tell something was very wrong.

      Each island represented a Godstar. A chain that anchored the Mistwall in place, a tiny nugget of power from each Star that worked to keep the Vale hidden and safe.

      The last time she was here, the first island had felt friendly to Elle, like home. It represented Anthia, the Godstar of nature, and the very first Godstar she had ever bonded.

      But nothing about it felt friendly now. She could feel the unnatural heat of the ground through her boots, and the lush green of the small floating island had been replaced by a nightmarish landscape of decaying vegetation.

      Elle groaned at the smell and pressed her wrist to her nose. A gagging noise came from inside her bag, and she hurriedly opened it and scooped up Echo. She wouldn’t blame him for being sick—she would just rather he weren’t sick on the only spare clothes she had.

      Echo scowled at the ground as she placed him on it, but he ranged forward, tail held straight up like a flagpole.

      Soft, wet plants squished easily under her boots and each step released more of the hot, foul smell. Elle headed straight for the center of the island, looking for the altar.

      Whatever magic the Illyzians had used, it had completely destroyed the island, breaking the magic that usually sustained it. The last time Elle had been here, the entire island had been a grove of weeping ashwoods, their long branches festooned with tiny glowing white flowers and hanging like veils. Now the branches were bare and frighteningly hot.

      Elle wove her way between them, careful not to touch anything more than she absolutely had to.

      The land began to slope upward, and Elle grimaced at having to climb over the slime of rotting plants. Echo had already scampered up and now paced the ridge, waiting for her. The fur along the back of his neck was standing on end.

      She topped a small rise and looked down into the small valley that held the altar. It was carved from a rich golden stone, in the curving spiral of a beehive. Elle knew that, up close, tiny cleverly shaped bees covered the hive, looking as if they might take off at any minute.

      At the front of the hive, there was an opening, just big enough for an offering, but now the entire altar was engulfed in shimmering flames.

      Shock made her pause—and then she felt it.

      A deep, heavy pulse that came up through her boots and made her shudder. Echo growled, low and deep. The pulse came again, a slow, solid thud. Like a heartbeat.

      Elle had a sickening premonition.

      Gritting her teeth, she stalked slowly down the valley toward the burning stone altar. Even though she was sure she was alone, she couldn’t help staring into the shadows.

      There was malice in the air, a sense of foreboding that was making every hair on Elle’s body stand up.

      The thumps grew stronger as she neared the altar, and Echo pressed himself close, as if afraid she might fall.

      But the beat was steady, predictable. By the time she reached the altar, she knew what she would find.

      The heat battered at her, unbearable and stifling. It was no wonder the entire island had melted in response. She could feel the weight of the dark magic woven into the heat.

      Pyromancy.

      Her knees felt weak at the confirmation of the fear that haunted her dreams. Pyromancers from Illyzia.

      “Shadowshit.” She whispered to herself. She really, really didn’t want to look closer at the altar.

      The flames were fueled by one small dark lump. It could have been an unusually large lump of coal. But Elle knew it wasn’t.

      It was a heart.

      One of the hearts that had been harvested from the murder victims.

      Elle turned and vomited noisily.

      Even knowing what she would find hadn’t prepared her to see it. That heart, animated by evil magic, beating out the flames that wreathed the stone altar.

      Wiping her mouth on her sleeve, she turned back to the altar. Echo pressed his head against her calf. She could feel his distress, although she knew he was trying his best to reassure her.

      Already the stone was looking soft at the edges, like a candle. As if any gentle pressure would cause it to collapse inward.

      A soft twinge pulled at her chest. The Mistwall’s cry for help.

      The flames were obviously magical. Aside from anything else, they would have burnt out long ago if they hadn’t been. They were evaporating any part of the Mistwall that was foolish enough to come close. They were keeping the path open, either for that hateful man and his murderers to return home, or worse, for reinforcements to come through.

      Elle shuddered and looked out into the darkness. A line of islands, invisible to the eye, floated there. They were the only way in or out of the Vale of Astyria, and there would be an altar on each one. Their rings of hot, foul magic destroying any attempt of the Mistwall to heal itself. She would have to deal with them all to close the wall up again.

      There had been nine murders this summer. Nine islands spanned the Hidden Passage.

      Wrinkling her nose at the smell of burnt meat, she pressed forward. Heat bathed her face, and she felt it sink into her skin and hair. Sweat sprung out all over her body. The air felt almost solid, each step forward a battle of flesh and blood against magic. Breathing was getting harder the closer she got toward the pillar, but she didn’t want to breathe anyway. The stench of cooked meat grew stronger with each step.

      She always wanted a reason for everything. Always asking why, always digging, digging to make sense of things. Well, the murders made sense now.

      It had all been leading up to this, and in the end she had been too blind and stupid to see.

      This wasn’t about some isolated acts of a lone, rogue Pyromancer in the Vale. This spoke of a plan so much bigger and further reaching than she had ever anticipated.

      It explained the lack of guards on the islands. The Inferator didn’t need to leave guards to keep the passage open because he had allies from the Vale. Elle’s head spun with the implications. Someone—or someones—had been communicating with the lands outside the Vale.

      How they’d traversed the Passage she had no idea. Even closing the Passage might not stop them, now the Inferator was inside. But she couldn’t leave the passage open and risk even more intruders. Especially when she had no idea how she was going to deal with the ones that were already here.

      The few books that mentioned pyromancy did so only in the broadest terms. An ancient and evil magic that her ancestors had run from. The entire reason the Vale of Astyria had been founded in the first place. The reason the power of Stars ran through her veins.

      It seemed the Pyromancers had a very long memory.

      Swallowing, Elle scrubbed her eyes then took a breath, trying not to gag at the smell. She might not have had the power to stop this from happening, but she had the power to extinguish the flames at the very least. To close up the pathway that was now wide open to the magicians and conquerors of that desert country.

      She pushed aside the thought that she was now trapping a Pyromancer in the Vale. If a fox got into a henhouse you had to chase it out, you didn’t seal it in there. But if the choice was between dealing with one fox and many...

      First things first, she needed to put out the flames.

      And she had the power to do that, granted, ironically, by one of the two Godstars she had bonded—Anthia. She was tempted to add in some Felo marks, but she had used luck spells too often in the last few days. If she didn’t give it a break, it was only a matter of time until it turned on her,

      That was the thing people tended to forget—luck went both ways.

      The three starmarks she called were slow to appear, popping into the air grudgingly, like socialites called away from a party. She swirled a hand into them, spinning the golden stuff like thread until they were entirely caught around her hand.

      She got as close to the altar as she could bear, until she was soaked with sweat. Echo’s fur was limp and flattened, but he walked with her every step of the way.

      Elle pushed the marks down into the blisteringly hot ground and snatched her palm away. The starmarks wavered in the heat, the faint shimmer the only sign that they were there at all.

      She walked quickly around the altar, drawing symbols and pushing them into the ground. The symbols grew stronger as she moved, linking each set to the previous ones, forming a line of gold that shone a little brighter with each step.

      She didn’t have much magic, but she had the magic she needed for this. With a speed drawn from familiarity, she created a lobed symbol that held the altar in its center. Anthia, goddess of growth, queen of storms, was who she imagined as she drew and pushed her symbols into the ground, never quite looking at what was in the middle.

      A few loose tendrils of mist floated across the island, pausing at the edge of the enormous Anthia master mark she’d drawn all the way around the altar. The master mark held every starmark she knew for wind and ice and snow. The ground under her feet was already cooling.

      The mist spread out along the master mark, disappearing into the golden shape, and where it touched, the mark grew brighter.

      Soon Elle was back to where she’d begun, the faint starmarks she’d drawn first a little brighter now.

      She drew the final mark, the keymark that would bring all the others together, and held her breath as she pushed it into the ground.

      It flickered. Weather magic was unstable at the best of times. The mark went dull, disappearing against the dark earth beneath it, and Elle’s breath escaped in a hot sob. Her body sagged and she fell to her knees next to the apex of the master mark, tired despair pulling at her core.

      She gave herself a minute. Just one minute. Then she pushed herself to her feet and scrubbed her eyes on her wrists.

      Echo gave a curious merp, looking at something behind her. Elle whipped back around to look at the altar.

      A whisper of mist floated toward the keymark. It stretched out, twisting itself to match the mark’s border, and melted into the golden lines. The world seemed to sigh.

      Light exploded. She threw up an arm to shade her eyes, squinting into the sudden brightness. The master mark, and all the tiny marks that formed its body, contracted, leaving trails of ice and mist behind it, freezing the destroyed foliage as it went.

      The ring of ice moved more slowly the closer it got to the altar, but it moved.

      It left frost in its wake, inch by inch, the honeycomb altar turning a glistening gold. Clouds of steam rose, spiraling up to join the tendrils of mist that were moving closer.

      Elle couldn’t look away as the ice climbed into the opening. The flames spat and hissed as the spell crawled under them, the ice melting and reforming as it inched its way to the fire’s fuel.

      Lines of ice crawled across the heart’s dark surface and webbed out, sealing the flames away from their fuel. The fire shrank as the spell held steady, keeping the heart frozen. And then, like a snap of some god’s fingers, the flames went out.

      Elle felt a twang in the air, the snapping of some invisible thread as the island she stood on cut itself off from the dark spell.

      Jesna had made sure Elle had everything she could want in her backpack, including another small bag. Elle took it out and propped it open at her feet. Eyes shut, she picked up the heart. The surface was cold and slimy and she tipped it quickly into the fur-lined bag, whispering a quick “Sorry” at the undignified treatment.

      She wiped her hands on her pants and shouldered both bags. Echo purred loudly, rubbing himself slowly through Elle’s legs.

      The mist rushed in, covering everything, and Elle shivered. The weight of emotion had let up slightly, the wall not projecting quite as loudly as before.

      She swallowed and then began picking her way across the spreading ice, through the mist, toward the far end of the island.

      They had work to do.
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        * * *

      

      The sixth island jolted Elle out of her reverie. The last time she had been here, the island had been a lifeless desert, only shifting white sand and a single black obsidian path that led straight to and from the blocky, featureless altar of the same stone.

      But now the island had come alive, the sands covered in a creeper, with small saplings sprouting everywhere. They had wilted now of course, from their exposure to the pyromancy.

      She stepped off the bridge and onto the hot sands. Hands shaking, she tugged her star necklace from her sweater.

      The golden chain shifted obligingly in her hand, lengthening itself. Three of the nine points glimmered in the light of the mist behind her.

      Three lit points. Not two.

      Elle’s legs wobbled and she collapsed to her knees in the stinking plants that covered the island’s sands.

      Three lit points meant she had bonded another Godstar. She looked around Striggorm Island in wonder. Somehow, she had bonded the star of life and death.

      When had… The realization made her gasp. She had used the forbidden marks in the Murk, in her desperation to save Timony.

      Of course. There had been a focus in the Murk. Her hands were shaking slightly as she turned them wonderingly, looking at her palms as if she could see the power of the Godstar flowing through the blue veins just visible beneath the surface.

      It seemed she had done more than use a forbidden mark. She had done a forbidden thing—she had brought Timony back from the dead.

      Looking at the bag in front of her—knowing it contained the hearts of five dead, she couldn’t find it in her to regret her actions.

      There had been too much death lately.

      She pushed herself to her feet and slung her bags over her shoulders. Echo squeaked slightly from where he slept amongst her clothes.

      Elle envied him, but she pushed her exhaustion away. She couldn’t leave the hearts of the dead under the pyromantic spells for longer that was absolutely necessary. That much she could control.

      She made her way toward the blocky altar, prepared now for the sight of the flames that boiled away the mist and destroyed the island around it.

      Already the plants closest to the altar had burned away completely, leaving mounds of empty white sand in a ring around the black stone.

      Elle placed the bags gently on the ground, not wanting to disturb Echo, and rolled up her sleeves, ready to draw the marks again. The Mistwall only seemed to be able to lend its strength once the marks were drawn, adding power to the symbols.

      She wouldn’t have made it half as far without the great defender's help. The process was routine by now—draw the marks, seal them with a key mark, and wait for the spell to do its work.

      When the flames went out, Elle took her small, clinking bag over to the altar. She reached for the heart and stopped—

      The sixth heart was so small.

      Her stomach was empty after five islands and an increasingly full bag. But the tiny heart was too much, even numb and exhausted as she was. Bile spilled out at her feet, over the now frozen ground of the sixth island.

      It was Raitel’s heart. Timony’s small, missing friend. She had found the body floating face-up in Moonfall Pond, the day after the autumn equinox. Whoever had killed her had placed flowers in the pool until the tiny corpse was adorned with them. She had been sick then too.

      By now the sleeves at her wrists were looking the worse for wear, but Elle found a cleanish spot and wiped her mouth again. She planned to burn these clothes anyway.

      Rage and helplessness made her shake, but she lifted the tiny heart as gently as she could, holding it in two hands, and placed it in the fur-lined bag with the five others.

