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Every Dark Shadow is an immersive adventure fantasy set in a brutal world ruled by a monarch bent on oppressing the magic-born, which includes elements of war, mental and physical torture, dangerous situations, blood, descriptive violence, injuries, death, and some graphic language. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please note before entering the Whispers of Dust & Darkness universe.








  
   To those who know how it feels to be chased by your own dark shadows.
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  ORDER OF THE MAGIES

THE SPECIAL ARMY: 
The King’s Elite Magical Army
Knight Captain
Serge
Lieuten
Privfir
Priv 

THE CONSTELLI
Academy of Magie Sciences
Headmaster
Sages
Apprentices
Students

WITCHISTS
Guild of Spellers
Shadowcasters
Spellcasters
Animaters

MATTERISTS
Guild of Influencers
Benders of Flame | Air | Water
Enchanters

MORPHISTS
Guild of Transformers
Shifters
Fabricaters








  
  Seasons stretch as long as the gods of Magus deign. If once again the leaves curl their parched lips and claw the brittle earth with thirst, be prepared. For anything might happen in shifting moons.

—GRIMM HERMES 
Headmaster, Constelli Academy of Magie Sciences, 
Excerpt from Origins of the Moons
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A world away, a man shambled out of a dark corner wiping his mouth. The dead body stayed, shackled to his chamber walls—what remained of it, anyway, gutted to an ashen shell, drained of flesh and bone and sinew and its humming magic. 
Outside the castle, a bell tolled midnight. The sound rang across the courtyard and inside the open windows, echoing off gilded walls and archways, into the siphoner’s ears. 
Dropping his pricking blade, slick with blood, he stooped to accept the magic he’d stolen. 
Power seeped like salve into his tissues, rounding and tightening, smoothing a half-century of wear set in his thick creases. 
Under a crown, the shock of his white hair colored a deep blue-black, his spine cracked and straightened, and from a feeble old man rose a virile ruler, time reversed or never passed at all.
The man was Osiris Lestat, and he felt no remorse. 
Siphoning was his talent, honed well nearly every day since taking the Gray Throne. There was no better way to prevent his half-mortal body from withering to bones or remind his kingdom magic would not be allowed to run amok. Not until he had a far more powerful source at his command. 
In the chambers, he surveyed his silent audience. Kingsguards. Servants. And one more Magie in chains. 
“What do you know of the source I seek?” he seethed at the magic-born.
The prisoner’s eyes shone wide in confusion. Like they all did. “Nothing, Majesty. Nothing. Please—please!” His face split in terror between Osiris and the pile of ash on the chamber floor that had been his kin. 
Lies. Someone must know something. 
With or without confessions, though, he would have what he required—a source of magic to ensure his infinite reign. To his knowledge, there was one like that left. One his armies hunted.
It vanished years ago, as quickly as it made itself known.
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Ophelia Dannan isn’t a fragile flower, but Rune is watching her like she is. Where they lie on their backs, wheat fields corral the horizon as far as her gaze yearns. The blackberry sky domes the earth, winking its vigilant stars. And it’s not that the world beyond this little farm will crush her, but Rune is assessing her as if it might. 
Rune, whose eyes aren’t the right degree of glazed yet. 
Sitting up out of his scrutiny, she dangles a clear flask in his direction. “Another drink?” she asks, giving it a little shake so that the bottle sloshes with pine-sharp gin.
He studies her another long moment before reaching a slow arm to take it. “One more, Fellie.” 
Obliging her, he pulls a long quaff, and she’s impressed at both his effort—the scent alone scalds her nose from here—and that he agreed to reap a bottle from the farmhand in the first place. 
A sigh ekes from Rune’s lips as he passes the liquor to her, settling again on his back. 
Ophelia pinches her lips and pretends to match his swig, then lies down herself, wedging the flask in the stalks. Eyeing Rune, she retrieves her worn copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, taking a moment to enjoy the feel of its soft pages against her thumb, inhaling the stirring scent of stories sewn into the leather binding, then as has become their routine, she reads aloud from where she left off, before the gin. 
All too soon, night shivers in the thin fabric of her dress and catches in her voice.
Rune’s raven locks fall as his head turns toward her once more. “Are you cold?” His little finger brushes Ophelia’s at her side, and warmth floods at the contact. 
“Not at all.” She clamps her teeth to hide their clatter. She’s not about to tell Rune she’s cold. He’ll only insist they go in. And she needs more air. More night. More freedom than the closed-up, flower-papered walls her bedroom offers. 
And more time to help Rune sleep well tonight, if she’s to have any hope of slipping by him in the morning.
A traitorous chill trills the length of her. She’s had only the smallest sip of liquor. 
Of course, Rune misses nothing. “You are cold.” He starts to rise.
“Just let the gin do its job, Rune. Do you never go off duty?” 
Something flickers across his face. Then he looks amused. “I might consider it, if you stop choosing activities that give your aunt and uncle heart palpitations.” He settles back again and folds his hands behind his head. 
The movement makes his white shirt, untucked from his trousers, lift just enough she can see the slightest pink of skin.
She throws her eyes heavenward. “If I didn’t instigate fun, we’d both die of boredom.”
It’s half true. Rune has always been fun. It’s her favorite thing about him. That she can send him a smirk across the stables and, minutes later, they’ll be sneaking to the river to swim or racing horses through the field. 
She tries to remember if he’s always been so protective, or if he’s grown that way over the years at the urging of her caretakers. 
“I’m all for fun, Fellie. I’ve also got horses to break in the morning.”
Ophelia sits up on her elbows. “Fine. As long as you know I’m not one of them.”
Rune rolls toward her, a smart reply ready. Instead, his hand starts to rise, and then it falls again. “Can I tell you something, Fellie?”
His words are unexpectedly serious, like his glass green eyes. They make her hold her breath. 
“You’ve got straw in your hair.” 
She lays back down. “I don’t care.” 
But Rune’s freeing laugh makes her look twice at him while he isn’t watching. She tries never to notice how handsome he is, but this close it’s sort of impossible to miss the hollow in his chin, the way his eyes glitter like emeralds in the moonlight, his lips, soft as pillows…
“I think you have that book memorized,” he tells her, motioning to it, still in her hand. “What do you like about it?” She can see he’s genuinely curious. As well as a love of stories, they share that trait. Always wanting to know more. To challenge the other’s ideas.
Though, he is looking more relaxed now. 
Good.
“I admire her courage,” Ophelia says, fanning the pages. “She followed the rabbit, though she had no idea where it would lead.”
Rune’s brow reaches and falls. “Sounds like a good way to find trouble.” 
“Someday I’ll be reading you my books. Only, they’ll speak about real life.” Her eyes drift to him. “Perhaps what it’s like to be stuck on a suffocating farm with an insufferably boring farm hand.”
Rune smiles. “Are you sure this is real life?” His words are molasses now, tired and slow. “How do you know this isn’t a dream? Maybe in real life, I’m lying in a field alone in my breeches.”
Her face heats. 
The gin is clearly working, because Rune reaches a knuckle over to graze her cheek. “Ah, that’s how we tell. There’s no blushing in dreams.”
Rune’s hand falls away, and Ophelia forces her attention to the sky, which is making a blanket over them. “What do you think is out there, Rune? A whole other world?”
“Sure.” 
He is obliging her, again, as though it’s a game. They’ve always played games, ever since… She isn’t sure how long. Since they were kids, maybe. Though, for some reason, the memory of meeting Rune is out of reach.
“What kind of world?” she prompts. 
After a long second, a word sighs from his lips. “Gray.” 
She pushes her tousled long curls away to see him. “Gray?” It isn’t his usual answer. “How is a world a color? And what about magic horses and birds that tell secrets? Sentient trees and ruthless kings?” 
These are the things Rune usually dreams up when they tell each other stories. It seems he isn’t in the mood tonight. 
Or, the liquor is working its magic.
“Haven’t we had enough entertainment for tonight, Fellie?” He offers her a lazy smile, then he stretches his long legs like one of the farm cats Ophelia hears now, mousing in the field, and yawns. “I could sleep like the dead.”
His gaze drifts, the gin making his breaths long. He’s less watchful or worried the world may swallow her up now. Which, of course, is what she’s been hoping for. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When the sun notches over the fields, Ophelia tears down the gravel from the farmhouse, keeping to the carriage tracks that cut through red-brown dirt. It’s a half-mile to the main road. 
She leaps over the darkness made by the towering oaks that line the drive and stretch like fingers to grasp at her. 
With her own hand, she makes a quick circle motion on her forehead. She’s always been superstitious about shadows. Though, the shade is welcome. 
The temperature is already rising in the countryside, where cover is sparse amongst the fields. With breath huffing and loose tendrils of hair scratching like quills across her face, Ophelia twists to look over her shoulder. Seeing no one, not Aunt’s petite profile or Rune’s lithesome silhouette, her face splits into a triumphant smile, and she pats the spot in her dress where opportunity, in the form of a particular square of paper, is safely tucked.
Racing on, eyes forward, Ophelia knows the white farmhouse and two barns are still within sight behind her, along with the spreading fields and forest. A tractor plows, stirring plumes of dust. But at the next tree, most of it disappears behind the hill. And at the tree after that, with the branch that bends like it’s waving, only half of the house is still visible. 
