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Dedication
  To Mary, 
 For being my home
 
 
  1
 Banished
 
 The itch wouldn’t go away.
 It clung to the back of her neck, right between her shoulder blades; the feeling of unseen eyes was so strong Ariella couldn’t help but look behind her. Again.
 Nothing. There had been nothing every time she looked, but the blasted, wide-open grey skies made her feel exposed and vulnerable. She was a child of the forest, but here on the Plains, trees were sparse and stunted, kept small and feathery by the relentless winter winds. It was hard to believe that this land, so different from the Everwood, was part of her realm.
 Shuddering slightly, she turned back to the reason she was here.
 Pyscoria, City of Dreams, was the only feature in these desolate plains. Her mother had said it was time she was fostered, but Ariella knew Ellentyre had really meant that she was to be punished—banished to this soulless city for her disobedience.
 The city floated before her, glittering in the growing dusk. It was a great sprawling mass of dead buildings, stretched across hundreds of islands in the icy, tumultuous waters of the Crystalline River. Tall stone bridges arched high into the air, connecting the islands in a delicately carved web.
 She ran the toe of her slipper across the smooth white stone of the bridge before her. The thin stone thing had sides that were so finely carved into swoops and swirls it was practically transparent—and did absolutely nothing at all the hide the sight of masses of angry water crashing its way downriver. Taking a deep breath, and trying not to look down, Ariella started to cross. Fine droplets clung to her hair and coated her thick travelling cloak. The season hadn’t fully turned yet, the last warmth of autumn clung to the air, but the river was already wild, the constant noise of it deafening.
 She clutched her small leather bag tightly against her chest. She could replace the clothes in the other, but this one—
 “Oi. You there. You the small Gracelet?”
 Ariella started at the sound, jumping towards the bridge’s balustrade in surprise. The river splashed against the side of the bridge, soaking her shoes. She couldn’t help her squeak at the cold wetness, and hurried quickly back to the centre of the bridge.
 A short, wide man was striding towards her, a thin striped scarf fluttering behind him. He closed the distance between them before Ariella could answer, then gave her a quick, dispassionate evaluation that ended in a grunt at her hair. The long copper strands marked her inescapably as the Grace-in-Waiting.
 “Well, welcome to Pyscoria. No doubt it’s the only welcome you’ll get, so don’t be surprised if folks are a little cold. I’m Oscar. The mayor’s out with the Clans right now, but I’m to fetch and deliver you anyway.” He flapped a hand expectantly at her. “Here, pass them over.”
 She slipped her larger bag off her back and handed it over to him. It looked laughably small against his shoulder, and he gestured again, pointing at her small leather bag. It was much heavier than the larger one, but Ariella shook her head fiercely.
 “Not a talker, eh? Well, that suits me just fine. A nice change from the wife and daughters. Well, come on then, rain’s expected later. You might not have much to say, but no doubt you’ll dislike having your hair rained on just about as much as my own gaggle of girls.”
 Ariella jogged behind him, having to lift her cloak and dress so she could keep up. For a short man, he walked extraordinarily fast, almost as fast as he talked. She blinked at his torrent of words—he was now complaining about the new ribbons his daughters had bought.
 “Need ’em for winter they said. Ribbons! Seasonal! See up there, you can see it rolling in.”
 She looked up, and sure enough, thick dark clouds were quickly replacing the dull grey of the sky.
 “Well, come on, don’t want to get caught in it to be sure. Even I don’t like getting my hair wet. Don’t tell the wife, though.” Her guide kept chattering cheerfully about winter fashion, and whether ribbons really were seasonal attire and Ariella jogged along behind him, battling to hear anything as the wind picked up. They hurried down cobbled streets, between tall, brightly coloured buildings, each festooned with window boxes. Whoever had painted the houses had done so with abandonment and no eye for colour. A pink house with orange shutters and a blue door was squeezed between a green house with blue shutters and a red one with lilac shutters. The effect was eye-wateringly bright, even in the gloom of the coming storm. An unlatched shutter, high up, banged in the wind, and the noise intensified the itchy feeling between her shoulders.
 But for once, no one was looking at her. The streets around them were emptying as people packed away, readying for the storm. Shopkeepers were hurriedly moving tables laden with everything from fabrics to produce back inside their stores. As they moved through the island’s centre and out again, the bustle dissipated, the island grew quieter and quieter. They hurried onward, over a bridge and onto the next island.
 Ariella kept one eye on the sky, but she couldn’t help gazing openmouthed around her. So many people, all living so squashed together. Gentle drops spattered on her forehead, and she tugged her hood further forward.
 “Ooof.” She collided with her guide’s broad back. A warm brown hand reached out to steady her, drawing back as soon as she righted herself. A dark-haired boy, who looked around her own age, grinned at her before scampering back around her guide to stand next to the only other person on the street.
 She’d been so involved with that endless sky, that she hadn’t noticed they weren’t alone any longer. A woman stood with her hands on her hips, blocking the narrow alleyway. There were streaks of grey in her long dark hair, but it only highlighted her tight, glowing skin. Ariella marvelled at her lack of cosmetics—and the woman was wearing pants. She edged around her guide to stare openly at the woman and the boy, who looked enough like her, that he must be her son.
 “Hello Oscar,” said the woman, inclining her head to Ariella’s guide. “We’ll take the Grace from here.”
 “Aaaah Yora. Don’t be giving me trouble today, you can see that the storm’s on the way.”
 The corner of the woman’s mouth turned up, “So it is,” she said softly, her voice light with humour. She didn’t look up at the sky. The drizzle didn’t seem to bother her at all, unlike Oscar who had wrapped his long scarf around his head several times
 Oscar grumbled and said, “I’ve got orders.”
 Yora tsked. “The mayor’s gone to Cythia. He won’t be back for a measure at least. The girl will be alone.”
 The woman looked directly at her and smiled, before cutting her gaze back to Oscar. “And even if he was there, do you really think that house is the best place for a young girl?”
 Oscar looked at Ariella out of the corner of his eye, and Ariella saw a flash of sympathy there.
 “I’m not taking the blame though,” he said gruffly, his cheeks reddening. “My Maisie’s getting married in spring, and Stars knows that boy’s family won’t be paying for anything.”
 Yora’s half smile became a full grin. Her eyes crinkled and smile lines appeared, transforming that kind face from merely beautiful to radiant. Ariella couldn’t help smiling in response. These were the kind of wrinkles Ellentyre was so afraid of? 
 “You know the mayor will believe just about anything of me,” said Yora, seemingly unconcerned by this fact.
 “Well, that’s true enough,” grumbled Oscar. He was silent for a moment, the longest since Ariella had met him. He turned to her and asked, “Well, Gracelet, what do you say? Yora’s right about the mayor being away at least, and it’s a big, lonely house you’d be going to. Will you go with her and Prell there rather?”
 Ariella swallowed. She could feel their eyes on her, but was surprised to find that she wasn’t afraid. Somehow, she understood these people would respect whatever she decided. It gave her a rare thrill to be asked what she wanted.
 Words escaped her, but she found herself nodding.
 “Well then, Prell, grab this bag from me. No, don’t worry about the other one, she’s got a death grip on that.” Oscar shoved his hands in his pockets and looked up at sky again. The drizzle had turned into a light rain. He gave her one long last look then nodded to himself. “Go well then, Gracelet. I’ll be seeing you soon enough.” Even though he said it lightly, it sounded like a threat. He turned and ran back the way they’d come, covering the ground faster than Ariella would have thought possible. He must have been going at a crawl earlier to accommodate her.
 She’d bet there was more than a touch Cythian warrior blood in his veins.
 A gentle hand touched her shoulder, and Ariella turned to face Yora. She felt warmer just being near the woman.
 “We’ll need to run if we want to get home before the storm hits. Ready?” Yora said.
 Ariella nodded, and they took off, the cobbles smooth, but strangely sure under her feet.
 Prell grinned over his shoulder at her, moving faster than her, even laden with her large, unwieldy bag. “They’re spelled. Apparently the town healers got tired of setting broken bones every winter, so they convinced the hearth witches to make the cobbles more grippy. You don’t have to worry about falling.”
 Ariella grinned back, a warmth rising in her chest and face despite the cool waves of rain on her skin.
 
  2
 Unexpected Friends
 
 It was still raining. The thundering downpour of fat, incessant drops provided the perfect background for Yora’s warm, bright lounge. Ariella sat snuggled up on the couch, lamps glowing merrily throughout the room against the gloom of the day. Only the insistent growls from her stomach gave any indication that it was lunchtime. The downpour had continued overnight, and the smell of rain was wafting through the cracks and chinks of the tall stone house.
 It felt strange to be in a dead house—and perhaps stone did have a life of its own, but it was nothing like the quirky, living hearthomes of Ystellia. Despite all the lights, and the roaring fire, the house felt quiet somehow, no shifting creaks of a tree moving and growing around her. She felt properly alone, but, probably for the first time in her life, not lonely.
 She shoved another of Prell’s small but nut-laden cookies in her mouth and open one of the journals from the stack next to her.
  Journal 34 (again)
 My journal has disappeared itself. Again. Ronit cannot find it anywhere in the Whisperers, or in her own hearthome, so I must consider it lost. I won’t bother to rewrite the previous journal and all its unimportant ramblings, not when the atmosphere in the Vale grows more tense by the day.
  The Cythians grow bold in their advances across the plain, although they have not reached Pyscoria yet. I had always wondered what the warring families could do if they joined, and what was once a terrifying theory has grown all too real.
 