      She didn’t know yet where to bury them. There was a strange resonance in the hearts, much stronger now that there were so many together, so she didn’t dare bury them on the islands themselves. The tiny frozen heart clinked gently against the others.

      Six islands cut off from the dark spell.

      Mist was flooding back in behind her, hiding the abyss and curtaining the islands, but Elle didn’t dare stop, despite her exhaustion.

      Even the railless bridges that spanned the nothing between islands held less fear for her. She didn’t think the wall would let her fall now. Echo woke as she was crossing and she let him down the minute she touched the seventh island. The cat ranged ahead, presumably on the lookout for ambushes. At this point, Elle thought she would welcome an attack, just for something tangible to fight, someone to take out her sadness and anger on.

      The spell came more easily now on the last islands as if with each island that left the chain the pyromantic spell weakened. She placed the ninth and final heart—Sephanie’s heart—into the bag she carried.

      She ached all over, her back, her hands, and her chest. She stood at the edge of the ninth island, boots in line with the clear bridge that ran from it to the edge of the wall.

      To a foreign land. To Illyzia, kingdom of sand and sorcerers.

      Echo gave a rumbling complaint, reading her intention. Shaking her shoulders loose and cringing at the clink of frozen hearts, she set foot onto the glass bridge. Echo whimpered and turned in circles as if he couldn’t leave the island, but Elle kept walking.

      She wanted to see what lay beyond.

      The Mistwall twined itself around her, its touch cool and comforting against her aching body and soul.

      She should feel proud of the fact that she’d mended the wall. It was magic on a scale she’d never attempted before, and even with the Mistwall’s help, it had almost drained her dry.

      She walked carelessly across the narrow bridge, not afraid of the drop anymore. Exhaustion made her brave—or foolish. Ice crunched under her feet as she stepped off the bridge and into the borderlands. The mist was thicker here, but ordinary, as if the semi-sentience of the wall couldn’t cross that final bridge.

      It was harder to see, but Elle kept walking, the only sound the crunch of ice under her boots. A forest of tall, thin trees grew here, spaced so closely that it was impossible to move in a straight line. And then, as suddenly as it appeared, the mist dropped away—and so did the ground in front of her feet.

      The ledge crumbled away in front of her, with no clear path down—or up. Every piece of geography conspired to keep people away from this border, and yet the Pyromancer had still found a way in.

      Night had fallen. She’d spent the entire day spelling the hearts free of the dark magic. A full moon hung in the sky above the desert kingdom that stretched out before her. Just wide, open plains that swept all the way to the horizon.

      There was so much space. Looking at it felt like breathing out. The whisper of the dunes was oddly loud, and the hot, strange wind made her shiver.

      She wondered what it would be like to just keep walking.

      Her people didn’t want her. The Vale no longer needed a Grace. They had the Clockworker’s Guild, determined to fill the gap the disappearing magic had left.

      A small voice whispered in her head—they didn’t want her, didn’t need her. They had Annaria and Magla. Had chosen them over her.

      She didn’t owe anything to anyone. Even her engagement to Tainn had dissolved.

      A strong gust of wind nearly knocked her off balance and she stepped away from the ledge.

      The bag of hearts clinked, and reality slammed back in.

      No. She’d never backed down from a challenge and she’d be damned if she would start now, just because of a skinny man with a god complex.

      The star at her neck turned white hot, and she gasped. At the same time, Echo called out, his high-pitched voice carrying through the thick mist.

      Elle turned and dove back into the mists—something was wrong.

      Before she’d made it even two steps, strong fingers grabbed her arm and pulled her.

      The hard, cruel hands closed around her other arm, and then a cloth was pressed to her face. She struggled, trying to drag the cloth away, but those fingers dug into her cheek and arm, holding her firm.

      Despite herself, she breathed in. And the world turned black.
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        “I start to doubt myself sometimes, with this Synod. But no, it is the only answer. There is only one magic that feeds on fear and pain, and it is not the magic of the Stars.

        If only they would listen.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      Elle woke suddenly, consciousness returning in a thunderclap of sound and feeling. The rough murmur of men’s voices was muffled, and she frowned, wondering why the guards outside her room were shouting. She shifted slightly and felt the dirt move under her, small rocks scraping against her face.

      She froze. Memory rushed back in. Hard hands and a rough cloth in the mist.

      It was an effort to keep her breathing calm and steady. An effort to keep her eyes shut and her face neutral while her ears strained for any clues about her kidnappers.

      Don’t let them know you’re awake.

      Elle heard the gentle crunch of footsteps. She held herself very still as they got closer. They were coming from the opposite direction of the voices.

      Another intruder. How many were there?

      She tried to focus on her breathing and on keeping her face slack as the footsteps stopped in front of her.

      “You fools.” The voice was deep, and though he didn’t speak loudly, his words carried. “What have you done? Don’t you realize who this is?”

      The argument in the distance broke off. More footsteps crunching through the ice-covered grass. One set quick, as if they were anxious, the other slow and light, barely audible.

      “We did what your brother told us to do, Highest One.” The voice was gratingly high-pitched and condescending. “He said we were to guard against discovery. Perhaps you weren’t aware of your brother’s orders?”

      “My brother might be leading this expedition, Hzario, but I’ll be making the full report to the King. I suggest you remember that next time the leash chafes.” The deep voice was steady and close. So close Elle could feel the heat from his body.

      “My Lord, she’s fixed it.” A third voice, this one breathy and anxious. The man with the quick footsteps, thought Elle.

      Judging by the voices, there were three men now surrounding her—the leader, with his deep, smooth tones, this anxious one, and the condescending one.

      The anxious man babbled on. “We can’t get through the Mistwall, the way is closed again. We might need her, sir. Had to catch her before she ran off. Your brother, Lord Jago—”

      Elle’s heart jumped with fear. The Inferator’s brother. She hoped her twitch had gone unnoticed.

      The deep voice interrupted. “Thank you, Reston, I can see the mists for myself.” Anger entered the man’s tone, rich honey turned dark. “And, Hzario, I’m well aware of the orders your master gave. Including the order not hurt any locals. And for you to choose this woman to accost…” She heard his intake of breath, the pause as the man gathered himself. “Does she look unhurt to you, Reston?”

      Reston started prattling again, but the deep voice—the brother of the monster she’d seen slaughter a fist of Guardians—cut across him. “Shut up, Reston, and put some water on to boil. She’s awake.”

      Elle couldn’t hide her start at that. Reluctantly she opened her eyes.

      He was tall, this man with murderer’s blood in his veins, and absurdly beautiful. The resemblance to his brother was uncanny, but where the Inferator had the lean hunger of a zealot, this man was broad. The body of a fighter.

      He had to crouch to extend his hand toward her. “Your Grace, if you please?”

      Elle shook her head in confusion and groaned at the pain that blossomed at her temples. How did this man know her title? How had they even known the Vale was here? The world should have forgotten the Vale of Astyria a thousand years ago.

      Taking the shake of her head to mean she didn’t want his help, the man held up both hands, palms out, and backed away, as if she was a wild creature that needed calming. “Your Grace?”

      Elle ignored him and pushed herself to her feet, looking around.

      She was at the edge of a rough campsite. They’d dumped her on the ground and taken her bags but they hadn’t tied her up. Three tents were set in a semi-circle, facing a fire pit. A pile of firewood was stacked at the edge of the camp and rows of meat had been strung out to dry near the fire.

      They’d been here for a while.

      She couldn’t see any sign of Echo in the campsite. She was very glad of whatever strange magic had kept him from following.

      The kettle that had been set on the fire started to whistle. A short, chubby man gave a squeak of surprise and hurried over to it.

      But it was the third man that drew her attention. He was as tall and gaunt as Jago, and shadows seemed to gather around him, emphasizing his sunken cheeks.

      Fear shivered a path down Elle’s spine, but she was determined not to show it. “Seems like the secret brotherhood has a type.” She put a hand on her hip with a nonchalance that she didn’t feel, and looked him up and down. “Or is it the magic that makes you all look alike?”

      Hzario hissed at her. “Shut your mouth, witch. Don’t speak of forces you don’t understand.”

      Elle ignored his words and turned to the other one, the High Lord, channeling Ellentyre’s disdain. “What are your intentions?”

      If her mother had taught her one thing, it was to take control wherever possible.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” said the young lord softly, cocking his head at her as if he could see straight through her brave act. “I won’t let him hurt you.” That last was a whisper, so soft she hardly heard it. But the Pyromancer cackled. Elle couldn’t hide her shiver at the sound, and his predatory smile spread, exposing tiny white nubs of teeth in pale gums.

      “I don’t need your pretty words. I want to know why you’re here.” She ached to ask more—to demand some justification for the harvesting of the hearts of nine people, for the murder of the Guardians—but a tiny kernel of self-preservation made her keep the words back.

      The pretty lord looked annoyed. “You’re in no position to be demanding anything, Your Grace.”

      “And you can stop calling me that,” snapped Elle. “I’m not the Grace.”

      That raised some eyebrows. The lord stepped closer and Elle resisted the urge to back away from him.

      “Does the Vale of Astyria no longer have Graces, then?” he asked softly.

      Elle drew herself up to her full height, ignoring the fact that he was still taller than her. She stepped closer to him and had the satisfaction of seeing him take a step backward. Any intention of hiding her feelings melted away in her exhausted fury.

      “You invade my home, lay open the Hidden Passage, murder a fist of Guardians, and then not only do you capture me, but now you have the gall to interrogate me about the Vale?” she seethed, “How do you even know about the Vale’s existence?”

      A small voice in the back of her head tried to remind her that annoying her kidnappers might not be the smartest thing she could do.

      The lord looked taken aback at her fury, and again he held his hands up, trying to calm her. “Your Grace—”

      “Don’t you dare ‘Your Grace’ me. You haven’t stated your mission, you haven’t accounted for your brother’s murders, you haven’t even introduced yourself. Don’t play the civil visitor with me, High Lord.”

      Two could play at mocking titles.

      Elle had circled the lord as she talked, moving around him to get a better view of the campsite and the Pyromancer. Having him at her back made her skin crawl. She had no doubt the bruises she could feel blossoming on her arms were courtesy of those cruel fingers.

      She tried to take in the whole campsite. She couldn’t leave the hearts here, at the mercy of the Pyromancer.

      The lord’s cheeks were red and for a second Elle thought he was going to shout at her, but then he breathed out, his shoulders sagging, and said, “You’re right.”

      Behind him, Hzario hissed and stalked closer. The lord held up a hand and, even though fury wreathed his face, the Pyromancer came to a halt.

      Elle’s eyebrows shot up and she felt some of her anger melt away. The lord smiled faintly at her surprise, twin dimples springing into his sculpted cheeks, but the smile faded away quickly.

      “I’m Kaiserian,” he said. “Lord of the Vaunted Passes and second-in-command on this expedition. And make no mistake, Your Grace, this is an expedition, not an invasion.”

      “That’s not what it looked like when your brother slaughtered an entire fist of Guardians.”

      Kaiserian shook his head. “That’s not true—it’s not possible. We are not here to hurt anyone. We are here to broker a trade agreement between your land and ours.”

      Elle snorted. “Either you don’t know what savagery your brother is capable of, in which case you’re an idiot. Or you do and you’re a liar.”

      Hzario smirked, and Elle pointed at him. “See. The creepy one knows I’m telling the truth.”

      Kaiserian’s jaw tightened, but his voice was steady, measured. “We are here for a trade agreement. My brother, volatile as he is, would not put that at risk. And any help you can provide us with would be greatly appreciated, Your Grace.”

      “I told you, stop calling me that. I’m not the Grace.” Elle crossed her arms. “Besides, any endorsement from me would have the opposite effect to the one you’re hoping for.”

      Elle felt the spike of excitement from Hzario and bit back the rest of what she was going to say. Shadowshit. If they thought she wasn’t important, would they even bother to keep her alive? Something touched her elbow and she screamed.

      Reston responded with a small scream of his own, dropping the cup he’d been holding. Hot tea splashed across Elle’s feet and she danced backward, shaking the liquid from her boots. Kaiserian swept in, grabbing her arm.

      He was faster than a shadowcat. Escaping wouldn’t be easy.

      “Are you alright?” he asked. He bowed slightly to look into her eyes. She swallowed as that frank gaze took her in. The intensity of it scared her more than the idiot with tea had.

      “Let go of me,” she said quietly. Kaiserian dropped her arm as if she had screamed again and backed away from her, clearing his throat. She really must look a sight for him to keep treating her like a caged animal.

      Elle ignored him, turning on the bumbling fool who was now trying to scoop up the scraps of porcelain teacup. Porcelain! In a camp!

      “And you,” she said, “Try not to sneak up on your captives.”

      “Your Gra—” Kaiserian stopped as she growled at him. “Well, what should I call you then?”

      She considered and then shrugged, there was no point in lying. “You can call me Elle.”

      The lord tipped his head as if considering her and then nodded. “Alright, Elle, will you have a seat?” He gestured at the logs that ringed the campfire. “Then Reston can bring you another cup of tea.”