She looks back again and can just make out, standing by the well, her graying aunt with her hand raised to shield the sun. 
Ophelia is too far to hear her chirping, calling her back. She is sure that’s what she’s doing. Aunt has never approved of Ophelia on her own, and Ophelia hasn’t missed all the times she casually suggested Rune accompany her when she gets the itch for more diversion than the farm can offer. Rune, who breaks horses and fetches supplies and sometimes encourages her fun. Rune, who Ophelia has known since… She focuses on her feet, trying to picture the day he came. For some reason, that first meeting still eludes her.
But she has other things to think of now. 
She has two minutes before Aunt wakes Rune, before he flies down to stop her and pulls her back to chores. The heat wave and drought are prematurely ripening crops. Even the oats are almost ready for cradle, and it’s not even August. There’s plenty of work to go around. But that’s always true on the farm. 
Today, Ophelia’s betting, just this once—because of the gin—she can beat Rune to the road. Which is her first step to proving she doesn’t need their vigilance. She’s capable of making her own way. 
She can already hear the carts bumping, heading to the city.
She risks one more glance back. Just when she’s sure she’s in the clear, she hears the unmistakable slam of the screen door. 
Pushing faster, Ophelia hits the main road, eyes scanning carriages. 
No, not Mr. Haversham. He has wandering eyes that make her uncomfortable, even if he does tote a wife and three children to church on Sundays. There’s Mrs. Lewis, in her phaeton. A ride like hers would be smoother. But no. She trades gossip like pie recipes. How many afternoons has she come to show off her latest fashions, doling judgments of immigrants over tea? She will only send Ophelia home. 
A well-worn wagon rounds the curve toward her. There. “Walter!” 
All she has to do is smile at the errand boy from two farms over, and he moans, “Whoaaaa,” pulling back on the reins. His two horses stomp and whinny, and Walter, no more than thirteen, gives Ophelia a quizzical look as she leaps onto the bed of the wagon, wedging between bound stacks of wheat headed to market.
“Go!” she commands.
Walter is so surprised at her fervor, he jerks the reins and the wagon leaps forward. As it does, Rune’s slender profile peaks over the hill. He’s stumbling, pulling on a boot, galloping while shoving up suspenders. 
He’s close enough now, she can hear him yell. “Fellie!”
She’s about to blow him a kiss to rub it in—it’s always him managing to outwit her, and this may be the first time she’ll get to explore the city without being watched. She’s grown, after all, and there are plenty of girls who peruse the stores without a male companion. But when Ophelia raises her hand, the sun catches Rune just right. 
Even from a distance, she sees alarm written across his usually easygoing face. 
Rather than gloating, an impulse brings her fist to her lips and she stretches it out long toward Rune. 
Her heart pumps faster when he doesn’t stop his pursuit. In fact, she almost shouts for Walter to slow. But the cart is pulling up over a hill, and she’s torn. The trees are giving way to a vast view she doesn’t want to miss. Open, rolling hills. Undulating in a way Ophelia imagines the wildest seas must. 
She can’t remember traveling farther than Manhattanville. Though, something nags at the thought. Like maybe she has.
The sky opens, and as far as she can see waves golden wheat, except where some hills are plowed straight through and the ground is leveled and combed to make roads. 
A jostle of the wagon snaps Ophelia’s attention to the trip-trot of hooves, and she wonders if Rune will actually run all ten miles to the city.
Does she hope he will? 
When she checks the road again, Rune isn’t there. 
After a while, a sizable city is unfolding. Tenements, general stores, shops, and banks. The bustle of carriages and food carts. People. With it all, the suffocating feeling of the farm and the harvest and her vigilant aunt and uncle fall away. Her face swivels at every passing carriage, darts with the paperboys as they cut between wagons, lands on the society women clandestine in princess dresses and pale skin. 
Ophelia examines her own hands, bronze from the sun and her mixed heritage, and slides out a small mirror from her pocket. 
She checks her face. Alert eyes, black as coal. Velvet brows. Hair fighting to spring free from her coiled braid. She smooths each dark strand, then frowns at a smear of dirt on her forehead. How did she manage that? She swipes a palm to rub it clean. She has to use her skirt to dab the sheen on her cheeks, where a constellation of freckles kisses a trail across the bridge of her nose. 
That’s the best she can do.
Walter’s wagon comes to a stop at a trading post, where half a dozen other carts are unloading food for market. She tucks the mirror away, smooths her skirt—her best and favorite for the hand-sewn lace trim at the neck. With a wave, Ophelia calls a thanks to Walter and slides off the wagon, as ladylike as she’s able with the energy of the city making her eager. 
The streets are bursting with merchants setting wares in front of stores, traders calling out about fine pelts and furs, children shouting about peanuts and hot corn. 
But Ophelia is looking for something particular. 
She moves along the walks, scanning for a sign, her hand checking she still has the one possession she carries everywhere around her neck. A rose gold locket with little flowers etched into the metal. 
Lifting her chin, she squares her shoulders, like the other women in vibrant dresses do as they promenade with their companions. As she hurries, she hears snippets of gossip about eligible husbands, private balls, new money, the birth of tenements and thoroughfares. When she passes two women garbed in vivid yellows and blues, their eyes catch on her with distaste. 
She drops her gaze as she was taught to do in the presence of wealth. But bitterness also narrows her brow. It lifts her gaze, and she stares right back at them, until the women with their rouged cheeks turn away.
Aunt would chide her. “Blend in, Ophelia. It is of utmost importance. Your time to make your mark will come, but if you want to make waves someday you must first gain passage to the sea.”
Ophelia does, in fact, want to make waves. She wants to sail to vaster parts and write about her travels. She’s finished grammar school. She can’t spend the rest of her younger years staring out to fields, pretending just beyond it is water sparkling like gemstones or magic or…whatever it is she pretends from Rune’s old stories. 
Yes, she wants to make waves. Only, not someday. Now. Determined, she sets her eyes forward. 
The city’s brimming with faces in all shades. Light, dark. In between, like her. A medley of accents and languages fall off lips. To society women, Ophelia must look like one of the newly arrived in New York. They’d never guess she lives a few miles north. That she was born in… She doesn’t remember where, exactly. Her Aunt told her once. Somewhere north of the Hudson or south of the East.
The crowd thins, and there looms the tenement. Trailing down the street is a long line of women and girls looking very much like her in white or brown dresses that require no corset at all, that have no bustle or ornamental stitching down their bodice.
Ophelia reaches for the opportunity tucked in her dress. A thin paper carefully torn from Uncle’s newspaper after breakfast yesterday, while Rune was stealing the last helping of eggs off the cookstove, making Aunt laugh.
HELP WANTED—Girls over 14. Textiles. Sewing experience not needed. Welfare looked after by skilled nurse. 
This is why she left Rune running down the road. Like Aunt and Uncle, he would talk her out of the job. It’s too far. It’s dangerous. The tenements are squalor. She has a safe, comfortable place on the farm. 
Ophelia doesn’t want to wither in the safe and comfortable, slouched over gardens and dirty dishes. She doesn’t want to be looked at as a girl who needs protecting from the great big world. She wants to be part of it. Which is why she’ll be needing her own money.
Deep in thought, Ophelia weaves to dodge two chatting men and collides with a boy pushing a cart. Half of his things go spilling into the road.
“I’m so sorry,” she breathes, hurrying to help. 
The things are canvases, covered in patchwork cloths. The boy squats in his brown trousers, shoes worn at the toe, and tips his hat. He has the most unremarkable young face Ophelia ever saw. Everything about him is round and pale. 
Except his eyes. They are so dark one could fall into them and never hit bottom. 
She drops the canvases in her hands. 
She’s falling from a window seat. Beside her, a cup of water crashes, breaking. A boy with deep onyx skin is there, dark eyes rounding in fear. 
“… your companion, Miss?” 
Ophelia startles. “Sorry, what?”  
The boy looks past her up the street. “Do you have a companion?” 
“I-I’m fine.” She quickly stands, shoving the canvases toward the boy, apologizing again. He starts to say something, but Ophelia is already moving down the street. 
She puts a hand to her forehead as she walks. The heat must be getting to her. She prefers the more temperate seasons. Spring, especially, when life is blooming and women can be outdoors under all this fabric without the threat of passing out. 
Just before the tenement that houses the factory, Ophelia’s feet slow. 
A strange feeling makes her turn to smudgy windows. Inside a bookstore, men are carting more canvases and easels, hanging frames on walls. 
It’s an art exhibit.
She tears her eyes away to the line outside the factory, where dozens of girls fan themselves from the heat. Ophelia should take her place—this is why she’s here. And yet, the line may be shorter in a few minutes.
She follows her curiosity inside, thirsting to see colors, to examine every straight and curving line. 
The proprietors hanging art have slicked hair and curled accents and are too busy to notice her. As she passes a few other patrons, she’s torn between reading book covers and memorizing artwork. 