 The journal was old. There was no indication of which Grace had written it, but from the thin yellow paper, Ariella knew that it had to be a many-times great-grandmother. She had never heard of a Cythian-Pyscoria conflict, and surely, if something so momentous had happened, it would be a history that was well known.
 She turned the fragile pages carefully. These journals—the contents of her small, heavy bag—were the greatest treasures she had. Even more so now that they were the reason she’d been banished here. Ellentyre claimed she was here to foster, to be introduced to Pyscorian society, but Ariella knew her mother. This was because she wouldn’t share her secrets.
 Yora didn’t seem to share her mother’s obsession with sending her out to ‘make alliances’. She’d told Ariella to make herself at home and had then gone off for her day a work. Prell had tried to prod her into coming out exploring with him. He had a day off, he’d said, and wanted to spend some the coin he earned as an apprentice.
 She had simply shook her head shyly. When Prell’s face had fallen, a little ache had started in her chest, but the thought of having to mingle with strangers was more terrible than having possibly hurt his feelings.
 She glanced out the window again, guilt making her anxious. He’d said he’d bring lunch for her, but her stomach was telling her it was well past lunchtime. She paged blindly through the journal, but it was similar to the one she’d just read—the same day-to-day details of an ancient Grace’s life, with all the nuances of a political scene long dead.
 There was none of what she was looking for—nothing on how to become the Grace in truth, and not just in name. The guilt curled into something uglier, something fuelled by the nagging sense that maybe her mother was right. Maybe she was a failure, never to claim her magic, and with it, never able to fully serve the Vale she’d been born to protect.
 She couldn’t understand why Prell wanted to be her friend—she was nothing. Not yet, whispered a tiny voice in her, but she wasn’t sure she believed it anymore. None of the other children had ever wanted to be her friend. Whenever she’d accompanied her mother on official business to the tree city of Ystellia, the capital of the Vale, she’d been pushed into spending time with Tainn and Saskia, but they were simply polite to her. They tolerated her because of their own proximity to the Synod of Light, the council that served the Grace, since they might very well end up serving her one day.
 But Prell—he’d joked with her as if they were already friends. She glanced out the window again.
 Nothing but grey, endless rain.
 She sighed and tried to focus on the journals. They had to hold what she was seeking. They were her last hope.
 She got caught up in Jurith’s story—it seemed as if trouble with the Synod was nothing new for Graces—when a small pop of sound made her jump. A little white cat had appeared out of thin air and now sat at her feet, looking at her expectantly.
 She gave a small squeal of delight and leant forward to swoop it up in her arms. It allowed the undignified treatment for a minute, even giving her a small lick before wriggling its way of out of her arms to settle down next to her hip.
 The loren gave a small, but insistent meow.
 She shrugged, “I don’t have anything with me. I can only find almond cookies. They’re delicious, but not very filling.”
 The small cat sniffed the cookie she put in front of it, before turning its eyes back to hers. She’d finally found the thing the loren wouldn’t eat.
 “I’m sorry I don’t have anything for you, but I’m so glad you’re all right. When she kicked you…” Ariella stroked the scraggly white fur along the cat’s back. “I’m sorry I couldn’t stop her,” she ended on a whisper. Yet the strange, magical cat continued to purr under her hand. It didn’t seem to hold Ellentyre’s violence against her. The knot of ugly feelings in her chest loosened.
 The scratch of the latch on the front door made her sit up straight. She glanced at the loren and held up the corner of her blanket. She didn’t want a repeat of the last time someone had seen him. The little white cat crept under the blanket and snuggled next to her hip. She leaned a pillow against the warm lump just as Prell tumbled into the lounge and out the rain.
 His face split into a grin, and he held up a small bag. The smell made Ariella’s mouth water.
 “Sorry I’m late,” said Prell as he slumped onto the end of her couch, narrowly missing her feet. “The baker where I apprentice was behind on his orders, so I stayed to help him out. The good news is that I have been richly rewarded.” He held two golden pastry parcels towards her. “Rabbit and juneberry or star-spiced chicken?”
 Ariella chose the chicken, and closed her eyes as the warm pie melted in her mouth. She’d never tasted anything so delicious.
 “What’s in here?” she mumbled through a mouth of saucy crumbs. “Magic?”
 Prell laughed. “Well, if anyone would know, it’s you.” He grinned at her.
 She was a fraud, a terrible, terrible fraud. It had been easier to hide when she was younger, but now that she was sixteen, her lack of magic was becoming a far larger problem. She would need to do the solstice dance next summer and—
 Prell placed his hand softly on her foot. “Elle. Ariella— Did I say something wrong?”
 She shook her head to rid herself of the gloom that always threatened to overtake her, but she couldn’t lose the feeling that she was running out of time.
 Prell was watching her, uncertain. “I’m sorry I pushed you to go out exploring this morning. Everyone I met today asked about you—they all wanted to make appointments for tea with you. I didn’t realise.”
 Ariella shrugged. “It’s the same in Ystellia. Everyone thinks they can get to my mother by going through me. Everyone has something they need help with.” She sighed. “That sounds terrible, doesn’t it? Like I don’t want to help?”
 Prell shook her foot a little, his hand warm through the blanket. “No, I get it. There’s a system, and it exists for a reason. A Grace can’t go running around mending Artefacts, or encouraging worn-out gardens to grow, but there are always people who believe they’re special, that they can bypass the system.” He grinned, shaking the bag of pies at her. “They’re usually the same ones trying to skip the queue at the bakeries.”
 He held out another pie to her and she felt the warm bundle next to her shift. She was just trying to figure out how to drop some pie for the loren when a knock came at the door. She froze, her shoulders stiff.
 Prell glanced from her to the door and back again. “I’ll deal with this.”
 He opened the door just wide enough to pop out his head, and Ariella wriggled deeper into the couch, shrugging the blanket over her shoulders and using the opportunity to sneak the rest of her pie to the loren. He almost bit her fingers in his eagerness.
 “We’re here—” came a slow, drawling voice from outside.
 “I know what you’re here for,” said Prell cheerfully, “and she’s not seeing anyone right now. You can leave a note though, if you like, Jeramie. I’m sure the Grace can’t wait to hear about the mason’s dispute with the Synod.”
 Jeramie sighed. “Come on Prell. You can’t keep her all to yourself. The mayor promised us—”
 “Well, you’re not at the mayor’s house, now are you? Are you leaving a note or not?”
 Some muttering came from outside; it seemed as if Jeramie hadn’t come alone. Prell reached a hand through the narrow gap and grabbed a folded piece of damp paper.
 “Don’t go reading that now.”
 Prell shut they door on them and handed the paper to Ariella. “If you throw it straight in the fire, I won’t tell anyone,” he said with a grin. “Stars, I had no idea. Good thing you stayed indoors today.”
 Ariella’s shoulders dropped, the tension leaking out of her. Yesterday’s impulsive decision to come here was turning out to be better than she ever could have imagined. She tucked the piece of paper into the journal she’d been reading.
 “Maybe I won’t burn it just yet.”
 But Prell wasn’t listening. He was staring at her hip. Slowly he raised his hand, pointing.
 “How?” he whispered.
 She hadn’t noticed the loren creeping out of the blanket. It blinked slowly at Prell.
 Ariella’s blood went cold. The last time someone had seen her with the loren— She couldn’t help touching her wrist, where her mother had grabbed her. The bruises still hadn’t faded yet. Ellentyre had strong hands. The loren’s broken ribs seemed to have knitted, and the little cat certainly showed no signs of pain. There were definitely advantages to being a magical creature. Ariella leant forward, ready to snatch the cat out of reach if Prell showed any signs of hurting it, but instead he offered a pie to the loren.
 “It’s rabbit,” he whispered. “Lorens like rabbit, I think.”
 This one certainly did, snatching the pie and settling itself on top of Ariella’s outstretched legs to gobble it down.
 Prell turned wide eyes to her. “How do you have a loren? I thought they only bonded with Hunters?”
 “As far I know, they do. I think this one’s bondmate died. It’s a little fatter and slightly less scraggly than it has been, but it doesn’t look anything like as healthy as the ones in Ystellia.”
 Prell nodded slowly. “That it even survived the severing of the bond—”
 Ariella smiled gently at tiny bundle of fur. “I know. I found him in the Everwood about a year ago. He didn’t look it at the time, but he’s a survivor.”
 They both were. She thought that was why he kept coming back, appearing to her every now and then, and not just for food, but for companionship. He’d been there when she finally managed to open the secret door to the Grace’s library. She suspected he was somehow partially responsible for the door opening, for the stack of journals she had managed to grab before Ellentyre had arrived back home. He’d kept a lookout as she’d figured out how to reseal the library against her mother. They might not be bondmates, but they were something close.
 “He’s my friend,” she said softly, rubbing the cat’s soft white ears.
 “I hope that’s something we have in common,” said Prell, holding out another pie.
 