      “Not in one of my cups,” snapped Hzario. He glared at Reston. “Don’t touch my things again, peasant. The girl can drink from the camp mugs.”

      Elle gritted her teeth and walked over to the fire, careful to keep the Pyromancer in view. He obliged her by seating himself right across from her. Her eyes snagged on a bag at his feet—the hearts! The bag was so close to the fire she was surprised it hadn’t caught alight yet.

      “Your Gra— Elle.” Kaiserian’s voice made her jump. “Here’s some tea.” Elle accepted the cup distractedly.

      The Pyromancer followed her gaze and smirked. “That’s right, witch,” he whispered. “They’re mine now.” In the dark, his eyes reflected the flames.

      Exhausted and heartsore, Elle reacted on instinct. Standing, she flung her tea across the fire at the Pyromancer’s face. But fast as she was, he was even quicker, sidestepping her attack and snagging the bag at the same time.

      A cruel smile spread across his face and he wagged a finger at her. “Now, now, is that any way to treat guests to your home?” His eyes flicked up and down her body, not in hunger but in a frank assessment. Her cheeks flamed, unbidden shame spiking through her. He winked and said, “I guess it’s true what they say about that hair and the temper of a Grace. Such fire.”

      Then he swung the bag over his shoulder and walked toward the tents, calling for Reston as he walked.

      Elle stared after him, seething. He didn’t need to stay here to watch her. He knew she wouldn’t leave the campsite without that bag.

      “I’m beginning to think you really hate tea.”

      Elle growled. “I hate lying, murdering pieces of filth.” She turned back toward the fire. Kaiserian was lounging nearby, leaning against a nearby log. He saluted her with his own cup before taking a sip.

      “Understandable,” Kaiserian murmured. “But he does have his uses.”

      “Like kidnapping and murder?”

      “Like magic.”

      Elle snorted. “So lords are the same even in the Firelands. Power always finds a way to justify the methods that support it.”

      “Spoken as if you weren’t one of the Blood.”

      Elle froze. “I’m not the Grace.”

      “So you say, but you have the coloring, the temper,” he paused, “The magic.”

      Elle desperately wanted to tell him just how little magic she had, just how worthless she was as a Grace, if only to make him shut up. But it was a fine line. Too worthless and she could be disposed of easily, too powerful and she’d be guarded too closely.

      “Our lore says part of the magic of the Vale is that its existence was wiped from the minds of our enemies. So how is it Illyzians are now ripping open our boundaries?”

      “You want answers, but you won’t give any?” Kaiserian clicked his tongue at her. “Any good lord or lady knows that’s not how negotiations work.”

      “I keep telling you, I’m not what you think I am.”

      The silence stretched thin between them. Kaiserian shifted, twitching himself into a more upright position, and put down his tea. Still Elle watched him.

      The lord sighed and said, “Whatever magic your ancestors used to found this place might have wiped it from the memories of men, but it didn’t wipe it from our histories. It was a legend only for hundreds of years, a favorite bedtime time story for children. A fabled paradise free of pyromancy?” He snorted. “Even in Illyzia there are those who don’t love the art. About a hundred years ago, rumors started that it was real. A land rich in pain-free magic right on our own border.”

      He shrugged. “So here we are, the very first expedition to the fairytale land. I was convinced it doesn’t exist, and now I’m drinking tea with a legendary Grace.”

      “I’m not the Grace,” growled Elle. “It’s Magla you want. Although you should know that whatever your stories say, no Grace has truly held power for the last century. It’s the Synod of Light you want for your… expedition.” She spat out the last word. She knew what she’d seen on the Path, even if this fool didn’t understand the evil he traveled with.

      Kaiserian raised an eyebrow, his serious posture disappearing as he slouched back against the log. “Well, things change.”

      “I don’t suppose there’s any point in asking you to let me go?”

      The lord smiled at her. He looked a little sad as he shook his head. “You know as well as I that the only way through the wall now is with a Blooded guide.”

      “And what makes you think I’ll oblige?”

      “I saw what was in that bag Hzario stole from you. And I can see what it cost you to close the Passage. You don’t want us using any other way to get through the wall.”

      Elle swallowed and looked away. She resisted the urge to tuck her vomit-stained sleeves behind her back. She was caught and they both knew it. But whatever he’d learned from his legends and stories, whatever picture of her he had in his head, he didn’t know her at all. He had no idea that even now, Tainn would be with the Synod, warning them about the actions of his brother.

      And he had no idea how treacherous the path through the Mistwall was, of the power of the wall, now that it was fixed.

      But she managed to keep her voice light and the smile off her face. “And once we’re across? Then I’m free to go? And you’ll give me back the hearts?”

      Kaiserian held her gaze. “I would prefer a local guide to introduce us to this… Synod, was it? But I won’t hold you to it. Once we’re across, you have my word. You’ll be free to go. With the hearts.”

      “What makes me think skinny over there won’t be so happy with that?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I’ll deal with Hzario. And I keep my promises, Elle.”

      He led her across to a tent and held back the flap.

      The neat space clearly belonged to him, but a basin of steaming water was waiting on a camp table, and her other bag—filled with the supplies Jesna had packed—was set to the side of it.

      She almost groaned at the sight of the hot water. The tent flap shut softly behind her, and she heard the crunch of Kaiserian’s boots as he walked away. He obviously trusted the bag of hearts to keep her from running.

      The pile of furs in the corner was tempting, her exhausted body ached for rest, but she couldn’t afford to sleep. She needed to plan how to get those hearts away from Hzario. Surely even Pyromancers slept?

      But first things first. She shucked her ruined sweater, dropping it to the floor. She wanted to wash away the sadness of the day. Then she would plan.

      Because no matter what Kaiserian thought, no bargain could convince her to let another Pyromancer into the Vale.
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        “There are too many strings tied to this power. I won't be a puppet.”

        Ellyrian, The Lost Grace

        

      

      Elle had just splashed warm water on her face when she heard the tent flap move, admitting a very harried-looking Reston.

      “You need to come with me,” he panted.

      She spared him a glance before turning back to the basin. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Hzario wants to speak with you.”

      “I don’t care what he wants.” She began washing her arms with the warm water. Stars, but it felt good to be clean. “I’ll speak to him in the morning before we leave.”

      From the corner of her eye, she could see him twisting his hands. His breathing got louder as he shuffled closer to her.

      “You don’t understand. if he doesn’t get what he wants…”

      “Oh, I understand perfectly. But I don’t let bullies dictate my life. Now get out.”

      There was a moment’s silence. Elle was about to repeat herself when Reston’s clammy hand closed around her arm.

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, tugging her after him, “But you have to come.”

      “I asked you nicely,” said Elle as she drew three starmarks with her free hand. She slapped them down onto Reston’s arm and tried not to grin when he screamed. He snatched his hand back, but it was too late. A sleeve of ice was spreading across his arm, from his fingers to his shoulders. He whimpered slightly, and Elle took pity on him.

      “Don’t whine, it’s only the shock of the cold that hurts. It’ll melt.” She held him by the shoulders and turned him bodily, marching him back toward the tent flap. “Maybe that’ll teach you to take women seriously when they say no.”

      She pushed him out of the tent and straight into the gaunt figure of Hzario.

      “Shadowshit,” she swore and threw herself backward, toward her bag—and the blade she hoped was still inside.

      But Hzario moved like a snake. He was much faster—and much less gentle—than Reston, and he pulled her out of the tent and towed her after him.

      “Let me go,” she shouted, twisting violently in his cruel grip, trying to get free. Fear and exhaustion were making her stupid and the starmarks she summoned were slippery and insubstantial, disappearing before she could link them into a chain.

      “Be quiet, witch,” hissed Hzario as he dragged her along.

      Kaiserian had jumped up the moment he’d seen her emerge, but now he was running toward them.

      “Hzario,” he shouted, “Let her go! We’re under orders not to hurt anyone.”

      The Pyromancer froze, and Elle barreled into him, pulled up short by the change in direction.

      “Under orders?” Hzario asked. “Do you think that because the King insisted you be named second-in-command that you have any power here?”

      He laughed, the high-pitched sound making the hairs on Elle’s arms stand up.

      “I should have been in the first party through the Wall,” the Pyromancer spat. “I should be riding at the Inferator’s side, but instead I was left here. To guard you! To stop you from doing anything stupid—like letting this girl go free.”

      Kaiserian moved toward them, but Reston stepped in his path, a sword held in his now unfrozen but shaky hand.

      The foreign lordling’s jaw clenched, but he stopped. Elle used the distraction to start summoning the starmarks again. Stars, but she was exhausted.

      “She is not the one Jago wants.”

      “You indescribable fool. Would you believe the moon fell out the sky if I told you? Of course this girl is the Grace.”

      “Just let her go. She’s going to take us through the Mistwall in the morning.”

      “No,” said Hzario softly, and Elle looked up to find him staring at her. “She’s going to take me through the Wall now. And I will be richly rewarded by the Inferator.”

      “Hzario!”

      But Kaiserian’s shout had no effect, Hzario had already begun to tow her again. She saw Kaiserian talking to Reston, trying to convince him to step aside, then the steel whisper of a sword being drawn.

      It looked like the lordling would be too busy to help her.

      She let herself be dragged forward as she finished stringing together her simple spell.

      This time the starmarks held together and she slipped her hand down onto Hzario’s arm, transferring the spell. But the starmarks wavered. Ice started to form but slowly, too slowly, as if something was fighting the spell.

      The Pyromancer looked down at his arm and laughed. “Is that all the magic you have, witch? If I didn’t need you to get through that wall, I wouldn’t bother with you at all.”

      A haze hung over his arm now, as if something were burning off the ice.

      “If you think I’m helping you get through the Wall, you’re madder than a box of spoons.”

      Hzario casually backhanded her. Elle stumbled, falling, her hand coming up to cup her cheek in shock.

      It wasn’t that she hadn’t been hit before—the Pyromancer was inhumanly strong.

      He loomed over her and grinned cruelly. “You’ll help whether you want to or not. All I need it your body. Your life is not required.”

      He jerked her roughly upward, and she spat at him, the saliva sizzling as it made contact with his cheek. She expected him to retaliate, but instead he stood very still, staring at her, his dark eyes hypnotizing. It looked as if a fire burned behind them.

      Before she could shake off the spell of his gaze, his arm snapped out and caught her by the throat. She gasped once at the clap of searing heat as his strong fingers closed around her neck.

      She had no breath to scream at the flames that sprung up around his fingers. All trace of the ice on his sleeve was gone, the spell too weak to fight against whatever heat fueled him.

      The greasy char of flames stank. Her fingers scrabbled over Hzario’s, and she realized the flames weren’t real, but a manifestation of the magic that ran in his veins.

      He was going to kill her.

      The small spell she’d used to repel Reston wasn’t good enough. She needed the strength to summon a stronger spell, something that would give her time to run.

      It was getting harder to think. She needed to move fast.

      She drew starmarks in the air. Hzario saw her hand moving and laughed, the pressure on her throat easing long enough for her to suck oxygen down into her abused lungs.

      “Don’t you know when you’ve failed, witch?”

      Elle pulled the starmarks back into herself, letting the ice build in her own body, along her skin. The star necklace burned with icy fire, responding to the magic that curled through her bones.

      Hzario’s flames flickered and she almost smiled as his smugness melted into confusion.

      She could feel the ice crackling on her skin. Hzario snatched his hands from her neck, as if it burned.

      It was Elle’s turn to be the hunter. Before he could move, she slammed her hand against his chest and pushed all the cold, all the ice that had been building in her body into his.

      He tried to run, but this time the spell was stronger—stronger even than she’d expected—and his whole body iced over before he’d taken more than a few steps.

      Elle swayed slightly, but she caught her arms on her thighs in a crouch and then pushed herself back up to standing. She needed to move. The ice wouldn’t hold Hzario for long.

      The clang of steel still rang out through the campsite, the flames from the firepit dancing of over the fighting figures. It wasn’t going well for Reston. She turned back toward the tents. Two of them were simple canvas. The third was a ridiculous display, it looked like it was made of black silk. It had to belong to Hzario.

      The flap on the Pyromancer’s tent was stiffer than the others, as if the fabric were spelled against intruders. But she was in no mood to be stopped by an overgrown tablecloth. She kicked it and the fabric yielded, revealing a dark interior.

      Elle took a deep breath and winced as her throat protested. The clash of swords was growing louder and Hzario was probably already melting. She needed to hurry. She squared her shoulders and drew out a starmark for light. Balancing the mark over her palm, she stepped into the dark of the tent.

      The smell of smoke was overwhelmingly strong. Coughing and wincing at every breath, Elle ventured further into the small space. It was crowded with furniture: a wooden bed frame, and not one, but two wooden tables, as well as a sturdy chair. There must have been a wagon she hadn’t seen to haul all of it.

      Maybe they hadn’t been left behind to guard the passage so much as because there was no way to get Hzario and his magpie haul of furniture across to the Vale. Not through the Hidden Passage anyway.