Before she knows it, she has wandered so far inside, she’s in the middle of an entirely separate, empty room. It’s lined with wainscoting and has a single window, blocked with soot. Something pulls her eyes to a curtain, drawn over a very tall, very wide golden frame positioned on the back wall. The curtain is caught on the top corner as though someone hastily covered it.
Ophelia inhales, peeking a single swirl of color. A mesmerizing shade of blue. 
She stiffens as pictures grip her mind.
Smudged fingers grip a wood handle. A brush plunges into paint. Into water dyed blue. Water spins in a stone cup. “Will you paint one for me?”
“Hey!” A brusque voice cuts from the doorway, and Ophelia whirls, adrenaline shooting straight down her spine.
A man with a thick mustache quivering on his lip balls his fists. “What’re ye doin’ back here? Shop’s closed to the likes of you.” 
Her heart cantors, recovering from…whatever that was. A memory?
“Are ye’ deaf?” the man shouts, throwing his arm out. “I said get gone, whiffet!”
Ophelia glares at the man. Whiffet? But he is large, and the way he knuckles a palm with one hand makes her hurry from the room, through the shop where, mercifully, there’s no cart boy or Rune. 
She doesn’t stop until she reaches the heat of the sidewalk and the line, where she should’ve gone to start. At least it’s shortened now. 
Taking her place, Ophelia maneuvers herself into a narrow alleyway—no more than an arm’s length across—to relish its shade. She savors deep breaths, tipping her head back. Better, that’s better.
“You apply?” a small voice asks.
Ophelia drops her chin to meet inquisitive blue eyes. A girl with a fair pallor, slender nose, and hair like nutmeg casts an eager smile at her. 
“I am.” Ophelia nods. “Do you sew?”
The girl shakes her head. “Ima will teach me, my sisters. I teach them English.” She motions ahead in line to a woman with two other girls, slightly older. They’re near replicas of this one, who can’t be older than fourteen. 
“I am Rivka,” she says. “We be friends. Work together, I hope?”
“I’m Ophelia. I’d like that.” She can’t think of a single friend she has besides Rune. She likes the idea. “Your boots are beautiful.” She noticed the deep red leather under the girl’s skirt right away. They shine on a sidewalk of worn, brown footwear. 
The girl’s smile stretches. “Shoes from Aba for birthday. He work months to buy. Now I work, help. So I don’t need marry.” 
The girl gives Ophelia a small wave as her mother pulls her back. Ophelia feels the sense that she’s part of something, just being here. Part of a world that’s starting to change.
She repositions herself in the shade of the alley. It’s a cool breath on her neck, and she takes a moment to run through her plan. She’ll apply today. Once she gets the job, she’ll tell Aunt and Uncle and Rune. Either she’ll hitch rides to the city, or she’ll work out a way to stay here. She’ll have a job. Education. Then all the traveling her earnings will allow. 
Maybe Rune would join her on her travels.
Ophelia’s busy getting lost in the idea when the line moves, something shudders behind her, and a pair of large hands reach out from the shadows to grab her. 
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Ophelia is paralyzed, which doesn’t bode well given the hand over her mouth and how she’s being swiftly pulled at the waist, deeper into the alleyway. 
Something like a moan escapes her lips.
“Quiet.” A low voice vibrates through her.
Think. What can she do with only a locket and bare hands? Think!
A snapshot bursts with no warning in her mind. An image of a young man with piercing blue eyes, long golden-brown hair, a faint scar down a broad cheek. She has no idea who he is, but his face makes her want to fight. 
Ophelia’s elbow flies, connecting with jawbone. The hand at her mouth falls, and she’s struck with the alley’s scent of waste. 
Seizing the opportunity, she throws her elbow once more. But her assailant is ready and catches her arm tightly, spinning her round. 
She’s pinned by dark eyes with no bottom. Eyes that this time don’t belong to a round, pale, unremarkable face, but one sculpted with rich black skin. The hair on his head is midnight and trimmed short, like photos of officers Ophelia has seen in papers. But unlike those in the photos, intricate markings splinter and twist in gold lines against the smooth skin of his neck. 
Something crackles down her spine, and she has the oddest sense she’s seen him before.
He’s breathtaking. Bewitching. And out of place, with his strange marks and unfamiliar uniform. 
His long coat is a dark blue with lighter azure shoulders, stitched more intricately than even society men wear. 
He stands so close. Inappropriately so. Before she can utter a word or run, he leans even closer, so all she sees are those eyes. 
“You don’t belong here,” he bites, his words deep and clipped, and he looks at her fiercely, with all the urgency of a steaming train. “You need to get home. Get to Rune.” 
She starts at Rune’s name, her wits returning. “How do you know Rune? Who are you?”
His eyes blink hard, as if pained. When he straightens, she sees just how tall he is—massively so—but then her name is echoing off the brick of the alley walls. 
“Fellie!” He’s come. Dashing, hair flopping, up the other end of the alleyway, Rune is running toward her. 
Ophelia slips around the stranger. After several steps, a torrent of vertigo makes her tilt. Catching herself on the wall, she squeezes her eyes shut, just for a second, until the wave passes, until it’s like she imagined it. 
She whirls then, searching for ever-dark eyes. 
The stranger is gone. 
Ophelia rushes to the edge of the alley, casting a look to the street. The line of young women is gone, and there’s only traffic of carts and people, as before. Nothing unusual.
Reaching her, Rune takes hold of her arms. There’s no glimmer of mischief or play on his face. He doesn’t yell at her for evading him. His eyes dart down the walk, then up, as if the weather may turn or the sky may fall. 
Without a word, he takes her hand and tugs her back into the alley behind him, away from the factory and her dreams.
“Rune. Did you see—”
“Move faster. We don’t have much time.”
“Time for what?” 
They burst onto the sidewalk at the other end, just missing a group of women who don’t notice Rune and Ophelia at all. Because they’re looking to the sky, too. 
And then.
Snap.
The explosion is so sudden, it sends Ophelia crashing to her knees in the street. The advertisement blows into the wind. Rune pulls her up hard, as horrid cracks and pops and screams ring in her ears. 
Tugging her after him, he doesn’t look back. Not when a roar of heat blazes behind them. Not as girls cry out from a great height. 
Girls at the factory. 
Ophelia covers an ear with one hand, but she has to look back. And she sees them. Two girls, climbing out a window onto a fire escape, flames lapping after them. She yanks out of Rune’s hold, and an instinct to help turns her feet in the direction of the fire. 
“Fellie!”
She fights through people gawking or trying to run away from the factory. She keeps her focus on the girls. Girls who are practically children. 
A boom from inside the factory shakes the iron landing above, and the girls cry out, staggering for balance.
Fire scorches wood. A building, engulfed in flames. There are children screaming, screaming, screaming.
The flash in her mind sends Ophelia nearly falling at the edge of the crowd. She blinks away the panic, grasping for the ladder that climbs to the third floor where those girls huddle.
Another snap. A plume of smoke. A searing chemical stench. And too quickly there are falling screams that knife her soul.
A hand grabs her wrist, jerking Ophelia away a moment before she hears two distinct weights thud on the ground behind her.
Now she wishes she hadn’t looked. 
Girls with long brown skirts lie motionless, limbs twisting at impossible angles, their faces down in the street. 
More screams cry from the tenement above.  
She pulls against Rune’s hand, and he stops, gathering her close, cupping her face. He locks her eyes. “I’m sorry, Fellie. You’re too important. We’re going to run. You’re going to follow me.”
Her panic uncoils, and her feet relent. 
Rune takes her hand again, tugging her faster. As he does, there are whistles, like alarms. Horses and carriages scream past them in the direction of the fire. 
They run quietly until they reach the trading post and carriages. After a long moment of catching their breaths, Rune turns a remorseful face on her. 
“I’m sorry I let you down,” he says, like he’s failed her personally. 
Like he could have known the factory would explode. 
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Omissions to spare someone pain. Excuses to keep peace between friends. Tall tales that protect a person’s freedom. Mistakes better punished with your own guilt. 
When Rune draws Ophelia into the farmhouse, though, she has no excuses.
Uncle has stopped plowing and stands with Aunt in the parlor. The pinching lines in his ruddy cheeks tell Ophelia he’s containing words. Aunt’s red hands, twisting a cheesecloth, speak the same. They’ve been worried hours about her return. Yet, her guardians say nothing. 
They must know what happened. And, along with her regret, it’s punishment enough.
She can still hear the desperate cries, feel the heat on her back.
“Ophelia?” Aunt says gently. She must see the quiver of Ophelia’s lip. Or notice Ophelia’s fingers, gripping her locket, absently rubbing the rose gold. It’s a habit. When she’s lost, when there’s no making sense of things.
“Go upstairs, Fellie,” Rune suggests quietly. “I’ll bring up some hot water.”
She doesn’t fight him. Craving a moment alone, she turns for the heartwood stairs that march up steeply to the second story, where her room is tucked at the back. She listens to the creaks and groans of her weight on the steps, the vague moans and whinnies coming from the pasture outside, and the absence of voices downstairs. 
Her small bedroom with the flowery paper and lace curtains is full of sifted sunlight, oblivious to the horrors she’s seen. Shouldn’t the world be in mourning? 
Ophelia’s feet stop moving as a discussion begins beneath her. They’ve moved to the kitchen, where their words float through the drafty floorboards.