  3
 The Gardens
 
 Ariella woke to a babble of voices that was quickly cut off by the slamming of the door. Yora’s anger was practically a living thing, but Ariella had quickly learned that the only victims of that anger were the pots and pans. They were suffering through their abuse now, in the name of breakfast. Hopefully today’s breakfast would be spared the suffering of yesterday’s. An angry Yora was a careless Yora.
 Ariella climbed to her knees on her bed and eased open her window, body tensed against the squeak. The frigid morning air held the fresh scent of the river, the usual smells of the city washed away by the night’s rains. Moonflower vines surrounded her window, the tangle of branches mostly bare as winter deepened, but still thick enough to hide her as she peeked out.
 “You’d think we were here to steal the child.”
 “It’s just manners. A bit of training on how women in good society behave. Stars know that those savages up in that forest are severely lacking in anything resembling—”
 “I know! Did I tell you about that dreadful woman on the Synod?”
 The source of Yora’s anger were three women, each dressed in a mountain of ruffles—exactly the kind of dress her mother thought she should be wearing. The coterie of society women were moving slowly away from the house, arguing about manners and tea.
 Thank the Stars Yora was turning away anyone with a claim on her time. Since she’d arrived three days ago, people had shown up like clockwork at mealtimes—although never the same ones twice. Prell had told to her that they’d risk Yora’s temper not just for a chance to see Ariella, but also for the chance of being invited to dine at Yora’s table—she was known on the islands for her ability to turn the simplest ingredients into tiny bites of bliss. Ariella had been only too glad to eat the double portions Yora kept foisting on her.
 The smell of frying bacon drifted up, and Ariella hurriedly slipped on the pants and shirts Yora had found her. The woman had taken one look at the flouncy dresses Ellentyre had insisted on packing for her, snorted, and returned the next day with piles of tights, pants, and jerseys. They were unbelievably comfortable.
 She tucked the small, leather-bound journal under her pillow. The night before she’d considered flinging it out of the window in sheer irritation. There nothing useful in any of the eight journals she’d managed to grab before Ellentyre had banished her from the house. Nothing about the Bonding in them. Nothing that even hinted at how to awaken her magic. In fact, they’d proved to be more disturbing that helpful. It seemed that the passage of power to a Grace wasn’t as smooth as she’d thought. Families—even the Graces—had been larger, and the power had to be won by the strongest Grace of the generation.
 Ariella was now worrying what happened when there was only one Grace in a generation—and if they weren’t strong enough. Could it be that the power she’d always thought of as her birthright could pass to another person? Would she really be the one to end the line of Graces?
 She’d lain awake half the night gripped by a nameless terror. Annoyed by her tossing, the loren had at some point disappeared with a pop. Fuelled by exhaustion and a restlessness that had building over the days she’d spent inside, Ariella was feeling reckless. She slipped on boots and rushed downstairs to try and beat Prell to the bacon.
 He grinned up at her from the table as she clattered into the kitchen, a slice of bacon already in each hand.
 “Did her shouting wake you up?” he asked, jerking his head towards Yora. The older woman turned from the range, a plate piled high with pancakes in one hand. The other whipped out to tug Prell’s ear.
 “Be more polite about your mother.” She sat down with a sigh and fixed Ariella with that clear, uncompromising stare. “I’m sorry if I woke you, Ariella, It’s just these people—”
 Ariella shook her head vigorously. “It was the bacon. I was trying to beat Prell here so he wouldn’t eat it all.”
 Prell gasped in pretend shock even as he snatched two more slices from the plate.
 Yora laughed. “I’m glad. Those featherheads aren’t worth losing any sleep over.” Then she winked at Ariella and produced another plate. “Beside, I made sure I saved you some.”
 Ariella laughed at Prell’s offended expression. She had to smack away his hand from her plate.
 “Any plans today Ariella?” asked Yora, just a shade too casually.
 She shrugged and tried to crunch through her mouthful of bacon a little faster. “I was thinking I might come with you to the Gardens today,” she said, a little breathlessly. “I mean, if you don’t mind.”
 “I would love to have you,” said Yora, her smile warm and genuine. “And I’m sure Prell would love the company as well.”
 Prell groaned loudly. “Mom! Today’s my day off from the bakery, and it’s market day! Elle should see that, not your boring gardens.”
 At the thought of the crowds that would no doubt be gathered at a market, Ariella’s hand went to her hair. Maybe she should reconsider going to the gardens as well. The copper strands were unmistakable, and marked her out as the Grace-in-waiting. Her stomach churned at the thought of being cornered by a battalion of ruffled women.
 Yora cocked an eyebrow at her son. “The market doesn’t start until this evening. Which will give you plenty of time to help me with the weeding.”
 He groaned again, and slumped in his chair as if his bones had turned to water. He turned to Ariella. “Remember that I tried to save you,” he said, sighing. “When your back aches from the bending, or your fingers split from pulling parsleyweed, I ask only that you think of me fondly.”
 Yora rolled her eyes, the corner of her mouth twitching up anyway. “Gardens this morning. Market this evening. The market will be easier to enjoy with a few extra coins, won’t it?”
 Prell bolted back up, spine straight as a sapling, and started shovelling pancakes and the bacon he’d snatched from Ariella’s plate into his mouth. “Well, you didn’t say it was paid garden work!” he mumbled through a full mouth. He flapped a hand. “Hurry up! Can’t leave the coins waiting.”
 Ariella grinned at him, but hesitated, her hand still on her long braid. “Uh,” she managed to say.
 Yora shook her head and tsked to herself. “Of course. There’s no good chasing people away from the door when I just take you and that unmissable hair out into town.” She squinted at Ariella for a second then nodded to herself. “A scarf will do the trick.”
 [image: Image]
 It felt wonderful to be just another face in the crowd. With a merrily striped scarf hiding her hair, Ariella was simply a girl. No expectations and absolutely no gawking. She’d always thought she didn’t really like the outdoors, but it turned out that what she didn’t like was people staring. Prell was enjoying himself acting as guide, pointing out the bakery at which he apprenticed, which taverns would let you buy a beer without telling Yora, and which shopkeepers were most likely to add in something extra with a big purchase.
 As they walked through the cool winter air, Ariella revised her opinion of the city. She’d dreaded her exile here, under the endless skies and away from her trees, but this place had its own beauty. Prell explained that the islands were clustered into quarters—although there were more than four, so the name didn’t make much sense. They lived in the Poet’s Quarter, which was richly populated with artists and musicians, but was also home to the largest market circle, and so attracted shopkeepers by the dozen as well. The islands that formed the Poet’s Quarter was stuffed with tall, brightly coloured houses—apparently Yora’s three-storey home was considered short. Sculptures graced street corners and roofs, and each home was festooned in window boxes—and more than one home had a small table and a few chairs to one side of their front door. It was clear that people in the Poet’s Quarter enjoyed receiving visitors.
 They crossed three islands, moving from the centre of the Poet’s Quarter towards the riverbank.
 “The Rose Quarter lies pretty much in the centre of the river. It’s the oldest part of the city, and the rosies never let us forget it.” He rolled his eyes. “It’s all Blood and old money down there. And if you even think about painting your house anything other than white, the neighbours will be on you before you can crack open the tin.”
 “Is that where the mayor’s house is?” asked Ariella.
 Prell grunted. “The mayor, and the council, and everyone who considers themselves better than rest of us that have to work. The Blood wouldn’t dare live anywhere else.” His mouth twisted as he said it.
 She felt her skin heating with shame. Technically the Grace was the most full-Blooded person in the Vale. The Blood were descendants of the first families to swear loyalty to the Grace, so Graces were both of the Blood and above it. She’d always blindly accepted the assessment that Blooded families were somehow better than the rest of the Vale, but now, Yora and Prell the only barriers between her and the Pyscorian Blood, she had quickly reassessed. She couldn’t imagine anyone more worthy than these two.
 She wanted to say so, but the words felt heavy and awkward in her mouth.
 “Here we are,” said Prell lightly, turning to smile at her. The air between them felt a little thick, Prell’s smile a little forced. The words still wouldn’t organise themselves properly in her mouth, so she forced back a smile, even as a tiny ache stretched her heart.
 Yora’s Gardens were actually three enormous greenhouses. The tall green-glassed structures were lined with a gold metal, that somehow, despite the constant spray of water, was bright and clear. They stood at the very edge of the island, twinkling in the sunlight, with only the tumultuous river rushing past behind them.
 “Vegetables in the two on the ends, and herbs here in the middle,” said Yora, as she unlocked the tiny door in the side of the towering glass structure. They stepped through the tinted door into a monstrously tall structure, and Ariella gaped up at a ceiling that arched impossibly high above them. The air inside was damply warm and the last of the winter chill seeped from her fingers. The rich smell of earth mingled with the thick green scent of herbs—the greenhouse was alive with plants. Rows of shelving stood higher than her head and ran in long straight corridors to the end of the building. There were at least three tall shelves per row, sometimes more if the plants in them didn’t grow very high.
 A mezzanine level ran around the inside of the greenhouse, more rows of shelving apparent even from down here, and strung from the roof were great balls of greenery with verdant tendrils that curled downward towards the uppermost shelving. Hung everywhere where small, circular lanterns filled with a soft, steady light.
 Prell was grinning at her, “It’ll wear off as soon as she makes you weed the hensbane. Nightmare telling the weeds from the plants.”
 “And that lack of attention to detail is precisely why you’ll be weeding the tomatoes today.”
 “Mom!” Prell protested loudly, his shoulders dropping with a sigh.
 Yora just flapped a pair of sturdy leather gloves at him. “Go on. I’m sure Ariella can use a break from your incessant chatting, and we’ll be right here if you somehow forget what a tomato plant looks like too.”
 With another sigh, and some goodnatured grumbles, Prell accepted another key from his mother.
 Ariella barely heard him leave. She was still staring, openmouthed. It was almost like being back home in the Everwood. The tension of being a stranger in a strange place eased from her shoulders. When she closed her eyes, it felt just like being back under her trees.
 Yora was smiling gently at her when she opened her eyes again. “This has been my favourite place since I was a child. I thought you might like it too.”
 “It feels like home.” She bit her lip. “But I don’t know anything about herbs—and even less about growing vegetables.”
 “No one does when they first start out,” said Yora gently, “but you’ve got plenty of time to learn if it’s something you’re interested in.” She gathered some thick leather gloves and a wide belt hung with tiny gardening tools and passed them to Ariella.
 “My family line is old,” continued Yora, slipping on her own set of gloves. “We were one of the founding families of Pyscoria, almost as old as your own family line.” She smiled softly at Ariella. “And we’ve been loyal to the Graces for every minute of it.”
 She heard the small emphasis that Yora put into the word. Graces. Plural. Not just loyalty to the current Grace, but maybe also to a scared Grace-in-waiting. Swallowing, she nodded and asked, “Founding family—does that mean you’re one of the Blood?”
 “Was. When I married Jardan, I was culled from the registry. As was any son of mine’s right to the Lineage.” She looked around at the lush greenery surrounding them. “But none of that was ever important to me—only this was. And as the last child of my line, it was the one thing they couldn’t take from me.”
 Ariella nodded. It was all she could manage. Here was someone who understood, a woman from a Blooded family, and all the responsibilities and obligations that came with that. It wasn’t exactly the same, but it was the closest anyone had ever come to having an idea of the unending weight on her, the relentless expectation. Years of suppressed tears and fear balled up and stuck in her throat, leaving her speechless. Yora cocked her head towards the central aisle, and Ariella followed her, grateful for the chance to collect herself.
 The part of her that swooped with hope when hearing that Yora was Blooded, now sank like a stone in her chest. Prell wasn’t Blood, wasn’t eligible for the Lineage. A Grace never chose her own husband—instead, there was a strict rotation through the Blooded families, ensuring that the Grace’s bloodline was always fresh, but always Blooded. An unbreakable bond between the heirs to the power of the Vale, and the original families of the Vale. But Prell wasn’t among them.
 She pushed the surprising thought away, and focused on the leaf Yora was handing her.
 “Spring sage,” she said. “Good for roasts, but also a key ingredient in healing compresses. Rub it between your fingers. Smell that slight sweetness?”
 The morning passed in a blur of green smells, and by the time Prell arrived with sandwiches and flasks of hot chocolate for lunch, her head was swimming with knowledge. Yora had told her not to bother to write it down, that the best knowledge was the kind that sank into your bones, so Ariella had listened and smelled and gently weeded around the delicate herbs.
 Prell rolled his eyes at her as he handed her a sandwich fat with sliced beef. “Aaah no, you’ve got that look in your eye. She’s sold you on this stuff hasn’t she?”
 Ariella laughed and punched him gently in the shoulder. “How can you not love this?” she asked, opening her arms wide and taking a deep breath of the thickly scented air.
 Prell’s smile softened as he looked at her, a touch of colour appearing in his cheeks. “I—”
 But Yora returned. “Where’s that hot chocolate? I’m famished! And I hope you brought some tarts.”
 Ariella pulled her gaze from Prell’s and felt her own cheeks colour. She kept her eyes on her sandwich, but she could feel Prell’s gaze on her. She liked the way it felt.
 Yora kept up a steady stream on conversation during their break, Prell oddly silent for once. She chatted about the women in the council, and their obsession with the fashions coming out of Ystellia—not just in clothing, but also mannerisms and activities. Tea parties were all the rage, with every kind of food miniaturised.
 Prell rolled his eyes. “Be glad Mum’s kept them away from you. You can’t have more than a few bites of anything. Barely enough to fill a loren. More like torture parties.”
 “Well if you’ve found your voice,” said Yora, “then I think you’re able for a few more hours. Weed the squash please, and pick the ripest you can find too. I’m planning a pie.”
 Prell knuckled the bottom of his back and groaned.
 “The sooner you finish, the sooner you’ll get to the market.”
 He was up and pulling the wax paper from their hands, regardless of whether they’d finished their sandwiches. He flapped his hands at them, and Ariella found herself laughing at his sudden change in attitude.
 “Is the market really that good?” she asked Yora, after he’d gone.
 Yora yanked up a fistful of clover from the yewdrops, and dropped it on the ground with a shrug. “It is and it isn’t. You can get the same things any day of the week—food, clothing, jewellery and trinkets—but people go for the festivities. For a chance to mingle and dance. And in winter, it can get really special because the Cythian tribes migrate down from the cliffs, and come to trade. If the Cythians are there, you can be sure the market will be a good one.”
 The mention of the cliff-dwelling tribes was enough to spark Ariella’s interest. Legends of the ancient, fallen city of Cythia, the hereditary home of the Graces, was her favourite topic. She devoured every book on it she could find, but by now most of the stories were so old, they were legend, and barely believable ones at that. But she could imagine that any Cythian’s stall would be crowded by people hoping for a whiff of old magic. Everyone hoped to find an Artefact.
 The afternoon passed in a blur, Ariella’s musings broken by Yora’s gentle lessons and quizzes, and her head was spinning by the time Prell came to claim his coins. Yora pressed some into her own palm and she turned them over, wonderingly. She’d never been allowed her own money before.
 Yora straightened her headscarf for her, tucking a few escaped copper waves back under the silky fabric. “Have fun,” she said to them with a wink. And then Prell had her by the hand and was tugging her out the greenhouse.
 