      Aside from the furniture, the lingering fug of smoke, and an uncommon amount of candles and braziers—currently unlit, the inside of the tent was surprisingly normal. Elle found she was vaguely disappointed.

      “Well,” she growled to herself, “What did you expect to find? They must do their child sacrifices somewhere else.”

      Despite the clutter, the floor was clear and everything as neat as it could be, squashed up against everything else.

      Elle slid open the drawer on the first desk slowly, hoping she wouldn’t find something disgusting. It was jammed with books and loose pages of notes as well as bound journals. She slammed it shut and slid open the next one. Thin wooden sticks that smelled of flame and a few jars of clear liquid. She slid that one shut a bit more carefully and continued her search, finding socks, more notes, pressed flowers and then, finally, her bag.

      She touched the leather gently and took a deep breath before opening it. The hearts were still frozen lumps and her knees shook with relief. They were hard to see clearly through their ice coating and she was glad of it—she did a quick count, eight large ice lumps and one small one. She nodded to herself and slipped the bag on her back.

      “Ransacking our camp, Your Grace?”

      Elle jumped at the voice, biting down on a scream. She cursed herself for being so jumpy and took her time turning to face Kaiserian. He was outlined in the light from the fire outside, his face in shadow. It emphasized his height and his wide shoulders. He still held his heavy sword, the tip resting on the ground.

      Elle threw her starmark toward the top of the tent where it spread its small pool of light more evenly, illuminating Kaiserian’s face just enough for her to see the blood spattered across it.

      Lifting her chin she said, “Taking back what was stolen from me. And then I’m leaving before your mad dog tries to murder me again.”

      He moved, and she had to stop herself from huddling back against the desk. Then he was standing in front of her, hand on her chin, gently tilting her head upward.

      She saw his mouth tighten as he looked at her throat. Elle’s skin felt strange where he’d touched it, the air on it now just a trace too cold. She couldn’t stop herself from scrubbing her arm down her jaw.

      He stepped back out of the tent for a moment, returning with her other bag. He pressed it into her hands, and then stepped to the side and gestured to the tent flap with his sword.

      “Go.” said Kaiserian. “Hzario is still frozen, and Reston’s been dealt with. There’s no one to hurt you or stop you now.”

      He looked exhausted, this tall, strange lord. Elle felt a small tug of sympathy for him, but she was good at ignoring those kinds of feelings. She squashed it down and nodded, heading to the tent flap before he changed his mind.

      She paused and looked back at him. “You’ll be stuck here.”

      Kaiserian shrugged, the sword point scraping along the floor. “That’s probably better for everyone. One Pyromancer is more than enough to deal with at a time, trust me.”

      And Elle found strangely that she did. She felt like as she was abandoning him, this man who had just killed one of his own party to try stop her from being hurt. A ridiculous thought. A dangerous thought.

      There were enough barbarians traipsing around the Vale without her shepherding more in. So she glared at him instead. “You and I both know this isn’t some sort of trade mission. And if you are the honorable man you seem to be pretending to be, then you’ll stop more of your people from punching through my wall.”

      She clamped down on the rest of the angry words that threatened to flood out and hesitated at the tent flap a second longer, the feeling that she was abandoning him almost overwhelming.

      He whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      She ran.

      Before she could look back, before she could change her mind.

      It didn’t matter that everything in the mist looked the same. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of her. Her body knew where home lay. She ran across the ice-crusted foliage, his words dogging her every step.

      Then the bridge was at her feet. The way home.

      Echo called through the darkness. She breathed out and scrubbed at the tears that coated her lashes, then stepped onto the bridge.

      A cackle rang out through the mist and every hair on her body stood up.

      Hzario.

      Elle took another step forward, wondering why she felt like she was abandoning Kaiserian.

      He was an intruder, and while he hadn’t attacked her, he had been the one to allow the situation in the first place. She didn’t owe him anything.

      A small meow rang out again in front of her. Echo was waiting on the other side. Squaring her shoulders, Elle started walking—and almost slipped when the clang of metal rang through the mists. Hzario’s high-pitched laugh wound itself around the sound.

      Oracle’s teeth.

      She didn’t owe him anything.

      But every fiber of her body was tuned to the sound of the clashing metal. Echo called again, a note of fear in his voice. Elle felt as if she was stretching out, caught between two possible futures.

      Then the sound of the metal stopped.

      And this time, she didn’t think Kaiserian had won.

      Elle spun, careless of the whisper-thin bridge she stood on, and started running.

      She skidded to a halt at the edge of the light where the mist drew back from the camp.

      Kaiserian’s sword lay in the ice at his feet—the Pyromancer had him by his throat. Hzario extended his arm, and with impossible strength for his wretched frame, lifted the tall lord until his toes hung just above the ground. Elle could hear the sucking sounds as Kaiserian tried to gasp in air from where she stood on the edge of the campsite.

      “What is it with you and choking people?”

      Hzario’s head whipped around. His grin practically split his face.

      “Witch,” he breathed. The small amount of flesh that had been on his cheeks earlier was completely burned away, leaving skeletal hollows and ridges. She’d read about how pyromancy drained energy from the practitioner. But this… Hzario looked like a completely different person to the man she’d met earlier.

      Elle hoped the relative darkness hid her shock. She slipped a hand behind her back and went on, “I’m mean, it’s obviously a power thing. But it seems weirdly sexual too.”

      Kaiserian was making shooing gestures at her with his hand, feeble motions that caused him to sway in Hzario’s grip.

      But she had Hzario’s attention now.

      “I mean is it—” Elle looked side to side as if she were looking around for eavesdroppers, then dropped her voice to a fake whisper, “Is it bedroom problems?”

      Hzario snarled and threw Kaiserian down. The lord stumbled and fell, but Elle didn’t have time to see if he got up.

      The Pyromancer closed the gap between them in a heartbeat.

      Elle cocked her head to the side, pretending a level of unconcern that she absolutely did not feel. Hzario’s nostrils flared as he towered above her, and he tilted his head back as if savoring the smell of her.

      “Disgusting.” murmured Elle. “You really are his dog.”

      Hzario’s grabbed her by the arms, dragging her until she was pressed up against him. The irritation slipped off his face and was replaced by a smirk.

      “You smell like power,” he breathed in her ear. “There are more legends in our lands, legends your pretty little lord doesn’t even know about. And they’re all about the Graces of Astyria.”

      Elle kept still under Hzario’s hands, resisting her body’s instinct to struggle against his grip. He stepped away slightly to look at her. His mouth tightened at her lack of reaction.

      Good.

      She wanted him nice and distracted. He leaned even closer in, his face right in front of hers, and she could see the flicker of power behind his eyes.

      “The legends, Your Grace, say whoever takes the life of a Grace also takes her magic.”

      Elle flinched in his grip and he laughed, his stale breath rushing over her face. “Look at you, coming to save a prince you don’t even know.” He clucked his tongue. “Women are weakness clothed in flesh. There’s nothing you won’t give up for a pretty face.”

      Flames were running up the sides of her arms where Hzario gripped them, the heat building until tears ran from the corners of her eyes.

      She was exhausted, her magic almost spent. It wasn’t entirely acting when she grasped at Hzario’s robe with one hand to keep herself upright in his grip.

      His eyes grew brighter at her struggles. “You don’t deserve this power. This Vale will bow to the Inferator.” Elle watched the starmarks she pushed into Hzario’s robes begin to climb toward his chest. He started to look down, to follow her gaze.

      No, she couldn’t have that.

      She pulled backward in his grip, stumbling slightly in exhaustion, and distracted as he was, she was free for a few seconds.

      Long enough to see Kaiserian push himself up from the ice, long enough to see the last of her magic, her starmarks, including one forbidden one, pool in the center of Hzario’s chest.

      Long enough to say, “Does your master know what a disloyal piece of filth you are?”

      Hzario growled and grabbed her again, drawing her back in. “Lord Jago will reward me when I present him with your body. There will be plenty more Graces for him to harvest in your precious Vale. You peasants have always bred like rabbits.”

      “Oooh,” croaked Elle, her throat still aching from earlier. “Your legends are just the tiniest bit outdated. See, there’s just me and Magla left. They don’t make peasants like they used to.”

      Hzario went very still.

      Elle grinned up at him. “Oopsie.” She whispered, “Bad dog.”

      He grabbed her throat again and lifted her until she was looking him dead in the eyes. Her toes were off the ground and she was utterly supported by his hand, which was crushing her windpipe. She couldn’t breathe, the world was going dark. Hzario’s face filled her vision, but there was movement on the edges.

      Kaiserian.

      But she couldn’t see him past the fearful concentration on Hzario’s face. The Pyromancer’s brow wrinkled and he looked more closely at his hand, confused.

      “Bad, unobservant doggie,” whispered Elle through the crushing pressure on her throat, and wagged a finger at him. She touched that same finger to the starmarks on his chest. They exploded into motion, spiderwebbing out, freezing cloth in place. One mark, glowing red against the gold, moved faster than the rest.

      “What have you done, witch?” he shrieked, dropping Elle to bat at the ice on his clothes. She stumbled, losing her footing and half-falling to the ground.

      “Stop this! Stop this, by the Flames of Jezeiro, I command you, witch!” His voice grew higher pitched as his panic and pain spread. He tried to drag her with him toward the fire, obviously hoping that it would melt the frost now travelling across his body.

      She sagged in his arms, easily becoming a dead weight, slowing his progress.

      Move faster she pleaded silently with the climbing frost. It wasn’t just the cloth that was freezing, she could see the ice spreading up his neck now, fighting against the fire magic in his body. The forbidden mark, the death mark Strigor, had been a last resort, but she couldn’t leave him alive again.

      Hzario was weakening, but still, he shook her, screaming. “Stop this, witch!”

      Utterly drained, Elle let herself drag in his grip. Faster, she pleaded with the starmarks, her body drooping in Hzario’s clutches, please, faster.

      Something warm splattered on her cheek and then a burning line slashed across her arm, throwing her back into the moment.

      Hzario screamed, full of rage and frustration, and then the ice claimed his face. He froze, the blood blooming from his chest and mouth, staining the frost that covered his body. She watched stupidly as the Pyromancer dropped to his knees in front of Kaiserian, impaled on his sword.

      Kaiserian pulled his sword out of the mage and managed to catch Elle with his spare arm as her knees buckled. Pulling her around the body of the mage, he lowered her gently to the ground.

      Elle stared, dazed, as the starmarks finished their work, forever freezing Hzario as he was, on his knees in front of her, an impressive bloom of blood across his chest. The bright red marks that had stood against the frost dissolved, useless now that Hzario was already dead. As the last strand of the Pyromancer’s hair turned white, Elle looked up at Kaiserian.

      “I still don’t trust you,” she muttered.
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        “Stevan need never know. He doesn’t care about my research, only about my position. But I dream at night, of eyes and hands like fire.

        He is nothing like Stevan. And he knows so much.”

        Jurith, 30th Grace

        

      

      Despite Elle’s protestations that she could walk by herself—she was sure she couldn’t, but she needed to keep up appearances—Kaiserian insisted on helping her to a log next to the fire.

      Once she was settled and safely back from the fire, he strode toward his tent.

      Elle blinked slowly, feeling woozy. Her arm burned where Kaiserian’s sword had sliced it. The bleeding had stopped, but her arm was red to the elbow.

      A gentle touch on her good arm made her jump and she turned to see Kaiserian crouching next to her, a basin of water and roll of thin white gauze in his hands.

      “Let me clean that,” he said.

      He leaned forward with a wet cloth, but Elle scooted sideways, avoiding his touch. He huffed out a little exasperated sigh. While he was rolling his eyes, she quickly grabbed the cloth from his hand, then scooted back a little further.

      “Do you always injure the people you’re trying to save?” She growled from her aching throat as she washed the blood from her skin. The basin quickly turned red.

      “Only the annoying ones.”

      Elle stuck her tongue out at Kaiserian, and leant forward to snag the roll of bandage from him. She set about awkwardly wrapping her arm, hissing slightly as the fabric pressed against the gash.

      Elle gestured to the Illyzian side of the Mistwall with her bad arm, making a face as the length of bandage she’d tied fell away in a loose bundle. “No one’s making you stay here. Your country is a few steps away.”

      She picked up the bandage and tucked the edge against her body, then bundled the rest up to rewind it. Kaiserian’s hand landed over hers and he gently took the bandage from her. Crouching next to her, he started to bind the slash on her arm.

      Elle made a grab for it but he caught her grasping hand and tucked it under his elbow, exerting gentle but very steady pressure. Effectively trapped, Elle decided not to struggle. Besides the indignity of it, she knew she didn’t have the strength for any form of battle with this huge stranger.

      She tried very hard not to think about the movement of the warm, hard muscles under her hand.

      So she studied him instead.

      His hair reminded her of Jesna’s, with the long curls in the middle swept backward and the sides shaved almost down to the skin. It gleamed darkly in the firelight, the backward swoop of it making his large nose look regal.