“…what could’ve happened if she’d died?” It’s Aunt’s voice, harsh and worried. 
“I know. I know.” Rune, anguished.
“Hart intervened then? You’re certain?” Uncle.
Hart?
There’s a long pause. And for some reason Ophelia finds she’s holding her breath. “Yes. I’m sure,” Rune says.
“You know what this means?” Aunt’s voice lowers. “She has to be moved.”
A heavy pause. 
“Make the arrangements,” Rune says.
Ophelia stares at the floorboards after the voices go quiet. At a creak on the stairs, she hurries to the washtub and sits to unlace her boots. 
When Rune lets himself in a moment later, setting the basin of steaming water by the porcelain tub, their eyes meet.
“What were you talking about down there?” Ophelia asks. 
For a second, he looks sad. But he flicks his head to shoo the hair from his eyes and fixes his mouth. “They heard about the fire.” Rune nods at the window. “A neighbor returning from the city gave them the news.” 
Ophelia lets her gaze drift. She can still envision the smoke creeping across the sky. She can almost smell the burnt skin. 
It lingered in her nose all the way home. 
“Can I?” Rune nods at her boots.
Ophelia holds one out. He’ll only see her stocking. It’s nothing he hasn’t seen swimming in the river in the forest. Still, here in the small washroom with no farm cats or clouds watching, with her emotions raw, it feels intimate.
Rune unlaces a boot and pulls, tossing it in the corner. It stirs the dust on the floorboards, and Ophelia tucks the foot under her skirts.
“What did Aunt mean, ‘She has to be moved?’”
Rune’s hand stops, only for a second, on the next boot. The way he won’t look up makes Ophelia stare harder at him. “Just someone she knows in the tenements,” Rune says, pulling off the next boot.
The girls. If she’d gone right to the line instead of following that pull to the art shop…
Wetness slips down her cheek. Rune reaches a hand to catch it, and she swallows a lump as thick as oats, slowly raising her eyes. 
“I just wanted some freedom, Rune.” It’s a selfish excuse now, one that plummets straight from her lips and splats on the floor.
Rune’s left eyebrow twitches, the way it does when he’s preparing a clever reply. But it goes still again. Instead, the two gentle peaks in his lip smooth in a flat line, a frown that’s trying to be a smile. “Sometimes freedom comes at a price, and we don’t know till after.”
Rune gets up, walks to the door, and Ophelia contemplates his words, which don’t sound like the carefree Rune she knows. 
“I have to see to the horses the rest of the day, but there’s a special errand I need you to run with me in the morning.” He says it tight, as if he’s having trouble getting the words out. “Get some rest, Ophelia.”
As she washes her skin, a layer of soot and ash swirling into the washtub, she considers how Rune called her by her full name.
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Hart never should have been in the mortal world. 
Hours after a passage spits him across planes to his own, his mind is still burning with the image of Ophelia Dannan. 
He squeezes his calves against the siegehorse he rides and it rears, throwing back its blade-sharp horns, snorting a puff of cool spring air. It throttles into the cover of a blooming forest, and together they cut east across the kingdom of Magus. 
The bones in the borrowed body he wears creak, and Hart catches a look at the hands guiding the horse. Pale, thin, not his own. 
He shifted the moment he returned to Magus, and already his true form protests. 
At the heart of the wood speckled with fading sunlight, Hart tugs the reins, calling, “Whoa!” 
Muscles and bones floating, he dismounts before the horse can stop, yanking off his coat, his shirt. Rolling to a knee, he grips a tree that twists like rope. 
Hart can wear any face. Usually, they’re of the dead. Some are for spying. Some for blending in. And some are for disappearing altogether, when he wishes to pretend he has no magic at all. 
Or, like today, when the Special Army can’t know where one of its own has been.
He doubles over. 
With magic twisting his insides, fire catches in Hart’s skin, and the shift to his own form begins.
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For one, he hates the view. 
Gray Castle looms in the distance with dooming gray towers and sharp spires. The Rott River to the north flows between the castle and the capital city—Cirque, sprawling with aristocratic wealth. 
Crats, he thinks darkly.
But it’s the pallor of Cirque, the film covering it, that turns Hart’s stomach. Ash means death, and it coats every road upwind of the castle. He imagines the king responsible for the soot sees it as a great reminder for Magies. See how you’ll end up, you magic-born, should you defy the monarchy. 
Crossing a drawbridge, he approaches a mammoth stone keep. Twilight has darkened four words on a sweeping arched gate: HIS MAJESTY’S SPECIAL ARMY. 
A torch flares above on the curtain wall. Then another. Silhouettes—soldiers—move their hands in a dance, and fire breathes from them, arcing to light other torches, until seven burn in all. Seven torches for Magus’s seven regions, and seven spikes on the king’s crown. 
A fitting welcome for the keep dubbed the Pyre. The display, meant to honor the king, makes him sick.
He slows the siegehorse at the gate, waiting. Almost instantly, a rust-colored head pops over, and a young woman shouts down, “Who comes?” 
“Privfir Hart Aurum.”
The soldier peers at his jacket, dark blue like all Special Army coats. She’s inspecting the two bars stitched around his collar—insignia that confirms Hart’s position. The Special Army has four ranks of authority: Priv, privfir, lieuten and serge. 
Hart’s already checked her collar. One bar. She’s a priv, a rank below him. 
Her eyes rove from his collar to his shoulders and the cuffs of his sleeves. All three are stitched in light-blue whorls, like fingerprints, a pattern that tells her his guild. He can see her wondering why a Morphist—a shifter, at that—would be on this particular steed, returning to the Pyre alone.
“Where are you coming from on the horse?” she calls.
“Special assignment, on behalf of the knight captain,” he lies. 
The shoulders and cuffs of her coat are stitched a light green, in a vining pattern. A Matterist. Specifically, a Bender. 
Good. 
If there must be a Matterist at the gate, he’d prefer one who can influence the elements over one who can manipulate minds.
“Well?” Hart calls up, steeling his face against the lingering nausea from his shift. 
After another long look, the priv finally whirls her arm, and a rush of obedient air turns a heavy crank that lets Hart gallop inside. 
He loosens a breath as he enters the busy yard. Lengthening his spine, he keeps his chin above the collar of his coat and trots past a yard full of soldiers-in-training unloading water and ale barrels, oat sacks, nuts, and fruit stores from wagons.
He feels their eyes on his coat, too. The length of it also marks him a privfir. The longer the coat, the higher the rank. Hart’s hits at his thighs. 
Here, it inspires reverence, and the grunts keep their heads down as he passes. Beyond Cirque, though, the coat breeds hostility. Mostly among Magies who didn’t come up through the Constelli, the king’s academy, who weren’t assigned at sixteen like Hart was to the Special Army, and who saw him as working for the enemy. 
Hart lashes the reins and rounds the great hall, passing groups training by guild. Dismounting, seeing no officials, he returns the siegehorse to its stall. As he turns to leave, he stops hard. 
The wagons are there, all set in a line. Empty, with their caged gates and special padlocks. 
His mind burns again. This time, recalling a village square at dusk, where he huddled in a circle of children under a glowing tree. 
“Are we sure no one’s watching?” a boy, no more than seven, asked, peeking over shoulders. 
“We’re fine,” another said. 
Hart nudged the girl with dark braids beside him. “Should we be doing this?”
The girl didn’t answer him. Her eyes were focused, curious. “How will we know if we’re Magies?”
Kenna, the older girl instigating things, answered, “You feel the power like heat. If it’s in your hands, you’re Witchist. If your neck, you’re Morphist. If your head, you’re Matterist. I’ll show you.” She reached up to grasp a branch, breaking it off. 
Hart can remember how the light in the stick died as it split from the tree, and how it made the girl beside him with the braids flinch. 
“Give me your arm.” Kenna grabbed for a boy, lashing the branch across it to break skin. The rest of them gaped, and Kenna put a hand over the cut. A moment later, after murmurs, the lash was gone.
“She is a Spellcaster!” a boy shouted. 
“A healer, specifically. Who’s next?”
The girl beside Hart stuck her arm out. He put it down. “Don’t do it.”
“I want to see what it feels like.” She thrust her arm out again. 
In his mind, Hart can still see the branch dragging across her skin, deeper than the other boy’s. Blood spilling. She bit her lip but didn’t cry.
He clenched his fists as Kenna slid a hand over the wound. But the blood continued to drip. 
“It’s not healing,” Hart said.
“Maybe I need another minute.” Kenna concentrated, to no avail.
Hart was ready to go for a healer, just as the sound of rattling wagons came. Then they were all running. 
Only two of them escaped that time. 
Afterward, Hart’s mother had taken his face in her shaking hands. “It’s not safe, Hart. Never, never use your magic in plain sight.”
Hart stalks past the Special Army wagons now. Vessels that reek of fear and stolen magic and ghosts of his youth.
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In less than an hour, he’s sponged his skin and dressed sharply in a fresh coat. Still he waits for the dinner call. It’s too much time and not enough to get control of the wild thing in his chest. To make his heart what it was yesterday—a cold, flat, steady muscle that doesn’t race or stutter or feel. 
This is what it does to see Ophelia.