  4
 The Night Market
 
 Dusk was setting in outside the gleaming greenhouses. The island city was beginning to sparkle against the coming evening, lights appearing in windows as the short winter day drew to an end.
 Ariella lifted her head to sniff the warm wind rolling across the river. It smelled like sand and warm grass, oddly summery for a winter wind. Prell was watching her, his eyes unusually intense. Goosebumps broke out on her skin, and she shivered but grinned, enjoying the strange juxtaposition of warm wind cutting through cool winter air.
 Prell grinned back, and leaned closer. Heat wafted off his skin, laden with the rich smell of the dirt and plants he’d been working with all day. Another shiver of goosebumps travelled down her arms, but not from the cold. She ached to lean further in to him, but she didn’t dare.
 “This is a strange wind,” she said, to take her mind off the closeness of his body to hers.
 “It’ll rain again tomorrow,” he said. “This wind is coming off the Cliffs, and it always brings rain.”
 Ariella nodded dumbly, her eyes on his wide mouth. She was struggling to form thoughts. She couldn’t seem to break away her gaze, which she knew was rude, but it was as if she’d never fully realised how interesting mouths could be.
 He’d moved closer to her, and she had to tilt her head back. He was tall, she’d hadn’t really realised how tall. A bang made her jump, and she hit her head on his chin. He was laughing and rubbing his face, and he pointed to the next island, where a shutter was bumping itself against a rock wall.
 Ariella laughed with him. “Sorry. Are you all right?”
 “Never better,” he said with a soft smile, and tightened his hand around hers. “Although that’s one hard head you’ve got there, Elle.”
 She punched him gently on the arm and, still laughing, he caught her hand and dropped a brief kiss on it. The movement seemed to surprise him as much as it did her, and he dropped her hand and coughed.
 “We should get to the market. We don’t want to miss the good food.”
 The town was quiet as they made their way from the outer islands towards the centre. Light from the houses spilled over into the streets, and every few houses, stood a tall lamp. These were topped with open glass globes, all filled with flowers and sugar, to attract flame moths. It was a clever way of lighting the streets, the flame moths’ fluttering wings spreading gentle waves of light everywhere.
 The air felt charged as they walked inward, towards one of the three central isles in the Rose Quarter. Cheerfully coloured houses, like rainbow barnacles, began to give way to wider, paler buildings, although here and there a bright blue roof or shiny yellow door was still visible. The hanging flower baskets and window boxes, all glowing gently as night fell, also became more orderly, almost as if the rich citizens in the central isles measured the distances between their plants. It was still beautiful, but Ariella missed the sheer exuberance of the outer islands.
 She shot Prell a glance, and understood now why he was so bitter about the Blood, clustered here in their huge houses in the centre of town.
 “So the mayor lives in this quarter?”
 Prell nodded, his shoulders tight. “Yes, although his house is past the market, but I can take you past if you like?”
 Ariella shuddered. “No. These houses are creepy. They all look exactly the same. They could learn a few things from the Poet’s Quarter.”
 Prell grinned at her. “Oh no, everyone here is too important for that. Bright colours are for the lower classes, didn’t you know?”
 She rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I forget how important they all think they are. As if there’s any difference at all between someone Blooded and someone who isn’t.” She didn’t mention how she’d thought the same for a long time. There might be time for a discussion like that later, but now, Prell was beaming at her, his stance loose and confident again.
 The market certainly didn’t seem as if it belonged among its pale neighbours. Ariella heard it before she saw it, loud music echoing to them to across the river. Cheerful, scratchy string instruments were set against the deep bangs of drums that made her grin in anticipation. There were markets in the Everwood every solstice, but her mother had always sneered at the idea of a Grace wandering among the townsfolk.
 But today, with her hair tucked away, and a stranger to everyone, she was just a girl, out at a market with a boy.
 Prell inhaled dramatically. “Smell that?”
 Her mouth was already watering, and she was fairly certain that anything could be stuffed into a fried pastry pocket, and it would become instantly delicious. Grinning widely, Prell tugged her over the final bridge and straight down into the tangle of awnings, tents and ramshackle wooden stalls. Up close, the sound and smell was overwhelming, every stall a blur as Prell wended a way through the crowds for them. The blush of dusk had disappeared from the skies, and lanterns full of flame moths hung from every stall, delicate as stars against the dark of the night. Bunting was strung higgledy-piggledy between the stalls, and spelled to glow. It fluttered in the breeze, setting a shifting light over the crowds that bumped their way between the stalls.
 Prell stopped behind a mob at a stall selling pies. Hand-drawn illustrations hung from the top pole, advertising various filling combinations. A tall boy behind the counter caught Prell’s eye and grinned. Prell held up two fingers and darted between the crowd to grab a packet. Ariella braced for shouts, but no one seemed to mind his jumping the queue, just good-naturedly jostling him. She understood—it was hard to be angry at that grin.
 He dropped a pie into her hand and pretended he couldn’t see the coin she held out to him, so she dropped it into his pocket as they walked away. The pie was filled with chicken, but it was like no chicken she’d eaten before, creamy and delicately spiced. She didn’t say no when Prell held out another one.
 “This is even better than Yora’s,” mumbled Ariella through a full mouth.
 Prell jabbed her in the ribs with an elbow. “I won’t tell her you said that, if you don’t tell her that I agree!”
 They wandered aimlessly through the market. There didn’t seem to be any order to the stalls—fabric merchants had set up next to booksellers and jewellers. Stacks of thick velvet rubbed up against the leather spines of books, and a stall that seemed to be overrun with kittens had a tiny tabby escapee who was now chewing the corner of large lavender tome, her tiny claws keeping her upright on the untidy stack of books.
 Ariella had no idea how much anything cost, but she wasn’t all that eager to spend the rest of her coins just yet. She was looking out for the Cythian stall, even though she likely wouldn’t be able to afford anything.
 “Oi Prell,” came a shout.
 Ariella jumped, nervously patting her scarf to make sure her hair was still covered. She inched closer to Prell as a group of three young men, all around Prell’s age, pushed through the crowds towards them. A tall, dark-skinned boy clapped Prell on the shoulder, and grinned at Ariella.
 “It’s Reena isn’t it?” he asked. “Prell’s told us all about you.”
 A short boy with curly brown hair rolled his eyes. “You must be a witch, because I’ve never seen Prell like this over—” He stopped, glowering at the tall boy, who’d stood on his foot, then seemed to realise what he’d said. “Uh— I mean— Prell’s been telling us about your apprenticing with old Tomkins. Nightmare isn’t he?” The last few words came out in a garble.
 She grinned up at Prell, delight bubbling up in her chest at the thought of him talking about her. And not just talking about her, but keeping her identity secret while he did it. Just an ordinary girl out with an ordinary boy.
 Prell’s cheeks darkened, and he shrugged, giving her a sheepish grin. It made her want to kiss him, right there.
 “Where’s the Grace-in-Waiting then?” The sharp question, coming from the last boy, punctured her warm glow, but the boy didn’t so much as glance at her. He was slender, with long dark hair that flopped onto his forehead. He pushed it back as he raised an eyebrow at Prell. She knew without having to be told that he was one of the Blood.
 Prell’s casual posture turned wary. He put his hand at the small of her back, and she leaned back into his touch.
 “She doesn’t like crowds,” he drawled, looking the boy up and down insolently.
 The dark-haired boy glanced around him and sneered, “Quite—but you can’t hide her away forever. You and that Blood traitor mother of yours will have to let someone in to see her eventually.”
 “Don’t call my mother that.”
 “Why not? It’s true. She’s a traitor, and nothing good ever comes from traitors. Just look at you.”
 “Shut your mouth,” snapped Ariella, stepping in front of Prell. “The Grace-in-Waiting isn’t here, and even if she were she wouldn’t want to talk to the likes of you.”
 The tall boy shook his head urgently at her. She’d crossed a line—or at least Reena, the baker’s apprentice, had. No one spoke to a Blood that way.
 “Do you know who I am?” the Blooded boy said to her.
 She let her disgust show on her face. “I might not know your name, but I know exactly who you are.”
 The shorter boy looked as delighted as the tall boy was horrified. His curly head whipped from Ariella to the Blooded boy and back, but the tall boy put his hand on the Blood’s shoulder, and said, “Let’s go Raef. The Grace-in-Waiting isn’t here, but I know where the Drestiana girl likes to eat dinner.”
 Raef’s lip curled as he looked at Ariella, “You might want to reconsider which side you’re on. He’s not worth anything.”
 Prell’s hands came around and grasped her by the shoulders, keeping her from leaping on him. Not for herself, she was so used to insults, they simply rolled off her back, but for the words he was directing against Prell.
 The Blooded boy spat at her feet, and Prell’s hands tightened further, pulling her back against his body. She could feel him shaking.
 The tall boy was already leading Raef away, eager to avoid a fight. The smaller curly-haired one grabbed her hand and shook it vigorously. He was grinning so widely that his little round cheeks nearly took over his face. 
 “It’s an honour Reena, and absolute honour. Please, let’s do this again sometime.” He winked at her. “Prell’s favourite sport is Blood-baiting, but he’s not half as good as you.”
 He gave her a quick little bow then bounded away through the crowds.
 Prell’s body was still shaking. She turned in his arms—and saw that he was trying to hold back his laughter, his grin huge and infectious.
 She poked him in the ribs. “Stop that.” She could feel her own laughter bubbling up.
 He cocked his head at her, like a curious bird. “You are a constant surprise,” he said softly. His hand brushed her cheek then gently pulled her headscarf down a little bit, tucking a stray copper strand back under it.
 Someone pushed passed them, jostling Ariella into Prell. She fell against him, and his arms came round her, steadying her. She glanced over her shoulder. They’d moved to the side of the pathway, but there wasn’t much room to manoeuvre around them. In her anger at Raef, she hadn’t noticed.
 “We’re in the way.”
 Prell’s arms tightened briefly around her then he stepped back. “Let’s find the Cythians,” he said, slipping his hand into hers.
 A warm glow was building in her chest, and her hands grew hot. She was worried that they were too sweaty, but she didn’t let go.
 “If it’s anywhere, it’ll be near the pools,” he said, leading her gently through the curving pathways, deeper into the market. Four large pools were set into the ground at the centre of the island. Their shapes overlapped each other, each stacked slightly higher than the others, thin lips built up to contain the water. Tiny waterfalls spilled from one pool to the next, filling the air with a gentle mist and the soft endless sound of falling water. Large loops of crystal-specked stone loomed in the air through the overlapping centre of the pools, their folds vaguely suggesting butterfly wings.
 And, just visible through the damp stone loops, on the other side of the pool, was a row of stalls draped with dark velvet and hung with crystals—the Cythians. People were crowed along the edge of the tents, clustered near the pools, all casting glances at the tents, but few had approached the stalls.
 Prell quirked an eyebrow at her, and she nodded. She could feel eyes on them as they moved towards the Cythian stalls. Some were set alongside the path—these were laden with crystals of all shapes and sizes, giant gleaming ones shot through with gold next to baskets of tiny chips, and each offering had a small placard proclaiming its properties. Yet it wasn’t the crystals that interested Ariella. Yes, Cythian crystals were prized, but crystals were easy to come by in the Everwood, so she’d never really understood the Pyscorian obsession with the Cliff crystals.
 What really interested her was the gap in the tables, a short passageway lit with glowing crystals, and jars of softly fluttering flame moths. Her hand grew damper in Prell’s, and her heart sped up. Real live Cythains. The warring tribes who migrated down from the Crystal Cliffs every winter—the remnants of a people from a ruined, fallen city. They fascinated Ariella—the contrast of a people who chose to live on their terms, rather than hemmed in by a built-up world of rules and restrictions.