      It was disheveled from his confrontation with the Pyromancer and at odds with his impeccably tailored clothing, which was made of a fabric she wasn’t familiar with, but the weave and thickness spoke of money. It made him look dangerous.

      All in all—despite, or maybe because of—the nose, he was far too attractive, and Elle disliked attractive men on principle. They always had an overly heightened opinion of themselves.

      His head was bowed over her arm, completely focused on his task, his long copper fingers deftly wrapping the bandage. “I’m sorry,” he said, so softly she won’t have heard him if his face hadn’t been so close to hers. “Hzario lunged the wrong way at the last second, and I’ve never been good at countering the effects of residual pyromancy.”

      Elle bit her lip. What was it about this man that made her want to comfort him? To save him?

      He had stabbed her!

      A small voice tried to remind that he’d done it while trying to save her, but she wasn’t in the mood for logic.

      She nodded stiffly and did not point out that the whole situation would never have happened if he’d just stayed home.

      Kaiserian busied himself at the fire, taking the kettle she hadn’t even noticed and filling the two cups he’d set out.

      Part of Elle wanted to protest the tea, just out of spite, but the logical part of her knew that the sugary liquid was exactly what she needed.

      She watched him make the stuff as she tried to puzzle out the problem of what to do with him. She wasn’t sure she could move yet—exhaustion seemed to have set in, and she was feeling oddly warm.

      “I wasn’t entirely honest with you earlier,” he admitted, handing Elle her mug.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      He sat down near her, but not too close, and stared at his cup. Elle was good at this game and silently sipped her own tea. Let him fill the awkward silence.

      “I know my brother is a monster,” he finally said, his jaw tight. “And while his front is a trade delegation, everyone knows it’s not true.”

      “What does he want with us?” asked Elle. “Aren’t there enough people for him to slaughter in your own country?”

      Kaiserian gave a dry bark of a laugh as if that were something he’d wondered himself.

      “He wants the source of your magic.”

      “I told you—”

      “Grace or not, you turned one of the strongest Pyromancers in Illyzia into an extremely disturbing icicle. With the touch of a finger.”

      Elle wiped her forehead on her arm. She was sweating, and her head felt too light. She took another sip of the tea to wet her sore throat.

      “And you?” she asked, deciding to ignore the issue of her magic. “What do you want? Are you as monstrous as your brother?”

      Kaiserian looked pointedly over her shoulder at Hzario.

      “I came to keep track of Jago. You have firsthand experience of how dangerous Hzario was.” He glanced at her neck—the bruises must’ve been flourishing. “Jago is worse.”

      “And what help can you possibly be? If I hadn’t come back for you, Hzario would be using your heart to start his next fire.”

      Kaiserian’s jaw tightened. “I can help you. I know what Jago’s planning.”

      Elle snorted. “He doesn’t seem like the sharing type.”

      “The thing about being the younger brother to a Pyromancer is you get really good at finding out your older brother’s plans.”

      He absently touched his left forearm and Elle felt a pang of kinship at what lay beneath the words. Her own mother had left a fair share of scars on Elle’s body.

      Still, Elle hesitated. Could she knowingly let another stranger into the Vale? Even one who had killed his own party to keep her safe?

      Her head swam and she swayed on her log. Kaiserian caught her before she fell face first into the fire and tucked her into his side.

      He pressed his hand to her forehead and grunted loudly.

      “Did you drug my tea?” she asked.

      “Of course not!” Of everything she’d said to him so far, this seemed to offend him the most. “This is pyromantic fever. I’ve never seen it come on so fast.”

      “It’s what?”

      “My sword was forged by Pyromancers, and the steel carries some of the magic.” He reached around her and she resisted the sudden, strange impulse to sniff the indent of his copper neck. She blinked seriously at him as he put a water canteen into her hands.

      “You’ve been infected by the magic. You need water now before it burns you up from the inside out.”

      “I need to get back to the Vale.”

      But she didn’t think she could stand—let alone make it across the bridges of the Hidden Passage by herself.

      “Fine,” she said. “You can come with me. But you’d better behave, or I’ll turn you into an icicle.”

      Kaiserian immediately gave a loud, sharp whistle. Elle slapped her hands over her ears, dropping her canteen. He caught it and closed it, but not before her pants were soaked.

      The wet fabric felt incredible against her blazing hot skin for a few seconds before turning hot and clammy, but a thundering sound distracted her.

      An enormous black horse came galloping out of the mist, rounding the tents and heading straight for the fire.

      Elle tried to scramble up, which made Kaiserian chuckle.

      “It’s ok. Aquilon is just a bit frisky after a few quiet days. He won’t hurt us.”

      The huge beast pranced a few times around the campfire before coming to a stop in front of them.

      Kaiserian helped her stand, then held out his hand, letting the creature nuzzle at it. He stroked its nose with his other hand and leaned forward, whispering in its ear.

      Elle focused on staying upright and took a few steps back. This thing had very large teeth.

      She watched dubiously as Kaiserian fetched an armful of things from his tent. He placed a black seat over the horse’s back and raised an eyebrow at Elle before stowing her two bags in the large, buckled pouches attached to the seat.

      Then, swinging himself onto Aquilon’s back, he held a hand out to Elle, who shook her head.

      “I’m not getting on that thing,” she said. “It just snarled at me. If you want to ride it, that’s your business, but my own legs have always been good enough for me.”

      Kaiserian laughed at her. Not mockingly, but Elle found her cheeks heating just the same.

      “You’re about to fall over.” He looked down at her from his perch on the unnatural creature and his face softened. “Besides, I think you need to be close for the Mistwall to let me through.”

      Elle pretended to consider, although the steady tremble in her thighs was enough of a sign that she didn’t have much of choice. She nodded gracefully at him, as if she were doing him a favor.

      He held out a hand and pulled her up onto the horse. Whatever was left of her pride vanished in a flash as she landed heavily in front of him. An involuntary squawk escaped her and she felt his chest move with silent laughter. She used the excuse of adjusting her position slightly to elbow him the ribs.

      He gave a satisfying grunt and she settled into the sway of the horse as they moved toward Astyria.
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        “I can feel myself expanding, the power sinking into my bones. Nothing, not Volstra, not Aerin, has ever made me feel like this.

        As if I am made of stardust.”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        

      

      Tendrils of cool mist clung to Elle as the horse made its way through the Wall. A sending from Echo let her know that the small cat padded silently and secretly behind them.

      Kaiserian had been hesitant when they’d first entered the Wall—the mist and the sheer drop didn’t care about pedigrees. But once they’d crossed a few islands uneventfully he relaxed, letting the giant horse pick its way across the narrow bridge toward the Vale.

      Elle sent an image of Jesna to Echo, and added an image of him and Jesna at Sylve, a request for the loren to bring her friend back to the Grace’s private hearthome. She would keep Echo safe and could bring back information about Jago’s arrival in Ystellia. Echo was reluctant. He wasn’t distrustful of Kaiserian, which surprised Elle. Rather, he was loath to leave her while she was injured. Still, a faint pop echoed through the mists, that telltale sound of his disappearance.

      Elle smiled a little at the thought of Sylve. The idea of her private hearthome—away from the insanity that gripped Ystellia—almost made Elle groan in anticipation, and she let herself relax a little.

      She was burning up, but Sylve wasn’t far from the Mistwall and she’d be able to find something amongst her potions to lower her temperature.

      Elle felt a little stab as they rode out of the frozen landscape of the Mistwall and into the clear, bright night of the Everwood and resisted the urge to look back, knowing she wouldn’t be able to see the Wall at all.

      Despite the cool air, she felt herself getting increasingly hotter as they rode deeper into the forest. She’d resisted leaning on Kaiserian for most of the ride, but now she found herself settling back against his chest. Just for a moment, she promised herself. She let her eyes close even though she knew she shouldn’t. But she could feel the welcoming rustle of the branches above.

      Light danced over her face as they moved through the Everwood, giant blushblooms opening and closing in the canopy above, casting a soft, shifting light over everything.

      “How are you feeling?” asked Kaiserian gently.

      “You mean besides feeling like my throat’s been ripped out? I’m superb.” Elle pulled her head away from his hand, but couldn’t quite summon the strength to sit up. Her words had come out slow and rough. She could tell from the coolness of his skin that her fever was worse.

      She licked her lips, trying to marshal her strength, but still couldn’t push herself upright. But he didn’t seem to mind. His arm was low and firm around her hips, holding her securely against him.

      “What?” she said. Her voice came out as a croak and she rubbed her throat. “Do you have any water?”

      “It’s finished. Aquilon can’t carry too much if he’s got two riders.”

      She made a face at that. What good was a huge, stupid thing like this if it wasn’t even good for carrying baggage?

      In the absence of water, sleep would have to do, even with her spine being jolted out of her body by the motion of the horse. Her eyes fluttered closed again, hot and heavy like the rest of her body.

      “Hey, you need to help me with where to go,” said Kaiserian gently, jostling her a little. “Remember Hzario? Remember what he did to you? Jago is going to do worse to your people, so we need to get some help for you. Elle?”

      Elle felt like she was hearing him from far away. He sounded so concerned, so worried. If he was pretending, he was very good at it.

      “Just follow the trees,” she managed to whisper. “I’ll be fine, we just need to get to Sylve. I have medicine.” She coughed. “And water.”

      “And I would love to get you there, but we’re going in circles. This damn forest seems determined to keep me away from the paths. Whenever I get close, I find myself right back where we started.” He sighed in frustration, bringing the horse to a stop and pointing.

      Elle squinted. Her vision was a little fuzzy, but she could see the glimmer of the Path through the trees. She leaned back against Kaiserian again and shut her eyes. It helped with the dizziness.

      “No, don’t take that. It’s dangerous.” Elle pushed the memory of a golden surface smeared in blood from her mind.

      “Dangerous? It’s a great, big golden path.”

      “Exactly,” said Elle, jaws cracking from a suppressed yawn. Her eyelids were so heavy. She let them slip close.

      Kaiserian snorted and squeezed the horse with his thighs again. The stupid thing lurched into motion, disrupting Elle, so that she had to resettle herself against Kaiserian’s chest. She could feel his gaze on her, but she couldn’t summon the strength to care whether it was concern for a prisoner or a comrade. He was taking her home and that was all she wanted at the moment.

      Still, being stared at by him made her uncomfortable. “Maybe you should be looking where you’re going,” she mumbled.

      “That’s one of them, isn’t it?” asked Kaiserian. “One of the Shining Paths?”

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t need to. He let out a soft whistle and his body twisted slightly behind her as if he were looking over his shoulder at it.

      “Why can’t we take it?”

      Elle shrugged. Her throat ached and she was so thirsty and tired she could barely think.

      She wished he’d stop asking questions.

      Another sigh. “Well, how am I supposed to know where to go?”

      “Stop looking with your head,” she croaked. “You’ll know.”

      Elle slipped in and out of consciousness as they moved through the Everwood. In between snatches of sleep, she saw the forest shifting itself, creating a smooth path for them.

      The trees arched their low branches and the undergrowth moved to the side, leaving a trail so obvious even the foreigner behind her couldn’t miss it.

      Then she heard the chimes.

      She pushed herself away from Kaiserian.

      “No, where are we?”

      Through her haze of fever and pain she turned on him. It was only his arm that kept her from slipping off the horse.

      “Where did you bring us?”

      But of course, he didn’t know. Couldn’t know. Somehow the Everwood had brought them to Moonfall Pool. So far east from Sylve it couldn’t be a mistake.

      Kaiserian merely clicked his tongue at the horse, but it didn’t need encouragement as it excitedly pranced forward. Elle eyed the ground nervously. It seemed a long way down.

      The chimes grew louder as they neared the clearing. Every tree dripped with black-eyed laurels. The tiny blue flowers grew in huge bunches that draped down from the tops of the trees almost to the ground, like lush living curtains. And they sighed gently as the breeze ran over them, giving off their distinctive chime.

      “No, no,” whispered Elle, her voice cracking, her throat on fire from thirst and bruising.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re in the wrong place. We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Well, I think there’s water up ahead.” Kaiserian patted his horse’s neck. “Or at least, Aquilon thinks there is.”

      This was the last place she wanted to be, but she couldn’t leave without Kaiserian, and he was just letting his stupid horse follow the traitorous path the Everwood was opening for them.

      Elle squeezed her eyes shut against the tears that threatened. She wouldn’t cry in front of this stranger.

      He didn’t need to know about her failure here. An image of the small white body flashed in her mind. So tiny against the wide circle of the pool. So still by the time she had reached it.

      Too late, too weak. She was always too weak.

      Elle had no idea why the Everwood had led them here, but the horse seemed delighted, barreling through the trees now, the curtains of laurels pulling back before him.

      The light brightened and they moved into a delicate jewel-box of a clearing. Kaiserian stared, apparently dumb-struck.

      A silvery stream wound its way down to a perfectly circular pool perched at the edge of a cliff. The world fell away in front of them.