He went a year without her. For good reason, he’s stayed away and tried to forget her entirely. Hart tells himself this is no different than how she’s spelled to forget. 
He growls to himself, picturing her dappled cheeks. The flecks in her dark eyes that shone with no recognition when Hart whirled her around in an alleyway. And her relief, not at seeing him, but seeing Rune.
Rune, who should have been watching her, Hart thinks, as agitation missiles. Are Matterists so distracted? And what of the Witchist Falcon Thames? He has less to lose than Hart and would’ve received the Spellcaster’s summons to New York more quickly than he had, given those born under the Witchist guild speak mind to mind and don’t have to wait for a daw bird. 
What was Falcon doing?
He wishes placing blame would fix his irritation. It doesn’t. Because the bigger culprit is magic, which the world would be better off without. And while he’s rarely impulsive or driven to desperation, he is now. 
It’s not an emotion he can show here.
Hart bars his door, propping a chair beneath its knob. Sinks to the wood trunk at the end of his cot. Releases a hatch in the bottom. Then pulls out his papers and chalks.
If he can’t erase Ophelia’s image, perhaps releasing it will do the job.
A few minutes later, his fingertips are caked. And she is there on the page. Her hair longer, her figure softer in places and sharper in others.
The muscle in his chest thumps, mocking him. He glares at her face. 
And just as he grabs for the paper to burn it in the gaslight, there’s pounding. One-two-three. “Dinner!” a voice calls. 
More pounding, at other doors. “Dinner, lads!”
Doors open and shut. There’s laughter and boots hitting tower steps. Then another rap comes, light and quick, on his own door.
The knob jiggles. “Aurum? Are you back?” Another rap.
No time for burning paper. Hart spins to the trunk, stowing it, then arranges a wool and other items atop. This isn’t something he can risk on his person. What was he thinking drawing it? 
No one has seen her face in Magus since the day the three of them agreed to all this. The day their watches began.
It’s fine, Hart tells himself, latching the trunk. He’ll burn it later.
With a breath, he unlocks his door. His brow is damp, but his heart slow, and his face, at last, devoid of emotion.
For all appearances, he’s a dedicated soldier.
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“Where’ve you been off to this time, Aurum?” A bounce punctuates Winter’s every heel-step against stone floors as he straightens the cuffs on his own blue coat.
Hart has never understood Winter’s lightness. Morphists tend to be harder, their nature carved by the strength and stamina and focus required to mold, reshape, and hold forms. 
Somehow Winter manages optimism despite their guild, despite this world. 
Hart merely stalks while Winter babbles on as if they’re chums. It’s a notion Hart has been trying to dispel three-and-a-half years now, since they arrived. Winter has cheerily ignored it. 
“Did Rivmere send you somewhere exciting? Like the Belly?” A twinkle dances in Winter’s ruddy eyes as they step into the dining hall.
Voices flood. Hearty cheers ring in response to stories from soldiers, all wearing dark blue coats threaded with either blue or green or red patterns. They take up long tables that run the width of the room. 
Hart scans for his captain in the crowd. 
He’s surprised to see Rivmere’s place at the head table empty. He’s been away several days now. More absent, in general, from the Pyre in recent weeks. Hart’s noticed training and day-to-day business have been left to his officials. 
Winter is a happy hound following Hart to the mess line. “Is it all I hear it is? The Belly?”
“What do you hear?” 
“That men bet their souls at gambling halls. And fight to the death for freedom. That Crats bring their Magies to wage—”
“Don’t glorify it.” He gives the soldier a harsh look. “Crats may bow at the king’s feet, but their morals live in the sewers.”
Winter glances around, till he’s satisfied no one’s listening. “You mistake me. It just must be exciting getting special orders. Far superior to village raids.” Winter frowns. He’d never speak openly against the crown, though he may disagree with the job. 
As a Fabricater, Winter mostly repairs wagons and forges weapons. But he’s seen the same terrible things Hart has.
“How’d you manage it?” Winter asks. “Not even a lieuten yet and you have the favor of Rivmere.”
“It’s not favor if you have no choice in the matter.”
“You’re mostly off raids,” he points out. 
“There are worse things than the wagons.” Let Winter think he’s been off at Rivmere’s behest, to the Underbelly or elsewhere.
In line, Hart takes a bowl of stew, smelling of nuts and roots, piled with cuts of crusty bread. But his head is full, and it’s leeching to his stomach, slaying his appetite. 
To top it off, two grunts take up space at his usual table. Hart only needs to tower there, and they trip over themselves to move.
He knows he’s being prickly. More than usual. The reason is drawn on paper upstairs in his room.
There may be consequences for Ophelia seeing him in New York. It’s all he can think about.
Settling across from Hart, Winter continues to yap. His talking, and the heat lapping from torches—six to a wall and one in an iron chandelier above—only stokes his impatience. 
He needs to get upstairs in order to burn that paper.
“…Six months till you’re twenty, Aurum. Then your four years are up. What’s your plan? Put in for a path to lieuten?” Winter clears his full spoon of stew. 
Hart has barely touched his meal, and Winter’s bowl is nearly empty. 
“I’ve still got two years, but when my time is up—have I told you? I’m newly betrothed,” Winter goes on. “You should see her, Aurum. The sweetest girl. We practically grew up together in Dwymore.” He glances around. “Sometimes all I can think of is returning, having a whole brood with my Cora. See my sister and family. Help run our little pub. Just a simple life...” 
“What life in Magus is simple?” 
Hart’s eyes are hard. This is his real problem with John Winter. Why Hart can’t manage to be agreeable with him. The soldier is naïve. He’ll be blindsided eventually, when his children are taken and his family’s ripped apart. Because he dared to hope too hard, dared to love too well. 
Winter should know better. He was at the academy years ago, brought there the same way as Hart. But still he smiles, brimming with gods-forsaken optimism. Fortunately, or not, the energy in the room shifts before Winter replies. 
Tin cups clank against tables. And soldiers all rise.
Hart grips the metal of his spoon, then lets it rest. Shoving up to stand, he gives his cup a long look before raising it like the others.
Garran Rivmere is flanked by several serge—the highest-ranking Special Army officials. Rivmere strolls across the great hall with purpose, dressed for travel in his formal gray long cloak. He’s only just returned, but it appears he won’t be here long. 
Rivmere’s rangy steps time to a low, vowelly chant, echoing from the chests of five hundred soldiers who vie for their leader’s eye. He’s in no rush to give it.
Three years at his post and barely twenty-five, Rivmere has the burden of proving himself. It’s why his serge are silver in the hair. The king would balance ambition with experience. 
At the head table, Rivmere nods for one of his serge to pull out his chair. While his cup is topped with ale and a steaming plate set before him, Rivmere lets his attention, at last, casually drift about the room. It pauses at the door where a soldier rushes in and hurries to speak to a serge who stands behind Rivmere. Hart recognizes her—the one who let him in when he arrived. 
As she steps away, the serge whispers into Rivmere’s ear.
Hart watches the knight captain’s eyes go distracted and distant. Then they flit toward him, to where Hart stands with his stupid cup still in the air and his jaw pulled down.
Rivmere’s gaze reflects the torchlight as he slowly sits, intent on Hart. 
As the room returns to dinner, Hart curses the wall soldier under his breath and fists a hand on his leg. He notices Winter, mindlessly gobbling his bread, interest fixed on the head table as if he’s willing the captain’s favor from here. 
Hart clears his throat. “You want my advice, Privfir?”
Winter’s attention flickers to Hart.
“Quit looking so eager to please. Perhaps Rivmere will stop sending you on wagon raids that risk your soul.”
Winter’s mood collapses. 
Despite his effort to feel nothing, remorse kicks Hart in the gut. After a moment, he pushes his uneaten stew in Winter’s direction, and the soldier perks.
Soon, Rivmere is shoving his chair away from the head table to stand. 
Hart excretes a long breath. He needs to get back upstairs. Burn that drawing. Get sleep. Irritated, he lumbers to his feet and makes for the back wall, where he prefers to stand for these dreadful addresses. 
“Soldiers.” Rivmere makes his pleasant voice loud. He bows his head. Fits hands together at his back. Slowly, he walks to the center of the room, under the blazing chandelier. The hall is humming with anticipation.
Rivmere extends his arms at his sides, waiting until all eyes are on him.
“You’ve no doubt heard about, if not seen for yourself, the unrest growing in the outer regions. Particularly, the west. For the benefit of our newest soldiers… Magic is ripe there, with the exception of commoner towns. And the west’s farther proximity from Cirque has led to more resistance. Magies unwilling to accept the crown’s protection. Its order. The opportunity we give their children to attend the Constelli and hone their special talents.”
Hart pictures the wagons again and quickly regrets it.
Rivmere looks to the planked floor in a show of contemplation, taking slow steps. “As children we dreamed of a better world. One without disease of the body or mind, where classes like ‘commoner’ and ‘Crat’ do not exist among the mortals and magic is revered.”
Tension seeps into Hart’s shoulders.
Rivmere looks up. “We were born believing this possible. And what happened?”
There is not a whisper in the room. Soldiers lean attentively in their dinner coats. 