 The short passage led into a small tent, where the real Cythian treasures were on display. A few townsfolk were dotted around the cosy, dim space, each attended to by a tall person in leathers. Cythians.
 A maze of small, odd-sized tables filled the tent, each holding only a few items—and none the same as any other. The first table had a silver tea tray, complete with tall ornate tea pot and a set of two cups and saucers. Next to it sat an oversized lock, surrounded by tiny keys. But it was the books that caught her eye. She made a beeline for the small stack of thick, leather-bound books, their spines painted with titles in a language she didn’t understand. She reached out a finger to touch them and jumped when a voice behind her said, “Be careful little girl. Things in this tent often have teeth.”
 She turned to find a blond man watching them. Feeling like a scolded child, she tucked her hand behind her, but Prell straightened, his eyes lighting up. He wasn’t quite as tall as the Cythian, but he was close.
 “Surely you wouldn’t bring anything dangerous to the fair,” said Prell, almost breathlessly, as if that were exactly what he hoped for.
 “Who can say what an Artefact will do?” The man shrugged. “A bottle might brew a health tonic daily for years and then one day brew a poison. It’s the risk you take with old, unmaintained magic.”
 A nearby woman in wide, ruffled skirts clicked her tongue, and said, “It’s this crop of Graces that’s done it. They’re blighted. Rotten. And they’ve rotted all magic with it.” She flapped a pair of long silk gloves at them. “These are supposed warm you, fingers to toes, no matter the weather. But if I purchase them and then they turn on me? One day they may very well set me on fire.”
 The tall Cythian shrugged, seemingly utterly unconcerned whether the woman bought the gloves. “If you don’t like them, I’m sure Jesna can show you to non-wardrobe Artefacts. They may concern you less.”
 A blonde girl was hovering behind the woman’s massive skirts. She was almost as tall as Prell, and the sides of her head were shaved, the middle strip of hair braided into a long tail that reached all the way down her back. Despite her height and her fearsome appearance, she managed to fade in the background. She rolled her eyes at Ariella behind the society woman’s back.
 Ariella bit back a smile, her heart fluttering in excitement, but it dropped like a stone when the society woman squinted at her and said, “You look familiar dove. Which family are you from?”
 Prell opened his mouth, but the woman shot him a sharp look, “I know all about your family boy. Let the girl answer for herself.”
 The Cythians saved Ariella from having to answer. The man tucked a hand under the woman’s elbow and leaned in close to her. “Allow me to show you some truly spectacular jewellery Artefacts we have. There is a locket that gives the wearer the appearance of being five years younger.” The society woman’s face took on a predatory look. She dropped the gloves into the blonde girl’s waiting hands. “Not that you need it, of course,” the man continued as he led her away, “but perhaps as insurance for the future?”
 The woman shot Ariella one last searching look over her shoulder, but allowed herself to be drawn away. The Cythian girl grimaced slightly at the woman’s back. 
 “Your scarf,” she whispered, stepping closer to Ariella under the pretence of admiring the fabric. “Careful with it.”
 The girl tugged her scarf slightly forward, and combed a few errant strands back under the silky fabric. Ariella jumped at her touch, panicked now that the woman had seen her hair.
 The girl shook her head. “It’s okay, it’s dark in here. Hard to see colour properly, but I’d suggest you go anyway. Dad won’t sell you anything, and he can only keep that rat busy for so long.”
 Suddenly it felt as if every eye was on her, and Ariella had to squash down her panic of her identity being revealed. “Yes, we need to go.”
 Prell took her hand, squeezing it gently. She gave the Cythian girl a tremulous smile and was surprised when the girl grinned back at her.
 “Have fun,” she said with a wink at Ariella. “I have the feeling you deserve some.”
 The comment worried at Ariella as they made their way back out into the fair, letting Prell lead her. The girl had clearly known who she was, and had helped her hide it from that busybody. But why?
 The Cythians were superstitious about the Stars and the Graces. While any religion around the Stars had faded from the Vale at large, everyone said that the Cythians clung to tradition. People said it not as if it were good thing, but rather as if it were proof that the nomads really were the violent, backward monsters they were painted in tales.
 Prell passed her a warm cup, and the scent of it shook her out of her reverie. Soft white blocks (marshmallows, said Prell) swam in a sea of chocolate, and Ariella almost groaned with pleasure at the smell.
 “I’m sorry,” Prell said sheepishly, “I almost ruined your secret day.”
 Ariella shook her head. “No! It’s because of you that I have this day at all.”
 He smiled shyly at her, his hair flopping onto his forehead. He seemed at a loss for words. A warmth sat in her chest, radiating through her body and dissolving her panic at being discovered. She at a market with a friend. Her, the Grace-in-Waiting, the loneliest girl in the Everwood—with a human friend. Her heart felt so full she thought it might burst.
 “Hey,” she said, gently tapping at Prell’s shin with her foot. “If there’s music, there must be dancing. Yes? Can we go watch?”
 The crowds seemed to have thinned as the night deepened, and the fair had taken on a magical air. The jars of flame moths filled the whole market with their soft, fluttering light. The shifting patches of shadows and light made her feel brave, both hidden and truly seen at the same time. 
 The paper cup of hot chocolate warmed Ariella’s fingers and she sipped at it as they walked towards the music, slurping up the soft strings of melted marshmallow. The music came from a small band, set up on the edge of the market, near the foot of a bridge.
 People were indeed dancing, some in couples, some younger girls in enthusiastic clumps. Prell leaned over to look in her cup and took the empty thing from her.
 “Ready?” he asked.
 “For wh—” Ariella’s words were cut off with a squeak as Prell pulled her towards him and into a gap among the other dancers. The music was an upbeat jig, and they quickly fell into the rhythm of it, with all the requisite twirls and jumps required of the dance. The jig was followed by more structured dances, the Lepterian and the Rysine, dances that required switching partners. She kept her eyes on Prell throughout, uncaring of any of her new partners’ attempts to snag her attention. These dances that were slightly more sedate, but by no means calm. The music sped up again, and she danced with Prell until she could feel the sheen of sweat over her skin. Prell’s face was flushed, and her own cheeks were hot. She was about to suggest that they sit down for a song or two when the band changed tempo, and the music fell into something soft and beautiful.
 Prell’s eyes were bright as he held out a hand to her. An invitation. She stepped closer, ignoring his hand, and placing her own on his collarbone. The world narrowed. His face, his eyes so intent on her, drinking her in, were all she could see. His hands slipped around her waist, sliding around to her spine, and he tugged her into him. Her skin broke out into goosebumps and she ducked her head into his shoulder. They were barely moving to the music, but it surrounded Ariella, threading through her veins, heating her skin, her face. She was so aware of her body—of the parts that connected to Prell. Her hands on his chest, his hands on her back, his thumb making tiny, gentle strokes up and down her spine.
 She lifted her head, looking up through her lashes at him, and found him looking at her already, with blazing intensity. She tilted her head further back, her body pressing against his, the warmth of him flooding through her.
 Her lips parted—an invitation. He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers. His mouth hovered near hers, so tantalisingly, frustratingly close. She raised her head, and felt something slip, but she didn’t care, his mouth was so close now. She knew that the music must still be playing, but she couldn’t hear it. Prell’s lips brushed hers, and heat flared through her. She slid a hand up his chest and into his hair, bringing him closer to her.
 “The Grace-in-Waiting!”
 The shout made her jump, jolting her into icy panic. She pulled away from Prell, her hand going to her hair. The scarf, her anonymity, had slipped, leaving her bright copper hair on display for everyone in the square. The words made their way through the crowd in a buzz of whispers, people turning to stare. To point.
 The panic flooded through Ariella’s muscles, but she was frozen. The crowd was frozen too, unsure what to do this information.
 Prell snatched her scarf up from the cobbled stones, and grabbed her hand. He tugged her towards the band, no, towards the bridge. She stumbled, almost falling, but Prell’s arm wrapped around her waist, holding her as she regained her footing. They ran, making it to the bridge before the crowd seemed to realise what was happening.
 Then the sound of footsteps came, not many, but enough that Ariella knew they were pursued.
 Shouts of “Your Grace!” and “Ariella Grace” and “Speak to us! Please, Your Grace!” followed them as they dashed down the deserted streets of the Rose Quarter. Ariella had no idea where they were heading, but Prell held her hand tightly and she followed his sure footsteps. The cobbles, spelled for steadiness in wet weather gently gripped her feet as she ran. They crossed bridge after bridge, getting buffeted by the still strangely warm wind. The footsteps dogged them, but grew more and more silent as people fell away from the crowd of pursuers. At last Ariella recognised a copper bridge, twined with rose vines, empty now in winter, that led to the Poet’s Quarter. They were almost home, and the footsteps behind them had fallen utterly silent.
 They looked behind them to find the streets empty, and Ariella found herself laughing. The warm wind lifted the hair off her neck, drying the dampness from their quick run. Prell grinned at her, and they slowed their pace, walking more companionably towards the blue house Yora had turned into a home. They’d turned down its path, just steps from the front door, when voices floated towards them on the wind.
 “They’ll be back here, that’s for sure.”
 “Yes, let the others fall into Prell’s false trail. He’ll have to bring the Grace-in-Waiting back here eventually, and we’ll be here when he does.”
 Ariella started. She felt frozen again, panic making her stupid. The voices were so close now, the speakers would be here before they could get the door open. Prell pressed his finger to his lips and pulled her off the path, through Yora’s flower beds to the base of the house. Vines grew thickly around the side of the house. They were bare now, with winter coming, but the stems were thick and tangled.
 Trying hard not think of spiders, Ariella slipped into the gap to which Prell gestured then pressed herself into the vines, her back against the wall. But there was no other space deep enough for Prell. He peered around the corner, and Ariella saw his eyes widen in the dark. She leaned forward enough to see three figures making their way towards the garden gate, still caught up in their conversation.
 “…if she’ll just listen…”
 “The Synod is so unreasonable these days…”
 “It’s all that power, gone to their heads.” 
 Prell glanced around, looking for a gap to duck into. Ariella grabbed a handful of his shirt and tugged him towards her. This gap was big enough for both of them.
 Surprised, he fell into her, catching himself against the broad stone wall. He shuffled closer, until his elbows were against the wall, on either side of her head. His body, just a handbreadth from hers, blocked the chill of the night air, but not the wafts of warm river breeze.
 The strange speakers were still deciding whether to wait or whether to knock when Ariella heard the door open. Prell grinned, his teeth shining white in the dark, and Ariella shared his mirth. They deserved whatever Yora felt like dishing out.
 Snatches of her lecture floated to them, but Ariella wasn’t really listening. Prell was so close. The memory of the dance—of the almost kiss—made her toes curl in their sturdy work boots. That hot, tingly feeling spread out through her body again. The smile faded from Prell’s face, his eyes intense, and the air between them grew charged, as if a storm was coming.
 She stretched up onto her toes, sliding her hands onto his chest, into his hair, pulling his face down to hers. 
 Heat flooded through her, and she couldn’t think, couldn’t see or hear or sense anything other that Prell. The kiss became her whole world, his mouth soft and gentle on hers. He gathered her up, lifting her until her head was at the same height as his. He was crushing her against the wall, but it didn’t matter because she couldn’t breathe anyway. The kiss deepened and she let all thought go, losing herself in Prell.
 