      During the day you could see all the way to the Cliffs, their presence a constant blue smudge.

      At night, the plains seemed endless.

      Small villages made brighter points, and in the center of the plains, Pyscoria gleamed like a gem. The whole town had long ago switched to clockwork-powered lights that burned bright and steady. Another failure.

      She swallowed and pushed away from Kaiserian. She needed to leave.

      “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen,” breathed Kaiserian. The great, lumbering horse meandered to the edge of the cliff at his urging, stopping next to the pool. “What’s out there?”

      “Guess your fancy old legends don’t tell you everything,” Elle rasped, wiping the sweat from her brow with her good arm. She swung a leg over the horse and tried to slide off it.

      “Whoa,” said Kaiserian, tightening his grip on her waist. “Don’t want you falling off the edge.”

      “It might be better than dying of thirst. Let me off this horrible, sweaty thing.” Elle plucked at his hand but his grip was too strong.

      The horse pranced back a few steps, away from the cliff edge, moving toward the small waterfall that cascaded into the silver pool.

      Kaiserian released his grip, but before she could move, he was off the horse and closing his hands around her waist.

      “Leggo,” Elle mumbled, “You’ll hurt yourself.” But he ignored her. His grip was gentle, and he lifted her off the warm leather seat and settled her on the ground as if she weighed nothing at all.

      She pulled away from him and started toward the water, her thirst overcoming her disgust at the memory of the last time she was here. But her knees buckled before she’d even taken a step.

      “Shadows!”

      Kaiserian caught her before she fell and looped her arm around his neck, half carrying her to the edge of the pool. He let her down gently and she immediately leaned forward to plunge her hands into the water. She could see him dipping a canteen into the pool, but she was too tired and too sore for decorum. She brought her cupped hands to her lips, greedily slurping up the water.

      Immediate thirst solved, Elle slumped backward, moving away from the pond.

      Kaiserian was gazing around the clearing with his mouth open.

      The water gently lapped at the edge of the cliff before plummeting down toward the plains. It was possible to catch yourself against the high ledge of stone, the gentle current swirling around your body, and feel as if you were infinite, suspended in the Everwood with the Vale at your feet.

      But feelings lied. Nothing was infinite, and the safety of this secret place was forever ruined. That tiny body. That tiny heart.

      Avoiding looking at the pool of silvery water, Elle tried to examine her wound. The flesh around the bandage was puffy and wet-looking. She must have made some kind of noise, because Kaiserian was at her side in a heartbeat, his long fingers lifting her arm.

      She was shivering now, the heat leached out of her body in a breath, and tiny tremors ran unchecked through her. Without realizing it, she’d started crying.

      She tried to sniff back the tears, but there were too many.

      “Elle,” whispered Kaiserian, “Elle.” He shook his head and tried to push the canteen into her hands. “Have some more water.”

      She tried to take the canteen from him, but her hands wouldn’t grip it. She shook her head in frustration, the shudders coming stronger now. Still, she kept her face turned from the pool, scared of the memory she’d see reflected there.

      “This is wrong. I needed to go to Sylve. I can’t be here.” The fear in her voice made her want to cringe, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Why didn’t your stupid horse take us to the right place?”

      Kaiserian pressed a hand to her forehead, then to her cheek, his thumb curving an arch toward her mouth. He frowned.

      “I think we are in the right place.”

      Elle felt bereft when his hand disappeared from her face, and she swayed slightly.

      Kaiserian tugged off his riding boots, his long, pale feet making him look strangely vulnerable. Before she had a chance to ask him what in the name of the Oracle he thought he was doing, he scooped her up.

      “No,” protested Elle. “Put me down.” She pushed back against his chest but she didn’t think he even noticed. He walked straight into the pool. She whispered ‘no’ over and over, but if Kaiserian could hear her, he ignored her.

      The pool was small but deep, and as Kaiserian lowered her into the water, Elle thought she heard her skin sizzle.

      Painted on the inside of her eyelids was that tiny body. The thing that used to be Raitel, hollowed out, wreathed in flowers.

      Floating right where she was now.

      Elle’s hands scrambled to get a purchase on Kaiserian’s shirt, his hair, his hands. But her grip was so weak it was non-existent. She couldn’t hold anything.

      But she didn’t need to.

      Because he was holding onto her.

      Kaiserian’s grip was firm and unfaltering, supporting her head with one hand and scooping the icy water over her hair, again and again.

      Something small bumped into her. Then another small thing, and another. Delicate bumps that somehow felt as if they were dragging the heat from her body. Her tears mingled in the silver pool and then stopped as the motion of the water over her hair calmed her.

      Washed the guilt she’d felt over Raitel’s death away.

      The heat began to leach from her body, and the fog faded from her head. She became aware of the light dancing over her eyelids.

      Not sunlight, although she could feel morning starting to gather itself.

      She opened her eyes to see Kaiserian peering down at her, the worry in his dark eyes clearing. He quirked a smile at her, and Elle felt a very different rush of heat.

      She shot upright in the pond.

      Surprised, Kaiserian let go of her quickly and moved back.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Elle wiped water off her face and tucked the wet strands of her hair behind her ears. “Almost normal,” she said, ignoring the thudding of her heart.

      Kaiserian’s shirt was soaked and plastered to his skin, outlining the lean curves of his muscles.

      She looked down at the water, trying to hide the heat building in her cheeks.

      He coughed awkwardly and mumbled something about filling the canteens. The water eddied in a little whirl as he moved—and Elle realized that the deep silver pool had turned clear.

      “There are fish in here!” She exclaimed, pointing at the tiny gold bodies that wriggled through the glimmering water.

      Elle felt another of those little bumps and looked down see a few fish bump into her before darting away, perhaps trying to see if she was edible.

      The change in how she felt was remarkable—she twisted, trying to untie the bandage on her bicep.

      Like the rest of her, it was soaked, and the blood that had stained it earlier had spread through the thin fabric, turning it pink. She struggled with the knot, her fingers wet and clumsy.

      “Here.”

      Elle spun round.

      Kaiserian crouched on the edge of the pool, his butt resting on bare heels, his clothes dripping slightly onto the glistening rocks that lined the water.

      He held out a short dagger. “That knot looks swollen. It’ll be easier to cut it off.”

      She stepped closer. The water came up to her waist but it provided almost no resistance to her movement, parting easily before her. He wasn’t quite looking at her as he held it out.

      She slipped the blade carefully between the skin on her arm and the bandage. It fell away easily. Underneath, her arm was smooth and white, with only a thin, even whiter, stripe across her bicep.

      Completely healed.

      She looked up at Kaiserian, his face a picture of surprise that matched her own feelings perfectly.

      “I guess some of the legends are still true. Maybe you do have healing waters in this place,” he said, reaching out a hand to run his fingers over the scar. “Or at least, Graces who can heal even death.”

      Elle shivered at his words, memories of Timony and the accidental bonding of Striggorm too fresh. She moved away from him, ducking down into the water until she was neck deep.

      “Is there nothing your legends don’t cover?”

      He grinned at her and ran his fingers through his hair. “Who doesn’t like a good healing waters legend? Very popular with the old folk.”

      Elle was quiet, looking out over the plains below. The bright lights of Pyscoria were starting to fade with the onset of dawn, and the Plains swept out before them, dark and wide and endless.

      “We have stories too,” she murmured. “But most of them aren’t true. It’s a very old superstition that the waters of the Everwood can heal. Very unfashionable.” She shook her head. “And this shouldn’t have happened. It’s never happened—not in living memory.”

      She clamped her mouth shut, realizing she was saying too much—especially to a stranger. And the brother of a Pyromancer.

      Kaiserian was still looking at her arm. “It’s happened now.”

      “This is what he came to find? This power? This is why he tried to tear down the Mistwall?”

      “Yes.”

      “But why? I saw what he and Hzario did. They’re more powerful than I’ve ever dreamed of being.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Elle laughed bitterly. “It’s true. Whatever magic your legends have told you about, it hasn’t existed here for a very long time. The last Grace with any real power was my grandmother, and even she was considered a failure.”

      “There’s power in you.”

      Elle snorted. “Because my little scratch healed up? That’s hardly proof of anything.”

      Kaiserian stood slowly, shaking his head at her. He gestured at the pool she still huddled in. “I don’t know your history. You say that the magic doesn’t exist like it used to?” His bright eyes held hers. “But it’s still here. And it’s connected to you.”

      Elle’s heart jolted, but she asked wearily, “How could you possibly know that?”

      Kaiserian raised his eyebrows and pointed at the water again.

      “The stars-damned water—” Elle sighed. “It’s nothing. It’s dumb luck. I have more than my fair share.”

      He cocked his head at her, “Stop looking with your head.”

      Elle snorted. She deserved to have her own words thrown back at her.

      He grinned. “Look again,” he said gently, “You’ll know.”

      Elle looked down again, really looked. And she saw past the water.

      The tiny gold fish were still darting around her, but they’d long since stopped picking at her so she’d forgotten they were there.

      She frowned, trying to see what he saw.

      And then she did.

      It was harder to see the pattern while she was in the middle of it, but now she didn’t understand how she hadn’t seen it before. The fish swam in small schools, hundreds of them, all overlapping, but each school tracing out starmarks.

      Elle knew every mark by heart. She’d spent years drawing them, naming them. And they refused to come to her.

      This Vale is starving for you.

      Jesna’s words echoed back to her across time, and her hand fumbled for the star necklace, gripping it tightly despite the prick of the nine sharp points.

      But she didn’t dare look.

      She pushed her way to the riverbank and stumbled up the stony shore, ignoring Kaiserian’s proffered hand.

      From here, the starmarks were even more obvious.

      Hardly daring to breathe, she unwrapped her fingers from around the star.

      There were four lit points.

      Her arm had healed without a scratch. She had bonded another Godstar.

      Here, in this place that she’d avoided because of Raitel, her power had been waiting for her.

      She started laughing, all the frustrated surprise bubbling up inside her. Years of searching and guessing. She’d even promised to marry a man she didn’t want for the secret locations of the Godstars.

      And now, in the last few days, she’d bonded two, completely accidentally.

      She laughed so hard she had to sit down so that she didn’t fall over.

      And the greatest irony was that she wasn’t even the Grace anymore. Not according to Annaria, or the Synod, or the population of Ystellia.

      These Godstars, and their power, by rights, should no longer belong to her.

      “Elle—” Kaiserian touched her shoulder.

      Scrubbing her eyes, she turned to him.

      “Are you alright?” His perfect forehead was wrinkled again. He was probably aging prematurely around her.

      In answer, she drew three starmarks out in front of her, marks for healing that she’d never been able to summon.

      Marks that could have saved lives over the summer.

      Gathering them in her palm, she stepped closer to Kaiserian. His eyes were wide with surprise, but he didn’t even flinch as she laid her hand over his neck. The marks lingered for a second and then seeped into his skin, trailing wisps of golden light.

      They puffed out, one by one, and took the faint bruising from Hzario’s attack with them.

      Elle swallowed.

      This changed everything.

      Kaiserian touched his neck gently, pressing his fingers into his throat. And then his cheeks colored and he broke her gaze.

      He coughed. “You’re going to catch a cold. Do you have anything dry with you?”

      Elle looked down and saw that the thin cotton shirt she’d worn under her sweater was now clung wetly to her every curve, the rose-colored fabric slightly transparent. Her nipples were peaked in the cool, early morning breeze.

      She felt that strange heat rising again and turned away, determined not to blush in front of this man.

      He probably had women falling at his feet at home, and she did not plan to join them.

      No. She would take whatever information he had on his brother, and then she would make sure that, one way or another, every Illyzian left the Vale.

      Grace or not, the Godstars had found her worthy.

      She kept her voice calm. “Yes, dry clothes are an excellent idea. You might want to think about some yourself.”

      She walked calmly—she certainly didn’t run—behind the huge black beast of a horse to change.
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        “It's Enna's garden really. Sylve might be my dream, but this garden is all for her. Blooming in her place.”

        Erin, 21st Grace

        

      

      It was difficult to stay entirely upright on horseback.

      Elle held herself as far away from Kaiserian as she could, but the sway of the sweaty beast under her seemed determined to push her back against his body. The heat radiating from him was making her irritable. Sighing, she leaned forward and rested her hands on the horse’s warm neck.

      The move only served to push her bottom back against Kaiserian’s thighs.

      Shadowshit.

      Blushing, she was considering scooting her bottom forward again when the horse turned sharply.

      She grabbed some of its hair and managed, only just, to not fall out of the strange leather seat.

      Kaiserian was doing nothing to keep the horrible animal under control, instead occupying himself with gaping around at the Everwood like a witless loren. The forest, responsive to Elle’s presence, was unfolding a path directly to Graces’ Hollow and even the horse couldn’t miss it.

      The scent of Elle’s extensive herb gardens infused the air and the horse practically pranced onto the soft grass that rolled toward one of the largest hearthomes in the Vale.