“I will tell you,” their knight captain answers. “We crawled out from our idyllic fantasies. Our storybooks. Our whims encouraged by too much gazing up through the trees. We opened our eyes, and we saw the truth.”
Rivmere pauses, extracting an iron crown blade from his belt, weighing it between two hands. His eyes come up again, landing briefly on Hart. “There is no better, no equal, here or beyond. There’s only a kingdom sick and weak and in need of protection from itself.” 
Rivmere sheathes his blade. 
“You are the elite hand of the king. Talented Witchists, Matterists, and Morphists. And this is your purpose. To keep your kingdom safe.”
“Isn’t that the job of the Royal Army, Sir?” a brave voice calls out.
Everyone shifts in their seat to look at the boy with hair like spun gold. Seconds tick as the room waits to see if Rivmere will make an example of the grunt.
He only smirks. “It’s also the job of the king’s Royal Army. But we have magic, don’t we?” Rivmere turns his back, and the boy who opened his mouth gets a smack to the head from a girl beside him. 
Rivmere continues. “Being part of the Special Army is not without difficulty. Commanding our own hearts, for instance, when it means sentencing a Magie who refuses to relinquish his children to the crown for education and training.”
Hart bites his lip so hard his spit tastes like metal coins. 
He’s heard this speech, every time new grunts arrive and Rivmere lays it on thick. The words make it hard for the thing in his chest to feel nothing.
“In this hall,” Rivmere says, “I see soldiers who wish to do right. You’ll get the chance. The crown will likely require more of you in the west in coming weeks, possibly for extended periods. And there will be more villagers who don’t welcome you, who’d prefer a war with your king. What say you to that?”
The room erupts with cups clanging, bellows ringing.
Rivmere should seem pleased. But he doesn’t. He walks to the head table and takes his cup in his hand. 
“War is not our goal. But sometimes…” The knight captain’s eyes raise to the ceiling. Then he flicks his fingers, and the torch in the chandelier snuffs to smoke, taking a third of the room’s light. Quiet pervades for a moment.
“Sometimes”—Rivmere raises his ale—“war is the only path to peace. For a better Magus.”
“For a better Magus!” the room echoes.
The knight captain’s smile is tight, as cups sound again. He downs his drink, then takes a swift leave with his serge trailing behind. 
Most linger upon the dismissal, finishing their meals. Hart does not. He’s seeing red. Choking on it. 
He’s just coming up the tower steps to his quarters when he sees a group of serge talking in the hall. He keeps his head down passing them, even as a red flag waves inside him.
He rounds quickly toward his room and finds his door ajar.
The knight captain stands waiting, the only one inside. Calm. Hands at his back. A pin glinting like a weapon at his throat where it clasps his cloak. It’s the monarch’s emblem all king’s officials wear. A crown beset on a conjoined, two-headed daw with three moonstones in its throat—one crimson, two gray—and wings that sharply angle to a dagger-like point.
Hart walks slowly inside to stand before him, uneasy at the way Rivmere’s muddy eyes hood like he has a secret. 
This close, Hart is reminded how tall Rivmere stands. Only an inch shorter than Hart, with a wiry frame. 
Automatically, as trained, Hart raises his arm to salute. Hand flat like a blade at his neck. Elbow angled high and out. Stance squared. Face empty.
The captain walks forward and mirrors the action, blading his own throat, connecting their elbows. A symbolic gesture that says they would lay down their lives for one another.
Hart never truly trusts it. If he’s learned anything in life, it’s that trust—like love—given hastily is always regretted.
Casually, Rivmere says, “Felt like a ride today, Privfir Aurum? Did you enjoy my siegehorse?”
Hart does not react. And because Rivmere doesn’t drop his salute, neither can he. “Not particularly, Knight Captain.”
Now Rivmere does drop his arm. Softer, he says, “A problem?”
Hart glances from the corner of his eye, not moving his head but feeling the presence of serge in the hall. “You could say.”
Interest alights on Rivmere’s face. “And how did it resolve?” 
“Complicated.” Hart hesitates. “Some broken rules.”
His captain’s eyes seem to soften. “Perhaps you require some leave,” he suggests, bending close to whisper. “Perhaps it’s time for a rotation. If you cannot trust your allies to keep the girl safe.”
Hart looks long at his captain as Rivmere pulls his face back. The young captain glances out at his serge with a smug expression, pretenses dropped. Liking, Hart thinks, the thought of a ruse right under their noses.
But this—Rivmere offering Hart counsel—isn’t part of their longstanding agreement. Rivmere doesn’t get to know specifics. How, where, what happens on watches. 
He’s covered for Hart, legitimizing absences by giving Hart special assignments over the years. Whenever it was his turn.
“That won’t be necessary,” Hart tells him now. 
“Mm,” Rivmere ponders. Hart can see his curiosity, wondering why Hart suddenly went, after a year. Maybe wondering why he also returned so soon. “Then you’ll accompany me, I think. We go to Gray Castle in two days for the military debrief.”
Hart opens his mouth to protest.
“You’re coming up on twenty,” his captain interrupts. “It’s time you see firsthand how we work with our king and his commander.” 
Rivmere’s words ring of sarcasm. He’s no more the loyalist than Hart. Which of course is why the Spellcaster chose him as an ally. Because it takes a village to hide someone like Ophelia.
Hart steps back and, louder, says, “All due respect, I put in for a transfer to Inri on my twentieth, Sir. If you’ll approve my release.”
Rivmere studies him, as if to measure his seriousness. “You wish to leave us?” It’s good his serge can’t see his face. They might see the truth—that Rivmere will always yearn for better.
His words in the dining hall, about there being no better, were entirely for show. Most don’t know, as the Spellcaster tells it, that Rivmere spent his childhood years in what’s now the Belly. That he probably remembers, vividly, when a mountainous wall went up, cutting it off from the kingdom, leaving Rivmere on the crown’s side to be “educated” and “trained.”
What Rivmere’s definition of better is, Hart can’t say. 
“I just wish to live in peace, Knight Captain,” Hart replies.
Rivmere smiles. “As a commoner in Inri, with no magic at all?” He tsks. “Now what a waste that would be, when we’re so close.” 
“Close to what, Sir?”
From behind his back, Rivmere produces a single sheet of paper. He looks it over, tilting his head. Then he hands back the drawing Hart did earlier. The girl with the flecks in her eyes and freckles on her cheeks stares at Hart.
“Be glad I found that,” Rivmere says, stepping to Hart’s ear as he passes. “Magies are dying, Privfir Aurum. Hiding in Inri won’t stop it. You of all should know what path leads to true peace.”
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Falcon Thames hasn’t got a soul.  
At least, that’s the word across the Belly’s five territories. Whispered under breaths around card tables in Crowfell, passed like drams between Ravish taverns and bawdy houses, traded like gossip in the Rook shops and South Warren tanneries, spread like viruses through Ghastly’s dens and night markets. 
Even in the Crossing, where territories mingle and Crats come to wager their Magies’ indenture at the fights, Falcon hears the rumor coughed into cupped ears amid pops of breaking bones.
As the rumor goes, he made a deal with some dark force before he left the womb. And because Falcon’s got no soul, he’s got no qualms about the silt of sin settling inside the righteous place ordinary Magies keep a conscience. He’ll take any job, reap a pound of flesh if he has to, so long as the price is good and the boss can pay. 
The man behind the counter looks like he’s seen a ghost, when Falcon shoves into a Fabricater shop in Rook. The place is empty this time of night. The shelves look tidied. Jewels and talismans all strung neatly. Fabrics folded. They’re nearly ready to close up.
“I-I don’t want trouble.” 
The man at the counter holds up both his wrists. It’s a sign of peace. He won’t use his talents. 
Falcon eyes the leather sleeves the man wears elbow to wrist, common among Witchists who do spell work, and the array of colors on the man’s tunic, the jewels pinned up the side of his ears. Spellcasters love their adornments. 
“Good,” Falcon says. “Then we’ll get along just fine.” He starts to unstrap the baldric around his chest, but a ring shrills through his head. He clenches his teeth. Who the hell could that be?
He dismisses the sound and lets the weight of the weapon belt slap the counter. “I need a quick mend. Seam’s torn there. And I could use a few blades, sharp as you’ve got.”
The man still doesn’t lower his hands.
“Now would be good. I’ve got a job tonight.” Falcon raises a brow, and the man’s eyes double in size. Still he doesn’t move.
“Aldrin.” A brusque, chiding voice cuts from the back of the store. 
Two hands part a curtain strung with beads. The long fingers carry a silver sheen. The shop owner clips forward in a loud dress, forged of colored metals with buckles stacked up the front, and settles sharp eyes on Aldrin and his raised wrists. “Put those down, and go fold my dresses.”
The man scurries out from the counter, and the beaded curtain knocks again. 
The shop owner looks past their long nose, ringed at the septum. Attention on Falcon, their face expressionless, they lay a hand to his baldric, and it smokes. In a few seconds, the seam is fused, and the shop owner tosses the belt back to him.
“Mayra,” he nods. “My favorite Fabricater.”
“Falcon Thames. Blades, you say?” 
“Your best.” Falcon glances at a shop clock. “And quick.”