  5
 A Different Kind of Magic
 
 The slam of the door woke her. Ariella scrambled up quickly, shoving aside her nest of blankets, and upsetting the loren, who meowed loudly in protest. She reached for her window and swung it open to see Yora haranguing the latest group of socialites. It was a mixed group today, one ruffled pink dress was accompanied by two shiny, pastel coats now making their way sheepishly back to the street.
 The hot wind of the previous night had disappeared, and the air held the sharply clean smell of gathering rain clouds. There was also a new, strange floral scent. She poked her head further out the window to look down—and stared in wonder.
 The thick vines that crawled up the side of the tall, narrow house were no longer bare. Lush greenery sprouted from the base of the tower, rustling in the cold wind off the river. The leaves were sparser higher up the vines, but green buds nestled in every nook, and she was sure she could see them swelling. Yellow star-shaped flowers nestled among the growth, their rich smell slightly sweet.
 It must be magic, these vines blooming now, at the onset of winter.
 “Breakfast!”
 The shout made her jump and she slammed her head against the top of the window. The pain helped her push away the confusing issue of the flowering vines. Trying to rub her head while getting dressed slowed her down, but not by much. She couldn’t wait to see Prell. Last night, after they’d sneaked inside, he’d sat on the floor beside her bed, holding her hand as she fell asleep. He’d told her his favourite children’s tales, ones she’d never heard from her own mother. The Oracle and the Pond, The Grace that Wasn’t, and her favourite so far, Astyria’s Tale, of the founding of the Vale.
 She was a bundle of nerves as she made her way downstairs, almost nauseous with excitement. What if he was sorry she’d kissed him? What if he’d only kissed back because she was the Grace-in-Waiting?
 She hesitated on the threshold of the kitchen, watching Yora bustle around, flipping potato cakes and scrambling eggs. And Prell—he looked up from stealing a sausage from her plate and grinned at her, wide and deep and real.
 Ariella’s fears dissolved in the burst of joy that flooded from her and she nearly skipped over to the table. Breakfast passed the same way as usual, with Prell eating freely from everyone else’s plates, and although she felt Yora’s gaze on her a few times, the kind woman, who had been more mother to her during a week than her own ever had, said nothing, simply offering more sausages and fried potato cakes.
 After a few false starts of forgotten coats or scarves, they left for the Gardens, Ariella’s hair was wrapped up tightly in a scarf. She’d suggested dyeing it, but Yora had shaken her head, and said, “Not worth the risk. Besides, I doubt it would take.”
 Ariella didn’t understand why Yora thought it was risky. Her mother wouldn’t have to know, but Yora had seemed uncharacteristically grim, so she didn’t push the issue.
 Outside, the flowering vines stood out—bright and fresh against the grey blustery day. They covered the side and entire back of the house. She glanced back as they set off, but Yora and Prell were talking about the influx of Cythians looking for winter work in the town, and didn’t seem to notice the spicy floral scent on the air.
 She held her breath until they were out of sight of the house. It could only be magic that had set the vines flowering—her magic—but she could hardly believe, let alone explain it.
 They made it to the Gardens without being stopped, although the anonymity of the scarf was less effective after the mistake at the market. Still, no one dared come near her, not while Yora was with her.
 Prell rolled his eyes at having to stake the beans, but left obediently, clutching a bundle of slim, straight sticks. Yora set her to weeding a low bed of figwort, a herb that liked the dark. She memorised the properties of the plant as she pulled out strings of tiny green shoots. The purple fleshy herb was used mostly for burns, but could be used anywhere that cooling would be useful, like bringing down fevers.
 It was peaceful, weeding, and she didn’t mind the burn in her muscles as she worked. It felt good. Useful. Yora moved her from bed to bed, and with each one, she ran over the features in her mind. Dogslove for muscle pain, Black-Eyed Oracle for rashes and rather whimsically, Goldenarm for luck. She’d laughed at that, but Yora had shrugged, and said that a little extra luck never hurt anyone. It certainly seemed to be true for Prell, who was one of the luckiest people she’d ever met.
 Their days fell into a rhythm, and still Yora didn’t ask about the vines. Prell had grinned at her, but had stopped asking questions when she’d avoided the subject. Slowly, with Yora as her unflagging defender, the morning visitors started to fade away, and Ariella began to feel safer. For the first time in her life she had what felt like a real family—one built on trust and love rather than pain and fear. Prell was usually working in a different greenhouse, but every few days, Yora would relent, and let them work in the same greenhouse, which would usually end with someone pressed up against a flowerbed, being thoroughly kissed.
 Rain swept across the islands, an unending wetness that made even Ariella, used to being cooped up indoors, restless. The sound of raindrops on the glass greenhouses was their constant companion, and although the warmth was welcome, Ariella felt itchy. She sighed and turned back to the empty, forked-over bed of rich dirt she was planting. She made a little indent and dropped a fat, round lovesknot seed into it. She patted the soil back in place and poured a little water on it. The last one. She sighed with the satisfaction of a job done well, and pulled off her gloves, thinking that a cup of tea might help with her restlessness.
 A spot of green caught her eye and she froze. One of the lovesknot seeds had pushed up a tiny sprout. As she watched, other tiny green fingers reached up from the soil. How could this be possible? She’d combed through the journals, smuggled from the library beneath her hearthome, and found nothing about awakening her magic.
 The green shoots unfurled further, thickening as they grew into tiny plants. It was undeniable. The plants in the greenhouse reacted to her, but the effects had been subtle—so subtle that she had wondered if she’d been imagining it. Beds she’d weeded had seemed lusher than others, the herbs seeming to grow faster and smell stronger than those around them. She’d ignored this, told herself that she was tired, and adjusting to a new life.
 But she wasn’t imaging this. The lovesknot spouts had slowed, but they were still inching upwards, starting to branch into a lattice above the soil’s surface.
 “Some seeds take better to magic than others.” Ariella jumped and found Yora standing behind her, smiling.
 “What do you mean?” she asked, a flood of nervous heat making her blush guiltily. Even though it was silly, she knew that if anything Yora would want to help, not condemn her.
 Yora’s smile widened, “Well, the moonsuckle on the house was a fairly obvious change.” Ariella felt her blush deepen.
 Yora reached out to squeeze her shoulder. “This is normal, Elle,” she said. Ariella found she quite liked Yora using Prell’s nickname for her. “This is how Graces start to show. Hasn’t the Synod been guiding you?”
 Ariella shook her head without thinking, then stopped, feeling guilty. Her mother was the head of the Synod of Light, the ruling council of the Vale, made up of nine people, each representing one of the Godstars. Her mother made ten, because the Grace was of all Stars, not just one. Ariella had met the Synod, of course, every year on her birthday when they came to inspect the young Grace. She’d always suspected they’d been looking for signs of magic, and every year left her feeling smaller and weaker than the year before. She’d begun to believe Ellentyre’s words—that she was a false Grace, a failure for the Vale. Possibly the end to all magic in the Vale at all.
 Yora clicked her tongue in irritation—Yora, who came from a Blooded family.
 “Do you know— I mean, can you tell me—” Ariella battled to get the words out. How did you ask someone to tell you something you should all ready know? The knowledge of what she was supposed to do should have been born into her.
 Yora sighed and shrugged a little. “My grandfather was mayor of Pyscoria once. He was also on the Synod—the representative for Feloren, the Luck Star. That was in the days when they were still careful to represent the whole of the Vale on the Synod. These days unless you’re Ystellian Blooded, you can forget it.”
 She beckoned Ariella to follow her down to the little corner where they kept the tea and chocolate. Outside, the rain pattered on the glass, turning the warm, softly lit greenhouse into a cosy haven.
 Yora passed her a biscuit. The older woman leaned back in her chair, her eyes on Ariella, while she considered her. “The Synod’s one job is to safeguard the Grace, and ensure that the Graces-in-Waiting are educated, trained and prepared for the Bonding. But like any group of people with a bit of power, they get greedy quickly.”
 “I can’t tell you much about the Bonding. It’s a secret told only to the Synod and Graces, but my grandfather spoke a lot in his old age, often about things he shouldn’t have. And I listened.”
 Ariella was trembling. She had waited so long for this, to find out how she was supposed to fulfil the destiny that had lain like a shadow over her life. She tucked her hands between her thighs to stop them shaking and waited. She didn’t dare interrupt Yora. She wouldn’t even know what to ask.
 “The nine Stars—” Yora hesitated, then ploughed on, “—they all require something of you. Of the Grace. I don’t know what it is—each one wants something related to its nature, to the magic it’ll bestow on you.” She gestured around at the greenhouse. “Judging by your effect on the plants, both here and on the moonsuckle—no, don’t apologise—I’d say you’ve bonded Anthia.”
 Ariela frowned and shook her head. “No, I couldn’t have, could I? Wouldn’t I know?” She swallowed, and admitted in a whisper, “I don’t even know where they are.”
 Yora smiled gently, “No Grace does. Not until they begin their bonding season. Can you imagine if everyone knew where they were? Anyone with a drop of the Blood would be at the focuses, trying everything they could to get the Star to bond with them.”
 “What? Anyone?”
 “That’s the part they leave out of stories. And not quite anyone—anyone with a drop of Grace blood. The Grace family used to be bigger, and the succession far less certain than it is now.”
 Ariella sat back, not quite stunned, not after the unpleasant revelations in her treasured journals, but very uncomfortable. She’d always thought that no matter how lacking she was in magic, that she was at least guaranteed her position. The Synod’s lack of guidance took on a sinister aspect.
 The door banged opened behind them, and a dripping Prell slouched in, bellowing for biscuits and warmth. The hustle and inevitable complaints about the smallness of the lunch pushed Ariella’s worries to one side, and she let Prell’s jokes lull her back into the cozy safety of her new-found family.
 