      Sylve was a castle of a tree. So massive that even ten men with arms outstretched couldn’t reach all the way around. Daylight filtered through her high branches—Sylve was unarguably a ‘she’—making shadows of the deep, intricate carvings that covered every inch of her bark. Vines, with buds curled tightly against the light of day, grew in the carvings, emphasizing the swoop of an eagle here, the cresting a wave of water there.

      The horse came to a stop and started ripping up mouthfuls of grass, gazing around the clearing while chewing enthusiastically. It didn’t seem to care about the clods of dirt clinging to the roots.

      It also didn’t seem inclined to take them any closer to the hearthome.

      Elle swung a leg over its back and slipped down. It felt good to be home.

      She reached up to get her pack and the bag of hearts when she realized Kaiserian hadn’t moved.

      He sat open mouthed, staring up the small slope toward Sylve’s massive silhouette.

      “Your legends didn’t prepare you for this?” asked Elle, grinning up at him.

      Kaiserian snapped his mouth shut, but pointed, his face still incredulous. “That… you live in that?”

      “So your smelly old stories don’t cover everything.”

      “I just didn’t imagine this is what they meant.”

      “They mention hearthomes?” asked Elle carefully.

      “Is that what it’s called? They mention a tree city. But I never imagined, well, this.” He gestured toward Sylve again. “You live in the trees?”

      Elle shrugged. She couldn’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else. Pyscorians lived in inert homes made from rocks and dirt. She’d never really got used to it when she’d been there.

      But Sylve was as much a member of her family as her mother had been. Except she liked Sylve.

      There were five levels in the hearthome, if you didn’t count the rooftop observatory, and each one sprouted wide balconies, growing from the trunk like mushrooms.

      There was light leaking from a few of the rooms. Sylve kept the rooms lit during the day when the nocturnal light of the Everwood faded. It was lighter here in the clearing than in the forest during the day, but Sylvie’s canopy was wide and thick, so it was a gentle, filtered light.

      “How many people live in that?” asked Kaiserian.

      “Just me at the moment. Traditionally, it’s home to any living Grace, and there have been times when generations of Graces and their families lived here.”

      His brow furrowed slightly as he looked between Elle and the hearthome. Elle wondered which of his precious legends he was thinking of now. Then he shook himself, seeming to realize he was still astride his horse.

      He dismounted smoothly and lifted the leather seat off Aquilon. The horse looked up from his steady chomping for a minute, snorted, and then skittered away like a kitten.

      Kaiserian smiled after him. “He loves grass. We hardly ever get any. All this green is making him giddy.”

      Elle looked after the horse dubiously. “He’d better not eat my herbs.”

      The slope up to Sylve was low and rolling. They followed the winding, paved path to the tree. It was lined with flowers and herbs, all growing as best they might in ground that didn’t get much sun.

      On the other side of Sylve, the canopy had been carefully trained to have a few open circles that let sun-hungry plants get unfiltered access to light. Graces’ Hollow was prepared to feed far more people than it currently housed, the gardens miniature copies of Ystellia’s great farms.

      Kaiserian stopped to rub leaves between his fingers, exclaiming over the smell of herbs. Elle couldn’t help herself. “That’s bloodwort. It’s much prettier than you’d think from the name.” Kaiserian smiled at the tiny red blossoms, and Elle went on, “It’s good for fever.”

      “And this?” asked Kaiserian, reaching toward a plant covered in tiny, cup-shaped yellow flowers.

      “No!” cried Elle, grabbing his hand a millisecond too late. Two of the blossoms had snapped shut, folding themselves in half like the jaws of a shadowcat. Kaiserian’s cheek twitched and he let out a little squeak.

      Elle couldn’t help but laugh.

      Shaking his head, he laughed with her, wincing as the movement of his arm encouraged the flower to bite down harder. Still chuckling to herself, Elle touched a finger to the base of each flower, whispering a starmark, and the blossoms sprang open.

      Kaiserian ruefully examined his hand, twisting it to see the perfect arches of blood droplets.

      “Not everything in the Vale is as innocent as its sparkling facade would have you think,” said Elle.

      He cocked an eyebrow at her. “I can believe that.”

      Elle felt her cheeks heat and she reached out for Kaiserian’s hand to see how deep the yellowbelly’s bite had been.

      “Well, I certainly hope we aren’t interrupting.”

      Elle went rigid at the querulous voice and snatched back her hand. It was a voice she’d hoped never to hear again, especially now that she was not officially Grace.

      Standing in the shadowed arch of Sylve’s front door stood Tyress, a member of the Synod of Light and Elle’s honorary grandmother. At least, that was what she’d called herself when Ellentyre had still been alive. Elle had wondered if she would bother to keep up the happy family pretense now that her mother was dead.

      “Hi, Elle!”

      A blonde head popped out from around Tyress’s bulk and Saskia waved enthusiastically. She wilted slightly at Tyress’s glare and shrugged at Elle in apology.

      The Synod had long abused their childhood friendship in the hopes that Saskia could worm her way into Elle’s confidences. But they never seemed to realize Saskia’s lack of guile was entirely genuine. She knew the only reason she was chosen to apprentice was their friendship, but it was a case where being used suited them both, even if the Synod didn’t know it.

      Tyress clucked her tongue, annoyed at being upstaged.

      “Tyress,” said Elle in greeting. “Saskia. What are you doing here?”

      “She insisted, Elle. Adron’s done everything he can, but—”

      Tyress interrupted, “Hush girl, you’re not here to speak for me.”

      Elle resisted the urge to growl. She did not have the energy for Tyress. Stepping around the old woman, she moved toward the front door.

      Despite the very strange company, her whole body relaxed as she touched the wood.

      Home.

      Elle smiled and turned the door handle. She leaned on the door, but it didn’t budge. Grimacing, she jiggled the handle and pushed again, harder.

      The door pushed back.

      “For shadow’s sake, Sylve,” she moaned under her breath, “Now is not the time.” She threw her shoulder into the door as subtly as she could and leaned into it. What was the point in carrying some extra weight if you didn’t throw it around?

      Someone cleared their throat at the same time that Saskia hissed, “Elle, behind you.”

      Elle turned reluctantly, pushing her hair off her sweaty face. Tyress was looking almost jolly and Saskia stood, hands on hips, gazing down the path to where Kaiserian was trapped in a cage of branches.

      Elle growled and rapped on the trunk next to the door. “Let him go, Sylve.”

      The cage of branches rustled.

      “Sylve. Now.”

      The cage of branches contracted slightly. It wasn’t quite touching Kaiserian, but he didn’t have any room to move.

      For an ancient tree, Sylve moved whip-quick. Kaiserian probably hadn’t even seen the branches descend until he was encased in them.

      The leafy branches forming the cage shivered and then, as one, appeared to burst into flame. Elle jumped at the sudden blaze and ran toward the cage, but the flames extinguished as quickly as they began.

      Kaiserian was a little wide-eyed, but otherwise he hadn’t moved. From afar, his crossed arms made him the very picture of nonchalance.

      It had only been an illusion. Elle kicked the warm branches anyway. “No,” she shouted, furious at the hearthome’s uncharacteristic violence. “He’s not a Pyromancer.”

      The branches didn’t move.

      “Aaah,” groaned Elle, frustrated at the endless hoops that lay between her and her bed. She leaned forward, resting her forehead against the branches. Kaiserian’s eyes were still a little too wide.

      “He saved me,” she whispered. “He said he’s here to help, Sylve.”

      Elle took a deep breath and looked up into Kaiserian’s dark brown eyes. “And I believe him.”

      The intensity of Kaiserian’s gaze sharpened, and Elle felt her cheeks warming.

      The tree rustled uncomfortably.

      One branch reached out and rested over Elle’s heart for a minute. Seeming to make up her mind, Sylve retracted her branches quickly, spiraling them back to the main trunk and freeing Kaiserian.

      The front door blew open and the delicate dancing light of flamemoths spilled out from the hearthome. It was followed by a wafting scent of freshly baked biscuits.

      No one made a move to go inside, they were all watching Elle.

      For once, Tyress was silent, her eyes a little wide. Saskia behind her wore a very similar expression. Their eyes darted from Kaiserian to Elle and back again, as if unable to understand what they’d just overheard.

      Elle rolled her eyes. “Come on, I want some tea and lots of breakfast.”

      She walked inside without looking to see if anyone was following.
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      She chose the Rose Lounge. Some long dead grandmother had left her fussy, cluttered stamp here. Satin couches and ruffled curtains dominated the first-floor room, but it also had a wide balcony overlooking the clearing.

      She’d had enough of surprise visitors. If anyone else decided on a visit, she wanted to see them coming.

      It didn’t take long for the others to follow her. Kaiserian, still intent on examining everything, wandered around the room, picking up jeweled figurines and peering at the paintings on the walls. Saskia was more subtle about it, but she gazed about her as she helped Tyress to a chair. She had been to the hearthome before, but not for years.

      Only Tyress was unaffected and collapsed into a dark pink chair next to the balcony doors. She patted her forehead with a handkerchief before leaning back into her chair and tucking the scrap of lace up her sleeve.

      Sylve, apparently feeling some sympathy for Elle’s bedraggled appearance, was already busy ferrying trays of teacups and saucers to the small golden side tables dotted around the room.

      Every ceiling in the hearthome was covered in a lattice of flowering vines—Sylve’s hands within the home. Now, one of her vines carefully slid a teapot onto a table at each end of the room before retreating again.

      “Where is the clock?” asked Tyress.

      “Gone.” Elle chose her own seat—as far from Tyress as she could get—and tucked her legs up under her, not caring if the dirt from her adventures stained the hideous furniture.

      “Your hatred of the Guild is irrational.”

      “Really? You have the gall to say that to me now? After Annaria’s coup? We both know who funds her lifestyle.”

      Tyress’s mouth tightened. Annaria wasn’t the only one enjoying a more comfortable life thanks to the Guild’s wealth.

      Elle picked up one of the gold-rimmed plates from the side table next to her and tapped it lightly with a fork. A pile of soft, warm scones materialized on the plate, laden with prickleberry jam and fluffy cream.

      Elle pulled a face. She’d tried to move the plates for sausages in here, but Sylve was very particular about the storage and placement of everything in her trunk, especially anything magical.

      Saskia’s plate had filled with light, crispy waffles and Kaiserian’s with small triangular sandwiches. She quickly swapped some of her scones out for portions of their food.

      A disgruntled snort made her turn to Tyress, who was clutching a plate of raw sprouts. Elle bit back her grin at Sylve’s humor and gave her a new plate and fork.

      Steam had begun to rise from the teapots and the scent of rich, earthy coffee filled the air.

      Kaiserian was examining the underside of his plate as if looking for the trick and even Saskia looked a little awed at the food.

      Sylve was stuffed roots to crown with all sorts of Artefacts, but by far, the dishes were Elle’s favorite.

      Elle shoved a waffle in her mouth and closed her eyes in pleasure. How long had it been since she’d eaten something?

      “You. Boy.”

      Elle’s eyes popped open at Tyress’s words.

      The old woman was watching Kaiserian like a hawk, her new plate empty and untouched next to the one filled with sprouts.

      Kaiserian’s eyebrows rose, but he didn’t look away from the game he was playing with Sylve. He poked at a dangling green vine and it skipped out of his reach before darting back in and prodded him in the ear, which he rubbed, laughing. Sylve rewarded him with a new plate.

      Annoyed at his distraction, Tyress’s voice became more strident. “How have you wormed your way into Ariella’s affections? Stars know that girl’s starved for approval, but I would have thought even she would be more cautious with a Firelander.”

      Elle swallowed the last of her waffle and said calmly, “You will treat me and my guest with respect Tyress, or you will leave.” She picked up a tiny sandwich and pulled out the slice of cucumber.

      Tyress didn’t even look at her and Elle tried very hard to tamp down her rising temper. The old woman knew exactly how to rile her.

      Tyress squinted at Kaiserian, “I can see the resemblance, you know.” She finally turned to look at Elle, “You really need to be more cautious, Ariella. This man is kin to the leader of the intruders.”

      Elle found she’d crumpled a bit of scone in her fist and tried to surreptitiously wipe it on a napkin. Intrigue won out over irritation and she asked, “What do you know about the intruders?”

      Tyress sniffed. “Claiming to be some sort of delegation for trade.” She waved a hand in the air, her voice making it clear that she didn’t believe it.

      “Bet Annaria welcomed them with open arms,” muttered Elle.

      Tyress and Saskia exchanged a look.

      Elle shot to her feet, careless of the priceless plate tumbling to the ground. “She did, didn’t she? She welcomed that troupe of murdering bastards into my—”

      Saskia interrupted, “What do you mean, murdering?”

      Elle exchanged a look with Kaiserian. The lordling shut his eyes and sighed. Elle frowned. “Didn’t Tainn tell you?”

      “Tainn?” said Saskia, her voice rising a pitch. Stars, that man had more than his share of female admirers. “No, no one’s seen him since your escape.” She swallowed. “Annaria’s even put out an order for his arrest—for aiding you.”