Mayra ducks below the counter, and their dress tings. Retrieving a small chest, they wave a hand at the lock, and it releases. They set it in front of Falcon. The blades are pick sharp, in three different lengths. 
“I’ll take them.”
Mayra pushes the box forward.
“What’s with the caster?” Falcon asks, sliding the blades into his baldric.
Mayra gestures around the shop, and their dress tings again. “I’m expanding. The guising market is growing, and those Spellcasters over in Ravish are far too heavy-handed.” They angle their head at him. “You say you have a job? Aldrin is easily spooked, but he’s a brilliant gisen.” 
As if to show him proof, Mayra runs a fingertip over their plump cheeks and a stark-white brow.
Falcon throws his baldric on, strapping it snug. Once in a great while, a job does call for guising—micro-shifts to change hair, skin, eye color, or clothes. “Not this time,” he replies. He’ll be needing his own face, for its reputation. 
Falcon digs a roll of coin out and lays it on the counter. 
Outside, he takes the alleys from Rook to Ravish. It’s late. The streets aren’t crowded, and he’s in position on the border of Crowfell in less than ten minutes, watching people exit the clubs.
Ten minutes later, he’s got his mark.
“Nen ost ha!” A Magie called Ace, eyes blown out like black cannons, shudders under Falcon’s grip. “Nen ost ha!” Like most in the Belly, he speaks the Magie language, long outlawed by the crown.
“You are him.” Ace switches to the modern tongue. “You…you took a den runner’s hand last week! You’re…a monster!” 
Falcon doesn’t correct him. 
Waging a soul isn’t literally possible. If souls exist at all, his is right-tight where it should be. But it’s better for everyone if the rumor rings true.
And he did make a deal once, which is the long and short of why he’s after a finger from Ace.
His head shrills again. Something pits in his gut. It’s been an hour of ringing off and on. It has to be the Spellcaster summoning him. But Hart Aurum ought to be next with Ophelia, and Falcon’s got his hands full with another job just now. 
He squeezes Ace’s throat and slams his oblong head against the back door of the Lotus Club. Not enough to snap his neck. The Crowfell boss, Vesh Derringer, was clear about that. 
The smack catches the curiosity of a young Magie woman down the alley, whose lips rove one side of a Crat’s neck, her friend’s the other. Their hands move in dark places, making the Crat moan, but when Falcon jerks his head, they quickly tug their conquest by the pants, off the street. 
Meanwhile, Ace slides down the door onto his ass, onto slick cobblestone that shimmers. 
Falcon replies in Magiesian. “Maybe I’m a monster, Ace.” He draws a new blade from his baldric. “But you’re higher than the goddamn particles up there, and it’s making you stupid.” 
Falcon gestures with his blade past the rooflines of flats that are stacked like matchboxes, up to where magic hangs in dark clouds over Crowfell. The particles spread out over the dark river in the distance to the mountainous Gulch that makes a wall around the valley city, sealing the Belly off from the rest of Magus. 
The magic vibrates tonight. Wild, with its own free will. 
Falcon squats where Ace sits dazed. “Vesh is letting you off with a warning. But I’ll be needing that pinky.”
Ace stares in horror at his nub. Meaty and hairy at the knuckle, marked with smudges on the tip that indicate he’s been using. 
Vesh told Falcon to bring him a trophy. A finger’s easiest. Or a toe. But in Ace’s case, Vesh made it known he wants the Magie a walking advertisement. 
“No one comes to Crowfell and steals from Vesh Derringer,” he told Falcon as they watched Ace, clearly a Fabricater, running a clever hand over a cheap roll of copper, turning it silver, exchanging it for a roll of the real stuff from a Crat’s coat pocket. 
Vesh makes most of his profits off Crats, like all the bosses. 
Crats can afford the steep admittance to the Belly—and they’re willing to part with more for a night of gambling and unfettered pleasure. 
Still, Falcon’s orders are always the same. Whatever the territory, whichever the boss. Maim them. Make them examples. But don’t kill a Magie. 
There’s a nervousness in the bosses’ eyes when they remind Falcon that. 
Ace starts to get to his feet, and Falcon sticks his blade under the man’s chin. 
Ace rears, smacking his own head against the door this time. The hinges shake and the sound slingshots into the night. A dark, damp, clingy kind of night. Like a woman’s wet lips on his neck. 
“I am sorry to do this, Ace,” Falcon says. He would’ve shuddered at taking a finger once. Nine years ago, when he was new here. 
“Why do it then?” Ace’s voice breaks.
Falcon looks the Magie in his twitching eyes. He echoes the rumor. “‘No soul.’” 
The rumor’s become a mantra. A routine. Like the way he rubs mint paste on his teeth every morning or counts the tattoos on his chest, making sure they’re all there.
He can’t fail. That’s the deal he made.
Like a punch to the gut, an image of a small girl with blond ringlets springs to his mind.
Do what you have to. 
A clock up the street tolls one bell. At almost the same time, another ring rattles Falcon’s head. 
Earlier tonight, he was on a job in South Warren, one that had him jumping rooftops. He’d declined a summons then, too, because Vesh’s men showed up. But if the Spellcaster’s still trying to reach him, maybe Hart’s not available. Falcon’s got to answer. 
Ten minutes. He just needs ten minutes to get the finger to Vesh. Find a quiet spot to answer the summons. 
No broken deals. No one gets hurt. 
“It’s late, Ace,” he says. “Nothing against your company, but I’ve got other things to do.” He almost feels sorry for the sap. “Now stay still. I’ll make this as quick as I can.”
The man moans. “I’ll give ’em back. I’m sorry! Here! Take ’em!” He shoves the shinies from his pocket, and the coins spill free with a ring, rolling down the sloping street toward the river. “I wasn’t gonna use it in the dens, I swear. I got a family in Ghastly!”
It’s a lie. He’s pretty sure. “I’m afraid you owe Vesh with interest.” Falcon grabs Ace’s hand and pins it to the ground, bending the finger back. 
He’s ready to swipe when a prickle slides over his neck. 
A racing sweep of magic turns his head down the alley, where under the gaslight there’s a flash of gray fabric. A cloak, maybe. The night and angle make it hard to tell. 
When’s the last time Falcon saw anyone wear gray in the Belly? 
It’s the color of the crown, unwelcome here. 
Falcon drops his hand, racking his brain. 
There are two ways someone could’ve come from. The Black Silt River, icy root-fed water that flows to the Gulch, or the passage near the docks that portals to Ghastly. A territory no one would go creeping around wearing gray, unless they’ve got a death wish. 
It takes Falcon a second to realize Ace isn’t under his blade. 
The bastard is running like a hound with its legs on fire, up the side street. Falcon curses, tearing after him. 
Another ring sounds in his head.
Goddamn it.
He pinches the sound off. 
Up the street, Falcon cuts after Ace straight to the Crossing, where five inland canals flow toward the Belly’s center, stopped up by dams. The square where the territories cross is shaped like a pentagon. From a bird’s eye, the city grid has always reminded Falcon of a man with his limbs stretched. 
He sees Ace slip into a crowd. He growls, threading after. 
Another bleat slams Falcon’s head. They’re getting louder, and he gets the feeling he’s running out of time. 
Goddamn it, he needs that finger. 
There. Ace is high-tailing it up a road between the two western canals, toward the hopping dens.
When Falcon hits the edge of Ghastly, the air instantly thickens. Sounds waft from the night market. Shrieks. Laughs. Moans. Hollers. 
A shiver skitters over him as he runs, and he eyes the shadows made by the gaslights. He’d swear someone is watching.
He makes himself keep after Ace. He gets why the Magie’s been hitting the Lotus Club to fund his habit. Once you visit the hopping dens…Well, it takes a strong mind—a strong Magie—to leave with your wits intact. 
Maybe that’s why Falcon made the deal he did four years ago... 
His hands were wet with the fresh blood of his sister, his only family suddenly dead and gone. Her babe was crying somewhere. And a man called Jasper Salt arrived on Falcon’s doorstep, wearing a likeness Falcon wondered if, maybe, wasn’t his true face. On his tongue was an offer, delivered on behalf of the Darkwielder himself. The Belly’s architect, a reclusive Shadowcaster Falcon wasn’t sure had ever shown his face in the light of day, but who sowed plenty rumors of his own. 
From Crowfell to Rook, Magies tell stories of the Darkwielder. How the Gulch shot up fifteen years ago at his doing. How he saw the place a sanctuary for Magies, a place magic could be free. But all that magic, holed up… 
Toss a bunch of spiders in a jar, and webs are bound to tangle.
Falcon’s been told that’s where the territory bosses came in. Five Crats who had a bone to pick with the king saw a partnership with Magies for its profit potential, laying their wealth on the Darkwielder’s table, offering to run his city.
That was before Falcon’s time here. But it’s how Jasper Salt spun it to him in the offer that seemed to come out of nowhere right when he needed it. 
“Magic doesn’t need a leash, Mr. Thames. It needs order. Help keep order. Do as the bosses ask. And in exchange…”
Falcon can hear the echoing cries of his sister’s child as he grips his blade, gaining on Ace. He’s ready to close the final gap when a siren of a summons folds him to a knee, his vision tilting. 
It’s Grimm Hermes, then. This can’t wait anymore.