  6
 The Messenger
 
 After ten straight days of rain, they woke to a calm, breezy day. The sky was grey, but it was dry. Ariella found she quite liked the clean cool air, and the darkness made her feel more at home. Not quite the same as a forest canopy, but a lot less intimidating than the expanse of bright blue.
 Yora took one look outside and fetched two wide baskets from one of the hundreds of cupboards.
 “Mushrooms!” She brandished the baskets at them over breakfast. Ariella frowned down at hers, which was empty of anything, not just mushrooms.
 Prell elbowed her in ribs. “No silly. She means we should go mushroom hunting today.”
 Yora winked at Ariella. “Yes, get off these damp rocks, and go find some mushrooms. I have plans for them.” She tapped her wooden spoon against the side of the pot in which she was currently scrambling more eggs. There never seemed to be an end to Prell’s appetite, only to Yora’s willingness to feed him. The small loren chirped its agreement—it seemed as eager for an adventure as Ariella was.
 It felt strange to be leaving the islands, even if just for a few hours. She’d dreaded her exile, Ellentyre’s punishment for refusing to open the hidden library for her, but the islands had quickly turned from exile to home, and it was all due to Yora’s stubbornness. Ariella was giddy with fresh air, and she didn’t care that though the rain had stopped, the skies were still determinedly gloomy. Today she could spend alone with Prell, utterly unsupervised. Her fluttery nerves made her restless and eager to be away from the city. Prell picked up on her mood and soon they were racing each other over the bridges, across a small stretch of the plain and into the small wood below the river city.
 Prell’s advantage in the open with his long legs was lost the minute they stepped into the trees. Ariella was a child of the forest, and even this small, strange wood felt right to her in some ethereal, inexplicable way, as much home to her as Prell and Yora were. She slipped between the trees like a fish in a stream, the loren shadowing her every step. It only took her minutes to close Prell’s lead.
 He come to a stop in a small glade, leaning against a tree. Sneaking up behind him, Ariella did her best impression of a shadowcat growl. Prell jumped so high his feet left the ground, and his squeak of fear had Ariella collapsing in laughter. She fell to the forest floor, wiping tears from her eyes, giggles spilling hopelessly from her.
 Prell growled at her, and leaped onto her, pretending to bite her neck. She arched against him instead of away and his play bites turned into gentle nips at her throat. His hands were in her hair, his mouth moving slowly, achingly slowing up her neck, along her jaw and then, oh, to her mouth. He kissed her softly, but not timidly. And she returned every inch of it, deep, unhurried kisses. There was no one to hide from out here in the forest, and the loren was no doubt busy doing whatever loren did in the forest.
 She slid her hands along Prell’s wiry arms, across his chest, around his broad shoulders. He was always so warm, warmer even than her. Digging her hands into his shirt and his hair, she pulled him closer and leaned back, bringing him back with her, until the length of his body was stretched along hers. Their kisses deepened, limbs so intertwined that she wasn’t sure where she ended and Prell began.
 Her body felt liquid and hot, like molten gold. She pulled away from Prell, his lips were slightly swollen, and his cheeks flushed. The realisation came in a flash—she loved him.
 “I love you Ariella Grace,” Prell whispered, his dark eyes intense. She’d never felt so seen.
 “Prell—” Her voice broke. “How do you always read my mind?”
 His face softened, and he bumped his forehead down to hers.
 “I didn’t know it was possible to feel like this,” she said, whispering into his mouth, his lips only a breath away from hers. “I love you.” His mouth came down on hers again, with a gentle reverence, and she pressed herself against him, unable to to get close enough, her joy almost bubbling out of her.
 She accidentally bit his lip and he jerked back in surprise, before falling on her, growling and nipping at her neck. Ariella squirmed with laughter, her desire not gone, but dormant again for now. There was no reason to rush this—they had time. She hoped they had time, it was getting harder to ignore the sense of urgency that dogged her.
 Laughing, and floppy with joy and desire, they both fell back into the grass, legs still tangled together. Ariella’s body was still loose and warm, she lay in the crook of Prell’s arm, watching the shape of his jaw as he told her stories about all the trouble he’d got into with Jotan and Drummond—who she’d learned was the short one, who’d been so impressed with her treatment of Raef at the market.
 He told her about the time they’d stolen the town locksmith’s picks and he’d somehow managed to break not only into the mayor’s house, but into the very guarded pantry within, and stolen an Artefact that made what was considered to be the best mead in the entire Vale of Astyria, by those who had been lucky enough to drink it.
 “You must have been so sick afterwards.”
 He laughed. “Yes. After I climbed down from trying to perform the Rysine on the mayor’s roof, Mom didn’t have to punish me. I felt so terrible for the next week that it was punishment enough. Even now the smell of mead makes me sick.” He grinned at her.
 Laughing, she arched up to press a quick kiss of his mouth, part of her still disbelieving that this was her life now. That she could have got so lucky. “I suppose we should bring home some mushrooms, or your mother may never let us out alone together again.”
 Prell’s grin was wolfish as he pushed himself up on his elbow. “We still have time.”
 Ariella returned his grin, her skin already flushing with anticipation when something soft brushed her bare foot.
 The loren sat at her feet, its body stiff and ears pricked.
 She pushed herself upward quickly, ignoring the spinning in her head. “Something’s wrong.”
 Prell didn’t argue, getting to his feet in flash and looking around them at the clearing. “There’s a storm coming in,” he said softly, as if worried that he might be overheard, “but I can’t see anything else.”
 He held out a hand for Ariella, and she quickly got to her feet, straightening her clothes and fetching her basket even as the loren trotted toward the edge of the clearing, clearly eager for them to follow it.
 Then she heard it, the crunch of twigs, the rustle of leaves. Someone was close.
 “Who’s there?” she called.
 “Just me, Gracelet,” said Oscar, coming into view. The portly man, the first person she’d met on when she arrived in Pyscoria, looked as grey as the sky today. “Come to fetch you and the boy home for some news.”
 “You can tell us now,” said Ariella.
 “Can’t,” he said simply.
 Ariella suppressed her sigh of irritation, her earlier panic making her snappy. “Why not?”
 “Gotta tell Yora too, and not saying it twice.”
 Oscar was immovable, and even Prell’s jokey prodding couldn’t get him to open up. The loren climbed into her still-empty basket, and they all set off for home. The grey skies had darkened, Prell was right—a storm was brewing. Ariella found herself leading the way out of the forest. The light wasn’t much better outside of the trees, but the sparkling city on the river was a clear beacon.
 Ariella kept glancing at Prell, her heart in her throat. Oscar could only be here to fetch her away—either to the mayor’s house or to Ellentyre’s. She should have known this day was coming, but somehow, the past few weeks had lulled her into believing that Yora could do anything, and that maybe, with some time, so could she.
 Tears threatened, but she tilted back her head. She wouldn’t let them escape. She hadn’t give Ellentyre the satisfaction of seeing her cry in many years, not through all the bruises, not even when her ribs were cracked. Her mother might not be here to see her, but she was shadows-damned if she would let that woman make her cry. Never again.
 She squared her shoulders against the dread, although it grew heavier with every step towards Pyscoria. She was so sick of being powerless.
 It was too soon. The loren was purring from his perch in her basket, his eyes wide and worried as he gazed up at her. Prell’s warm hand bumped into her empty one as they crossed the first bridge back into Pyscoria and she clung to it as she would to a raft in a stormy river. It had started to drizzle by the time they reached the narrow blue house.
 Yora was waiting for them in the kitchen, as if she knew they were bringing back a visitor. She placed steaming cups of chocolate in front of Ariella and Prell, then took her seat at the table again.
 Oscar was left standing near the door, no mug for him. It was the first time Ariella had ever seen Yora snub a guest.
 He let out a giant sigh. “I’m just the messenger, you know.”
 Yora arched an eyebrow. “Out with it then. Shouldn’t be too hard. Mellie’s already been all over town with the news.”
 The stocky man’s face coloured. “I didn’t…” Then he sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Well, you know how wives are.”
 Another eyebrow raise from Yora.
 “She’s to go to the mayor’s house. Tonight. He’s back already, and wants to dine with her tomorrow to establish her schedule for the upcoming season.”
 “What does she need a schedule for?”
 Oscar blushed deeply, and glanced at Prell and Ariella’s clasped hands.
 “Courting. Mayor says it’s time, and that Hunter boy will be down in a week or two.”
 Ariella found her voice. “What Hunter boy?”
 “You should know him. Lives up in the tree city. Tainn, I think.”
 She shook her head, it couldn’t be. She’d forgotten. Tangled up with Prell, it was so easy to forget that the choice wasn’t hers, that the Grace’s marriage was arranged generations before she was born.
 “No,” she said, shaking her head, “I won’t go, and I won’t be courted.” She lifted her chin, and hoped no one could see it wobbling. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 Yora’s face softened, but Ariella could see the regret in her eyes. “You can stay here as long as you like Ariella Grace. There will always be a place for you here, but, you’re still to be the Grace, and that comes with responsibilities. The mayor will one day be one of your advisors.” The older woman sighed. “Oscar, you’ve delivered your message, and given that the whole town knew before the Grace-in-Waiting did, you can confidently say that the message was successfully delivered. You can go now.”
 Oscar shifted awkwardly. “I’m supposed to bring her to the mayor’s house.”
 “I’m not going,” said Ariella with a trembling voice.
 Oscar sighed. “Come on, love, you’re only making it harder on yourself. You’ve got a duty to do.”
 Anger bubbled up in her chest—this man wanted to lecture her on duty? Ellentyre had given her a life-long lesson on duty. She’d taken beatings for her duty.
 “I will be at the dinner tomorrow evening, but I will not be moving into the mayor’s house. And I will not accept suitors.”
 “But—”
 Yora interrupted Oscar. “I thought you were just the messenger?” A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, and warmth flooded Ariella. Prell’s hand tightened around hers under the table, giving a lie to the nonchalant way he was slurping up his hot chocolate. The loren had begun to groom itself on the kitchen table, and had angled its bottom at Oscar.
 Oscar looked at each of them, then threw his hands up with a groan. “Message delivered then,” he mumbled and showed himself out.
 The door snicked shut behind him, and Ariella’s freedom left with him.
 