      Elle waited for her to mention the guard she’d killed during the escape, but Saskia just gazed at her with wide eyes. “Murderers?” the blond girl prompted again.

      “Tainn and I saw it, on the way to Wall. Those armored beasts slaughtered the Guardians. A whole fist, gone. And that Pyromancer—” Elle shuddered and sank back into her couch. “He burned their captain alive. From flesh to ash in minutes.” She swallowed, wishing now she hadn’t eaten at all.

      She didn’t mention the bag of hearts. She still had to figure out what to do with them, how to safely neutralize the dark magic embedded in them.

      Saskia was shaking her head, her usual golden bubbliness replaced by white fear. “And Tainn? Is he—?”

      Elle shook her head. “I sent him along a safe path. He should have made it back to warn you.”

      “Well he didn’t,” snapped Tyress, dabbing at her forehead again. “And now we have a Pyromancer practically running the town, and you’ve got his, his—”

      “Brother,” put in Kaiserian softly. “I’m his brother.”

      Tyress hissed, “And you let him in here?”

      “Stop it!” Elle snapped, jumping to her feet again and pacing in the small amount of floor space between overstuffed couches and ridiculous tables.

      Her skin suddenly felt too small. It was too much to take in.

      The blood of the guard she’d killed mingled in her mind with the great pool of stuff that had lain thick and dark across the Shining Path.

      So much blood, so much death.

      And if even a fraction of the legends about Pyromancers turned out to be true, it had only just begun.

      She thought of the dark sky beyond the Mistwall. The emptiness, the quiet. There was nothing she wanted more right now than to be at the edge of that world again.

      But there was nowhere to run.

      There never had been.

      “Why are you here, Tyress?”

      Tyress sniffed. “I am here for healing.”

      Elle paused in her pacing and stared at her.

      There was no way the woman could know she’d just bonded Onkryn. And healing was the one thing Elle had failed at again and again. She could make potions, but it wasn’t well known. No, what Tyress seemed to be asking for was something else. The healing powers of Grace—without potions.

      It was the thing her mother had been best at, and Ellentyre never let her forget it. And she’d never let anyone else forget it either.

      Which meant Tyress must be desperate.

      “You couldn’t heal a pimple. Isn’t that what you said to me?” asked Elle, “When I was thirteen and you and my mother hosted the hearthhealers from Pyscoria? Well, I’m not the Grace anymore. If you want healing, go to Magla.”

      Tyress glared indignantly at Elle.

      Beside her, Saskia sighed loudly. “Oh for Star’s sake, both of you. Are you children?”

      Saskia turned her baby face on Elle, her soft blue eyes suddenly stern. “Do you think we wouldn’t be here if things weren’t dire? Do you think Tyress would ever humble herself so much as to come here if there was another alternative?”

      The corner of Tyress’s wrinkled mouth had turned up slightly, but she froze as her apprentice turned on her. “And you. The missteps you’ve made, the shame and embarrassment that you’ve inflicted on others over the years—do you honestly think that Elle, of all people, would simply consent to try heal you when it’s the one thing you made the entire Vale know she had no skill for?”

      Saskia’s cheeks were bright red, and she was breathing a little hard, but she plowed on. “Tyress, you owe Elle many more answers if you want her help. And even though she could be slightly less childish—”

      Elle grunted and crossed her arms across her chest. Saskia spared her a bright blue glance and Elle felt her cheeks heat.

      “—she owes no one anything anymore. And that’s partly down to you.”

      “I had nothing to do with Annaria’s antics. Or that horrible Magla girl,” complained Tyress.

      “But you knew she was up to something.” Saskia, it seemed, had also had enough of Tyress’s weaseling.

      The old woman pursed her lips but said nothing. She shook out her damp handkerchief once more and patted at her forehead.

      “You have a fever,” said Elle, looking at her more closely now. “And it can’t just be influenza, you could take care of that yourself.” Elle frowned. “Why haven’t you gone to Adron?”

      Saskia and Tyress shared a look.

      Tyress shifted uncomfortably. “Adron said he can’t fix this. He sent me to you.”

      “Adron’s mysterious disease,” breathed Elle.

      Tyress just sniffed, but Saskia nodded. “He hasn’t been able to cure anyone, just—”

      “—keep it at bay,” finished Elle, who knew the ins-and-outs of everything Adron had tried to heal the mysterious sickness that had sprung up in the last year.

      “Why send you to me?” asked Elle. “He knows I haven’t bonded Onkryn.” She turned to Tyress, “As do you.”

      Because until this morning she hadn’t. The fourth point on her necklace might be lit up now, but as far as anyone in Ystellia knew, the Godstar of Healing remained firmly out of Elle’s reach.

      Tyress shifted uncomfortably. She was on the Synod and knew that Elle was desperate to learn the locations of the Godstars—which only the Synod knew. And which they refused to disclose to her until she married Tainn. “I know,” she said snippily, “But Adron says some of your potions are stronger than his. That they do more than they’re supposed to.”

      The corner of Elle’s mouth quirked. “And he probably thinks you’re finally desperate enough to tell me the location of the Onkryn Star.” She gave a short laugh at Adron’s genius.

      Tyress took a deep breath. “That man has always tried to interfere with politics he should stay away from.”

      “But is he right?” asked Elle, the star around her neck burning like a secret. “Will you finally tell me the location of your Star?”

      “Onkryn is not the Godstar I embody.”

      Elle was surprised. With her mother’s obsession with healing, and her close relationship with Tyress, she’d always assumed the old woman was Onkryn’s secret keeper.

      But since she had already bonded Onkryn, this was good news. There were still five Godstars she needed to access the full might of her magic.

      And Tyress was going to give her the location of one of them.

      “Your star is my price then,” said Elle. “For healing you.”

      Tyress had sucked her lips in so far in disapproval that her mouth looked like a cat’s bum. But she nodded curtly. “Fine,” she said. “I will tell you the location of the Godstar I embody.” She turned back to look at Elle. “But only after you heal me.”

      Saskia sighed in satisfaction and flopped down next to Tyress. She blew half-heartedly at a golden curl that was stuck to her cheek.

      “Well,” she said, “I know I’m going to need more coffee—”

      She broke off with a short scream.

      Because Echo, his fur dirty and bedraggled, had just materialized in the middle of the room.
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        “Would I do it again? Knowing what I know now?

        In a heartbeat.”

        Ellentyre, 31st Grace

        

      

      Elle rushed to Echo’s side, falling to her knees and running her hands over him to check for any injuries. He screamed when she reached his forepaw and she snatched back her hands.

      Saskia and Tyress were babbling in the background, asking Kaiserian questions he couldn’t possibly answer, like what a loren was doing here, why he was hurt, and why Elle seemed to know him.

      She blocked it all out, speaking the ancient Astyrian words for healing and drawing the starmarks quickly in the air. She knew the marks by heart—even though they had been useless without the power of the Godstar.

      The golden shapes burst into the air and the silence from the others was sudden and absolute.

      The whole room was holding its breath as Elle pushed the marks gently into Echo’s body. They seemed to melt into his bedraggled white coat and spread until his whole body was glowing.

      The small forepaw that caused Echo to scream straightened and slowly the glow faded, leaving bright-eyed Echo blinking slowly up at Elle.

      The room exhaled and Elle sobbed, gathering Echo up into a crushing hug. The loren put up with it for a few moments and briefly licked Elle’s chin before wriggling out of her grip.

      “Elle,” breathed Saskia, “I think you should look at this.”

      She held out a scroll of paper, her hand trembling slightly. “It fell off him—I didn’t mean to open it.”

      Elle pushed herself to her feet, already scanning Jesna’s elegantly looping handwriting.

      “They’re coming,” she breathed, “Under Annaria’s orders, they’re coming for me.”

      Kaiserian frowned. “Jago? The Ashlords?”

      Elle nodded.

      “That’s ridiculous,” said Tyress. “Even Annaria would have more sense than to send armed strangers to arrest the Grace.”

      “Then she’s lucky that I’m no longer the Grace,” said Elle, and ran.

      Echo bounded alongside her as she thundered down the stairs and outside.

      The stupid horse was still calmly ripping up grass and didn’t even look up as she ran out onto the slope leading up to Sylve.

      How long did she have?

      However long it was it wouldn’t be long enough.

      “Ariella! Just what do you think you’re doing?” Tyress’s voice was high and breathy.

      “I’m going to seal off the hollow.” She turned to find the three of them watching her. “So if anyone wants to leave, now would be the time.”

      No one moved.

      Kaiserian said, “I think they’re near.” He pointed, and Elle turned back to see his horse frozen, half-eaten grass hanging from its mouth, its ears pricked southward.

      “Last chance,” she said.

      There was no time to do it properly. No, she would need to count on the Godstars to help her. To trust that the bondings of the past few days hadn’t been entirely accidental.

      This Vale is starving for you.

      She knelt on the grass and plunged her hands into the ground.

      The whole Vale knew Sylve was the ancestral home of the Graces. What used to be a holiday home became their primary residence when Cythia fell.

      What no one else knew was that Sylve was more than a hearthome. She was a focus for the Godstar Anthia.

      The first Godstar Elle had bonded.

      Hands in the earth, Elle poured herself into it, giving every fear, every desire, every failure to the Godstar. A prayer for help.

      The only chance she had to hold off the Pyromancer and his cronies was through whatever help Anthia deigned to give.

      A roaring filled the air, and Elle dared to raise her head.

      Slim green vines were springing from the ground in a wide circle. As she watched, they thickened, turning brown and woody, twining around each other to form tangles. First buds, then ruby flowers, and finally thorns sprang from the green stalks until a low wall of rose bushes ringed the clearing.

      But under the rustling sound of accelerated growth came another deep, thudding sound. One Elle wished she didn’t recognize.

      Horse’s hooves.

      They were almost here.

      She leaned her will into her hands, into the ground, into the Godstar, and slowly the rosebushes grew taller.

      Waist height.

      The first rider became visible through the trees, his snarling cat helmet lowered, his sword drawn.

      Chest height.

      Two more armored riders appeared behind him.

      Head height, then higher still.

      Elle sagged in short-lived relief as the bushes grew taller than even Kaiserian would be able to reach.

      But the sound of swords hacking against the vines was the most terrifying thing she had ever heard.

      Saskia and Kaiserian appeared on either side of her, helping her to stand.

      “Will it hold?” asked Saskia.

      Elle shook her head. She had no idea.

      But no soldiers came crashing through into the clearing. Mercifully, the rose bushes seemed utterly unharmed by their attacks, and Elle let herself be pulled up.

      She felt drained in a way that she had never been before. However Anthia had answered, she had used some piece of Elle to do it.

      She leaned into Kaiserian, letting him take some of her weight.

      Slowly the sound of the swords stopped, and Elle heard the murmur of voices on the other side of the living wall. It was a language she didn’t understand.

      But Kaiserian did. He threw himself away from Elle and she stumbled, only staying upright because of Saskia’s quick reflexes.

      Kaiserian ran for his horse and snatched the dangling leather straps, tugging the horse after him as he ran toward the rose wall.

      A small section of the bushes burst into flame, scorching away some of the vines and leaving a hole in the wall. The gap was hardly big enough for a loren, never mind a human. But it was big enough for Jago to peer through.

      Kaiserian stood to the left of the gap, but far enough away and close enough to the bushes so that his brother couldn’t see him.

      Elle blinked in surprise, but his instincts were good. Jago didn’t know the Mistwall was closed, or that Hzario was dead. A small advantage, but an advantage none the less.

      The bushes were already healing themselves, golden spellmist floating off the vines as they reached across the breach.

      Jago grinned widely at Elle but made no move to make the scorched hole wider. “It is so satisfying to finally have someone worthy to play with,” he said, his high voice a surprise coming from the fierce, sharp angles of his face. So different from the honeyed tones of his brother.

      He cackled at her shock even as the scorched hole closed over. He winked at her before stepping back.

      “Enjoy your cage, Your Grace,” he called as the rose bushes finished knitting together. “You might find the cost of your safety chafes all too soon.”

      Elle, devoid of Kaiserian’s support, collapsed to her knees again.

      Jago’s message was crystal clear.

      She was safe. For now.

      But the Vale wasn’t.

      Instead of trying to pull her up again, Saskia collapsed next to her. Tyress was shaking, her usual primness gone.

      Kaiserian was the only one who looked calm, but his eyes told a different story.

      They were sealed in here with her. She would never have chosen them, but they were the only help she had.

      And they had chosen to stay. That spoke volumes.

      If only about their reluctance to become pillars of ash.

      Jago would burn down the Vale of Astyria to get to the source of the magic, and the only way to stop him would be to get there first.

      Elle looked up to see Kaiserian offering her a hand.

      She grasped it, the warm calluses on his palm comforting, and pulled herself upward. She brushed the dirt from her pants before helping Saskia.

      “Come on,” she said, taking in her three unlikely companions. “We’ve got a Vale to save.”
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