  7
 A Bigger Battle
 
 The mayor’s house was everything she’d come to expect from the Pyscorian Blood. Set at the centre of the four islands that made up the Rose Quarter, the residence was by far the largest of the Blood’s mansions. It must have been at least six stories high—not unusual in itself for Pyscorian homes—but it stood as wide as four houses, was surrounded by gardens and the whole thing was ringed with a bright copper fence. Ostentatious was an understatement.
 Ariella hated it.
 Prell, picking up on her mood, squeezed her hand, grinning at her as if her life wasn’t about to be ripped apart. But the irritation did distract her from despair, and she smiled back at Prell. She wasn’t here alone.
 She lifted the brass rose-shaped knocker, and rapped on the door.
 The Cythian girl whipped open the door as if she’d been waiting behind it. Ariella took a step back in surprise and glanced around her. Had they come to the wrong place?
 The girl from the market was almost unrecognisable. The long central mane of her hair had been unbraided, and parted so that it fell over the shaved sides of her head. The limp strands looked strange and sad, too little hair for too much head. She was wearing a plain grey dress that sat oddly on her, a bit too tight on the hips and short enough to show her ankles. But even out of her leathers and velvets, she was still intimidating.
 She grimaced at them. “You’re in the right place. If you’re here for that windbag, that is.”
 Ariella rolled her eyes. “Unfortunately.”
 “You can still leave, you know.” The girl looked over shoulder, as if to check whether they were being watched. “He’s in a foul mood. Has been since he got back and found out about the market. He was furious that you weren’t here.”
 Ariella shared a glance with Prell. His loose posture and easy grin had disappeared, and he looked about ready to bolt, but he squeezed her hand and nodded at her. He waited for her to decide, and afraid as he was, he’d respect whatever she chose.
 She drew a deep breath and stepped into the house. “I’ll have to deal with him sometime.”
 The blonde girl’s eyes were sympathetic as she held out a hand for their coats. Ariella handed hers over, slightly embarrassed by the white loren fur that was all too visible on the black wool. The small cat had grumbled at the loss of its favourite pillow when she’d slipped it out from under him earlier.
 “If you don’t mind me asking—” she started, still utterly disoriented at finding the strong girl from the market here.
 “Why am I here?” the girl finished for her.
 Ariella nodded nervously.
 “Food is hard to come by in winter. The smaller the clan, the better the meals.” She shrugged as she tugged Prell’s coat from his hands and flapped him away from the coat rack, upset that he was trying to hang it up himself. “So those of us who can find winter work in the city stay on.” She frowned. “My dad says I was lucky to get work at the mayor’s.”
 “Jesna!”
 The Cythian girl jumped at the bellow that echoed down the stairwell. She reflexively pushed her hair behind her ear then yanked it forward again almost straight away—but not before Ariella saw a dark purple bruise marring the soft skin behind her ear and under the blonde stubble.
 “Is that the girl? Bring her in here.”
 Jesna rolled her eyes at Ariella and gestured for them to follow her. Ariella’s skin had gone clammy, the bruise on the Cythian’s head all too reminiscent of the bruises she’d worn over the years, courtesy of Ellentyre. She’d been wondering what kind of man the mayor was, willing to give him the benefit of the doubt despite the quiet gaps and pointed looks that punctuated any conversation where he was the subject.
 The massive house was dark, the few candles too small and too far apart to make any difference to the gloom that swallowed the high ceilings. Ariella shivered, half-wishing she’d taken Jesna’s suggestion to run.
 Yora had strongly suggested that she leave her beloved leather pants at home and wear one of the more traditional gowns Ellentyre had insisted she pack. She’d chosen the plainest one, a simple dark dress, although with skirts were so wide Prell was forced to walk an arm’s length from her. She wanted the mayor to see her as an adult, rather than a child playing dress-up in sparkling gowns.
 Jesna led them up several sets of stairs. “He’s in the conservatory,” she said, not even out of breath as they headed up the third and what Ariella hoped was the last flight of slippery marble stairs. “I swear he chooses it just make our lives harder,” she muttered under her breath.
 Ariella shared another look with Prell, whose hand was as sweaty as hers, but neither of them let go. Fear was making Ariella’s chest tight, making it even harder not to pant as she climbed the seemingly endless stairs upward. The Cythian girl was one of the most impressive people she’d ever met—and a few weeks in the mayor’s house had hunched her shoulders, and faded her tanned skin, so that she looked like a memory of herself.
 Finally the girl stopped in front of a set of massive wooden doors, accented with gleaming brass detail and handles the size of her head. She waited until Ariella had regained her breath then backed into one of the doors, using the weight of her body to swing it inward.
 She gestured into the room, and whispered “Good luck,” as Prell and Ariella walked slowly through the doorway.
 The room was made of glass, the walls and ceiling utterly transparent. The conservatory itself was dark—darker even than the rest of the house. But beyond the room, the city of Pyscoria twinkled. Patches of shifting light marked out the islands among the dark channels of the river.
 Ariella tore away her gaze from the view below. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the wide, empty room and she could see now that the airy interior wasn’t as empty as she’d first thought. A table had been placed near the far glass wall, in front of a set of open balcony doors. A small candelabra sat in the centre of the delicate dining table, and at the end of this, with his back to the doors, sat the mayor. Endorian, the last remaining member of the Rochard family.
 He wasn’t what she’d expected. He was average in almost every way, his only distinguishing feature the white wings of hair that flared out from behind his ears, the only light patches among his still-dark hair. Somehow she’d expected someone older, someone more threatening. This man looked utterly ordinary.
 Only one place had been set, to the right of him. Despite herself, Ariella swallowed. Prell squeezed her hand and made his way to the other—bare—side of the table. Endorian’s jaw tightened at the sight of Prell, and the thought that she’d annoyed him dissipated some of her fear. This was a power game, and a far less subtle one than the ones her mother played.
 She found herself smiling slightly as she took her seat and remembered not to incline her head to the mayor. The Grace-in-Waiting outranked everyone except the Grace herself—a fact he’d seemed to have forgotten. She resisted the urge to point out that as the highest-ranking Blood in the room, the seat at the head of the table should be hers. She had bigger battles to fight, and her hands were still sweating. She’d never been good at theses power games, but she did know that winning meant picking your battles.
 Jesna saved her the trouble of insisting on a place for Prell, bustling into the dim room with her arms full and quickly setting a place in front of him. The room was silent except for the rattle of cutlery and crockery. Jesna snapped out a white linen napkin, and laid it on Prell’s lap then hurried out when Endorian waved her away from him.
 His eyes hadn’t left Ariella. He took another sip from his glass of amber liquid. Up close, she could see that his eyes were dark—a rarity in the Vale. She’d thought them exotic on some of the boys from town. Now she didn’t. Up close, the mayor wasn’t ordinary at all; his cold, expressionless face unsettled her. The exotic eyes on him were just terrifying. They weighed her, and judging by the slight sneer hovering on his lips, they found her wanting.
 The silence stretched out, thin and brittle, almost a living thing in the dark room.
 Ariella forced herself to wait, swallowing the greetings and excuses that threatened to leap from her lips.
 “Why is it that I returned yesterday to find that the little Grace-in-Waiting had snubbed my home? Why is it, that despite my messenger, I find you still at the home of a mere merchant? And a Blood traitor at that.” Endorian’s shoulders were stiff with the irritation of being forced to speak first.
 The first battle was won, but Ariella swallowed despite herself, her fear a reflexive thing. “My mother might have sent me to foster in Pyscoria, but I am old enough to choose where to foster. And I chose to foster at a home with a host who was polite enough to be home when I arrived.”
 Endorian’s face didn’t change expression as he said, “Old enough to choose where to foster, but not old enough to be courted?”
 Ariella was starting to wilt under his harsh gaze. She didn’t dare glance at Prell. They still hadn’t discussed the issue of courting. She hadn’t want to crush whatever young delicate thing was growing between them with the weight of any expectation.
 She felt a small shift in the air, an almost inaudible pop, and then, a brush of soft fur against her leg. The loren had materialised under the table, and the soft, wet press of its nose against her calf made her braver. A friend. She had friends, allies. Despite what the mayor and her mother would like her to believe, she was not at their mercy.
 She coughed a little to cover the noise of the loren’s appearance, and Jesna, who had been fussing at a sideboard came over to pour her a glass of water. Prell pushed his own glass across the table and Jesna, ignoring Endorian’s glare, leaned over the table to fill it.
 The grey sleeve of her dress inched up, baring her wrist, and this time she didn’t get the sleeve down fast enough to hide the bruises. Finger-shaped bruises.
 “Who did this?” asked Prell in alarm, pushing back his chair and reaching for the Cythian girl’s arm.
 Jesna leaned away quickly, tugging her sleeve down. She glanced at Ariella—a glance of shared understanding, and a request—and hurried quickly back to the sideboard.
 “Such dramatics,” said Endorian with an edge to his voice. “The girl is clumsy. And slow.” He put a heavy emphasis on the last word and Jesna jumped, hurrying towards the door. Prell opened his mouth to protest, but Ariella shook her head at him. He would only make it worse. Attention always made it worse. Jesna deserved better from them, but all they could buy her was less blame. When Prell didn’t sit, she shook her head again, and he subsided, looking worried and confused.
 “The main course had better not be cold when it arrives on this table,” Endorian continued, without raising his voice. Jesna’s footsteps hastened.
 The mayor kept his eyes on her. “It seems like Ellentyre has done us all a disservice in you. She obviously has not taught you discipline or respect.” His mouth turned downward and he sipped the golden liquid in his glass. “How disappointing.”
 The anger at Jesna’s bruises froze into a hard, cold ball of dread in her stomach, while shame heated her cheeks. Ariella opened her mouth, but found that she couldn’t speak—not without crying and proving his point.
 She was a fool to think she could stand up to him, to think that she could break free of the expectations heaped on her to make her own path. She was too afraid to look at Prell. She’d brought him here and into this.
 The loren pressed itself to her leg, its soft fur bringing her back to this room, to this moment. Memories of past failures, and of the harsh, sometimes bloody punishments that followed, threatened to overwhelm her, beckoning her to relive them.
 But the loren was here, purring now, despite the threat of discovery. Her first real friend. And now she had another one.
 The gentle vibrations against her leg gave her strength. She blinked away her tears and raised her chin.
 The mayor wasn’t even looking at her. A small frown brought his brows together like a great furry caterpillar, and suddenly it was as if she was looking at him from far away—an average man in every sense, except perhaps his cruelty.
 Prell gave her a tremulous smile from across the table. He tilted his head, an unasked question. She found she could return his smile, answering, that yes, she was all right.
 “And this—” Endorian swung his index finger from Ariella to Prell and back. “This will come to a stop.” Another sip of the amber liquid. “The Synod will be arriving next week, and they be bringing along your betrothed.”
 Ariella went stiff. The loren’s purr turned into a low growl, picking up her mood.
 “I have no betrothed,” she snapped back. “Was I not clear when I said I would not accept courtship?”
 The door swung open and Jesna hurried in, holding two large white plates. One, heaped with meat, was set before the mayor. Another, filled only with assorted leafy greens and a small piece of fish, Jesna set before Ariella. The Cythian turned her mouth downward, as if to say sorry for the meal, before hurrying out again. Ariella’s heart broke a little, seeing this strong, confident girl forced into fearful servitude.
 Endorian’s smile was feral. “Perfectly clear, little Ariella. Or should I say, not so little Ariella.” He glanced meaningfully at the salad in front of her, and she wanted to smack the plate right off the table. Prell gave a low growl, but Endorian continued, “What you seem to be unclear on is that you are not in charge. You are the Grace-in-Waiting only, and at the mercy of the Synod of Light’s dictates. The same as any citizen of the Vale.”
 “You’re wrong,” said Prell.
 The mayor almost snapped his neck, his head turned so quickly.
 “The Grace—or Grace-in-Waiting—” Prell inclined his head to Ariella. “—answers to no one. Graces belong only to themselves and to the Stars. If Elle says she won’t be accepting courtship, she will not. And you’ll discover that not everyone finds the Synod’s fascination with power comforting. The Grace still commands loyalty.”
 “Yora’s whelp,” drawled Endorian, leaning back in his chair to look fully at Prell for the first time. He swirled his glass of whiskey, the smell floating through the room. “A disgrace to the Blood. I shouldn’t be surprised that you champion discarding rules and tradition.” His lip curled.
 “Don’t speak to him like that!” 
 “You are in my house, girl,” Endorian thundered at her, smashing his glass down on the table, all semblance of calm detachment vanishing. “You will behave like the lady you are expected to be, or I will show you the discipline that your mother clearly hasn’t.”
 The faint clatter of a plate being set on the table shattered the tension, and Ariella turned to find Jesna stepping away from the table where she’d set Prell’s plate.
 “I know just the kind of discipline you’re talking of,” said Ariella. “I can see it stamped on Jesna’s body.”
 Behind him, Jesna was shaking her head. Don’t draw attention to it, it’ll only get worse. But she wouldn’t let it, not anymore.
 Ariella held her eyes as she said, “And it’s the kind of discipline my mother has used on me my whole life.” She gritted her teeth and pushed back her chair, “I used to think that I was the problem. Just too stupid, too slow. A disappointing, frustrating child that Mother had the grim task of shaping into someone worthy of power.” She let her lip curl, let the disgust for Endorian and his actions show on her face. “But now I know that I am not the problem. That the kind of discipline you speak of is for the weak.”
 Prell pushed back his chair, grinning at her, but Ariella wouldn’t—couldn’t—leave Jesna to face the kind of abuse she knew the mayor was doling out. “Come with us,” she said, “There are other—”
 “Where do you think you’re going?” Endorian didn’t bother to stand, instead, picking up his knife and fork and tucking into his meal. “You will be staying here. You will greet the Synod next week as a properly behaved lady, and you will accept the courtship of your betrothed.”
 Ariella laughed. She didn’t mean to, but it suddenly seemed so absurd. This small, petty man deciding what she would do with her life.
 He moved faster than she would have thought possible. She was embarrassed that she didn’t see it coming—his slap knocked her backwards and sent her stumbling back into her chair. The shock of it, as well as the throbbing ache, brought tears to her eyes but it had been a long time since she’d let anyone see her tears. If she didn’t give Ellentyre the satisfaction, she wouldn’t give it to this man either.
 “Don’t you touch her.” Prell’s snarl was low and feral. She’d never heard him sound like that. She turned back to see him throw a punch at Endorian, but her sweet, beautiful Prell wasn’t a fighter. His punch went wide by a mile, and the mayor moved like a snake, his arm whipping out and tugging Prell to him, his elbow locked under Prell’s chin.
 Prell, his back to Endorian’s chest, struggled, but the man ignored him utterly. He pointed at Ariella. “Sit.”
 She swallowed and nodded, tucking hair that had flown lose of her braid behind her ear. “Please, let him go. He can’t breathe.” She tried to keep the panic from her voice, but Endorian’s lips twitched into a small smile.
 She squeezed her hands together, not daring to move from the chair, paralysed by the violence and feeling like a fool for trying to stand up to this man. Why had she thought this time would be any different? Prell was trapped, and being hurt, and all she could do was beg. She’d didn’t deserve Prell—she’d know it was too good to be true. A part of her had been waiting, knowing that something would end it.
 “So weak.” His eyes bored into hers. “I really expected more from a whelp of Ellentyre’s. Perhaps the Blood really does run weakly these days. All the more reason to marry you off to a properly Blooded man, and get a few strong Blooded Graces on you. You’ll play your part for the Vale in that way, at least.”
 Prell’s struggles intensified at his words, but his face was going red. The mayor’s grip was too strong, blocking his airway.
 “Yes, fine!” shouted Ariella. “But please, please, let Prell go.”
 “Yes?” hissed Endorian, clearly enjoying his position of power.
 “Yes. I will be whatever you need me to be, but please let him go.” She couldn’t stop the tears that welled up and spilled over. He was right, she was weak, so weak.
 Endorian glanced at Prell, whose struggles had slowed. He was running out of air.
 Ariella wrung her hands, half out of her seat, desperate to free Prell, but slow and stupid with fear. The heavy ringing of metal sounded out through the room, and Endorian’s face went slack. His arm loosened and Ariella was pulling Prell to her a heartbeat later, shocked and grateful as Jesna backed away from the mayor, the heavy silver tray she’d just hit him with clasped to her chest.
 Ariella had her arms round Prell, rubbing his back as he gulped in air. They had to leave. She needed to get Prell away from this man.
 But Endorian caught himself on the edge of the table. His hand went to his hair and came away bloody. His roar of anger made Ariella flinch. He turned to Jesna, who was now trapped in the corner behind the table and sideboard. There was no way for her to avoid the man. The only escape was the balcony, and they were several floors up.
 The world slowed. Ariella felt the blood pulsing in her veins, saw how it would play out: the mayor, with his bullying hands on Jesna again. She knew all to well what it felt like, the incoherent rage and hurt. The shameful bruises.
 She was sick of it. Sick of bullies who believed they had a right to hurt others in order to shape the world to their will. And she wanted it to stop. The rage was beating in her blood, throbbing in her head and heart. She started to move towards Jesna, to protect her.
 A glass pane shattered as moonflower vines rushed in. They grabbed Endorian as he reached for Jesna, yanking him backwards from her. His strangled cry was cut off as the vines wrapped around his throat.
 Ariella started back in shock.
 “Is that you?” whispered Jesna, as he struggled with the vines, screaming incoherently through this green gag.
 Ariella shook her head. “I— I think so, but not on purpose.” She clenched her fists and the vines tightened in response. She spread them open as quickly as she could, barely even a second later, but not in time to stop the soft crack that echoed through the room. The vines unfurled from around Endorian in response to Ariella’s open hands, and his body dropped to the floor, soft and quiet.
 Dread was a heavy weight in her belly, but she fought it as she stepped slowly toward the mayor, disbelieving. The vines rustled as she moved forward, like a dog waiting for a command. She couldn’t look at them—couldn’t look away from Endorian’s body, where his head was flopped over to the side, too far for a normal neck to turn.
 It was broken.
 She had broken it.
 Her breathing hitched. She had killed someone. A bully, yes, but still a person. Shame, and guilt and fear flooded through her body. With the crack, the world as she knew it had ended.
 She gave a little scream as a hand landed on her shoulder. Prell. He wrapped an arm around her. “It was an accident,” he said softly, gently turning her chin until she was looking at him. His large hazel eyes were guileless, and they held nothing but understanding and compassion. “You were defending yourself.”
 “And me,” said a soft voice behind her. Jesna was looking down at Endorian’s body with dispassionate interest. “You were defending me.”
 “I killed him,” Ariella whispered, still in shock.
 Jesna’s lip curled, and for a second Ariella thought she’d spit on the body. Instead, she just said, “He deserved it.”
 Her voice was so cold, so hard, that Ariella wondered if that ill-fitting grey dress hid even more bruises.
 She swallowed and looked from Jesna to Prell. “What do we do now?” Her question was a whisper. Suddenly the thought of being discovered with the body was the worst thing that she could think of.
 The loren, forgotten in the chaos, peeked out from under the long tablecloth. Ariella held out her hand to it. “It’s safe now,” she said, and realised that it was true. The world had shifted on its axis. She didn’t yet understand how she controlled the plants, didn’t understand what she’d done with the vines, but it was clear that she did have power. And the ability to use it.
 And that she would never allow herself or anyone else to be abused again. She breathed out.
 The vines were there, waiting for her. They rustled at her thought, and moved to wrap around the mayor’s body. They snaked backwards, dragging the body through the gaping shattered hole in the glass wall. Then they loosened again, dropping the remains.
 A wet thud sounded a few seconds later. 
 They looked at each other, all three holding their breath. Then Jesna broke the silence. “Sad how clumsy the mayor gets when he drinks,” she said archly, using Endorian’s earlier words against him. “It’s well known in the house that he stumbles when he’s had too much whiskey.”
 “What a pity that he stumbled right off the balcony,” said Prell softly, nodding slowly at Jesna.
 Ariella looked from one to the other, hardly daring to believe what she was hearing. Prell went on, “And what a pity that the Synod thought it would be safe here for the Grace. We’re lucky she wasn’t harmed by such a violent, careless man.”
 Jesna nodded, her mouth twitching up as they resolved the story between them, keeping Ariella’s hands clean of blood.
 Ariella cleared her throat, looking at Jesna, “Things might be—disrupted—here for a little while, but Yora always needs more help at the Gardens.”
 Prell nodded fiercely in agreement. “Yes. She does, and we have more than enough space for another boarder.” He grinned at Ariella then turned to Jesna. Her eyes were wide as she looked from one to another.
 Ariella looked at her seriously. “And there is no clumsiness at Yora’s house.” 
 Jesna nodded carefully. “It might be best if we weren’t here when the body is discovered.”
 Prell shared a glance with Ariella. “And we should warn Yora about his clumsiness.”
 The loren led the way through the dark, quiet passages of the mayor’s large home, its overly large ears attuned to the slightest sound of discovery. Jesna disappeared on the way down, but was waiting for them in the foyer, a small bag slung over her shoulder. They shrugged into their coats and let themselves out into the night.
 Ariella could see the shape of the Endorian’s slumped form on the lawn and shuddered. Jesna took her hand, squeezing slightly. Prell took the other one, and together they made their way away from the Rose Quarter, and its hidden cruelties.
 It wasn’t over yet—she knew that their absence couldn’t absolve them of guilt—but it could give them a head start. The warm safety of the Poet’s Quarter waited for them, and together they would weather whatever storm came.
 Ariella didn’t look back.
 
 Coming Soon
 The Forest of Fate
 The next Vale of Stars novella is coming soon. Get it for FREE when it releases by signing up for Hailey’s newsletter. 
 Reserve your free copy
 
 Enjoyed the Story?
 Reviews are so important in helping books get noticed. New readers count on honest reviews to help them make decisions about which books to buy. 
 

 If you’ve enjoyed this book, it would be a huge help to me if you could leave a quick review.
 
 





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/f3e2301d-b792-47a6-b3b7-49aed68a64c9.png





OEBPS/images/e1118c56-4f9e-4579-8b99-a2f3b2dd8cf9.jpeg