Something dark zips overhead. Falcon sees two stretching shadows. Faster than he can move, the coils have snatched Ace’s wrists, one on each side. Ace doesn’t even have a chance to scream. 
The shadows reef, and the hopper’s hands rip clean off their wrist bones.
Blood spouts.
Almost instantly, Ace crumples, passed out cold, and the shadows dart to where they came from. 
Falcon spins, putting their hosts in sight.
Two of Vesh’s men wait under a gas lamp. They catch their shadows—and Vesh’s trophies. 
Falcon recognizes one. He goes by Wick Sneed. A Shadowcaster who hangs around the fights, looking for jobs, opportunities to get his hands dirty. 
It’s not the first time Sneed’s tried crossing into Falcon’s lane. The asshole’s desperate for the bosses’ favor, for the money and status it might offer.  
As the two back off, the gas lamp over the street shines on Sneed’s eyes—one blue, one brown—and the black-studded jewels that march up his ears. 
“You have to be faster than that, Thames,” chides his slithery voice. Those odd eyes revel in triumph, and Sneed waves Ace’s bloody hand at Falcon. “Better luck with the next job.”
Bastard. 
Stealthy as they came, they’re gone. With Falcon’s payment. 
He failed. He failed, and Ace is bleeding out on the ground. Now what?
An angelic face with blond curls frames in his head. But with the ringing going on there, the image shifts to a young woman with brown curls and a stubborn brow. 
He shoves to his feet.
Whatever fallout comes from Vesh’s guys finishing his job, he’ll have to fix later.
Seeing no Vesh, no other henchmen, no gray cloaks, Falcon braces for a verbal whipping from the Spellcaster, letting the old man’s face and voice flood into his mind.
“Grimm. Ka mosal?” What’s wrong?
“She needs you.” 
That’s all he has to hear. It’s as good as saying both worlds need him. He throws Ace over his shoulder and tears toward the nearest healer. He leaves him on a table, and he’s off, running again, bound for a passage to the mortal world. 
With a target on his back.
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Rune flicks the reins. He focuses on the horses.  Keep them straight. Keep them pulling. Don’t look at Fellie, he thinks. She’ll know something’s wrong. She’s smart. Remember your oath, and do what you have to.
Every time Ophelia gets restless, every time her gaze holds longer on the horizon, Rune sees her true nature return. She’s spelled to accept the stories she’s given, to accept her lives without question. 
But that acceptance only lasts so long, before she needs another reset.
It’s only been four months. It’s too early. But in the wheat field two nights ago, Rune had a feeling their time was nearly up. Maybe it’s why he agreed to the gin in the first place. One more happy memory she could have someday of enjoying life, not just surviving it. 
Ophelia glances over her shoulder, probably feeling she’s done this before. 
With each trot of the horses, Rune tries to remember how many times he’s made a trip like this. A couple a year, for three-and-a-half years, in similar cities, in other times. 1854. 1835. 1852. 1874. 
It’s Rune’s fault for not keeping Ophelia out of the city. His job is to pay attention. Watch her. Remember events like fires. Instead, he let her talk him into drinking. Overslept. Then, stuck fixing a broken wagon, he needed “Aunt” to get a summons to the Spellcaster, so Grimm Hermes could send Hart to intervene. 
Now Ophelia has to be moved. 
Eyes on the road, he wonders whose watch is next. It’s been a quiet mile when Ophelia shifts next to Rune in the driver’s seat, the wind taking her hair. 
“Where are we going? Do your horses need new shoes?” Her words sound light, and Rune knows she’s trying to convince him she’s fine, despite the fire. 
He works a small smile in response. “No shoes. One more adventure.”
He checks her reaction. The sun is making it hard to gauge, but she fiddles with her locket, the way she always does when she’s nervous. 
They will tell her about that locket. All of this. Someday. 
“It’ll be okay,” he says. This adventure won’t cost you more than you’ve already paid. 
Him, on the other hand...
Rune brings the carriage into the city on the main road, and they jump down. Taking her hand, pulling her with him, he glances at a clock above a general store. Five minutes. He wishes he could avoid the scene of the fire completely, but he can’t. He quickens his steps.
“Rune?” Ophelia knows something’s amiss. He bets her heart is racing like his, the closer they get.
“We’re almost there, Fellie.” He takes her hand as they duck under awnings into shade.
He’ll make this quick. Try to distract her.
But when they’re a couple shops away, it’s clear that won’t work. They haven’t cleaned the street completely.
Ophelia’s feet slow to a stop, and she covers her mouth at the tarps. Tarps that only half cover bodies—some blackened, some twisted in odd positions. But it’s something in the middle of the road that has her attention.
A red leather boot.
Ophelia’s eyes widen and well, like she knows who it belongs to. Giving her a few seconds, just a few, he memorizes her face. The belt of freckles on her cheeks. Her dark, wet lashes that make her eyes look larger. The faded cut above her right eyebrow, from an afternoon he won’t forget, in his time with her. A few inches from another scar, on the tip of her ear. Definitely not from his time.
Rune takes her shoulders. He hates to do this. But he has orders to move this quickly. “Fellie, look at me.”
She obeys immediately.
He concentrates. “You’re okay. You’re going to walk with me and see what I have to show you. You feel calmer now.”
She wipes her eyes. 
“Good. Come on.” He glances over his shoulder once, wishing his gift was turning back time instead of coercing people’s minds.
Rune easily jiggers the back door open. It’s quiet, empty, like all the stores today. The easels around the room greet them like soldiers at attention, and under his influence, Ophelia doesn’t whisper worries of getting caught. She wanders in, drawn to every painting along the way, tilting her head at a watercolor of a woman lying in a field of golden grass. 
“This way,” he says. “There’s a special one in back.” 
In front of the painting, Rune feels it right away. Their presence spurs it to life.
He lets a rolling breath release, bracing himself, and goes to the wall. Ophelia waits in anticipation as he pushes the fabric aside. He hears her exhale, sees her eyes spark instantly. In them, gold strands rise from dark depths where they’re hiding. 
Ophelia walks forward, transfixed by the painting of luminous sky over swirling sea, rich hills in the distance. 
“It’s like your stories,” she whispers.
In her excitement, Ophelia’s smile could light the room. And him. 
She hugs him, breathing in his ear. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” She meets his eyes a long second before turning back to relish the work.
Somewhere, a clock chimes. Right on time, the painting changes. It starts slow. Colors begin to spin, then bleed together. A shudder rushes through him. And her.
Ophelia is entranced at the hand with long, broad fingers that reaches through the painting. There are silver tattoos lighting up the muscled forearm.
Falcon, then. His hand reaches out and clasps Ophelia’s arm. She’s a statue, unmoving. 
Rune swallows. Go, he wills her without speaking. He can see she isn’t afraid of the hand on her arm, though. She looks at it, then back at Rune, and he could swear there’s recognition of her past—of all her lives—in her eyes.
“Rune,” she says, as the painting whirls.
“Until next time, Fellie,” he says softly, kissing his fist. Right before Falcon pulls her into the painting.
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Ophelia swings her arms, or tries to. 
Someone has taken hold of her. Not in a way that’s painful, but tight enough that when she tries to twist, all she glimpses is a scar scratched down a cheek, tattoos snaking along a man’s thick neck, down his muscled arms.
His name is…just out of reach.
She hears someone speaking. Loud and resonant, filling whatever tunnel she’s in. She tries to locate the source of it, but it’s not in any one place. Or coming from the man behind her. It’s…everywhere. 
A face appears in the light. Lips are moving from behind a flowing beard. Another name hovers on the tip of her tongue. “Who—who are you?” 
The one holding her arms curses. “Why the hell is she lucid, Grimm! It’s harder for her this way.”
“Patience,” the old man replies, and his mouth moves again in words she doesn’t understand. She knows his face, though. And that voice. How?
Needles poke in her mind again.
“Grimm,” snaps the one behind her, as the spinning and light crescendos.
Grimm.
Gri—
G—
The spinning stops, and her eyes close.
Sometime later, they open.
And the light is only sun in a dusty room, where Falcon Thames is nudging her awake.
Her vision clears on a wall calendar with a picture of a white rabbit, torn to September 1866. She stares at it, her mind tingling. “I had the strangest dream.”
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Five Points is hot garbage in hell. Alleys filled with mud. The stench of waste wafting from the road. Drunkards filling the streets with tasteless songs. 
It’s New York City squalor, a mortal dose of Falcon’s unsavory life in the Belly, with twice the smell. Exactly what Ophelia needs, he thinks, every goddamn time she comes from Rune. Because it’s clear he coddled her again.
It took Falcon the entire first day to coax her from the nine-foot-square boarding room where he woke her out of reset. One more day to break her of several obnoxious habits she carried with her. The first, expecting someone else to fetch her damn water. The second, staring out the window with longing, like there’s more out there.
The third and worst is this. Day three. 
Standing ankle deep in mud, the air hot and wet, in the only alley he could find this side of Mulberry Street not taken with squatters. Back in a world where no one can just cast a spell and have Ophelia Dannan fighting like she was four months ago, when Falcon was with her last.
On top of it, because of slivers—the bits of memories not even Grimm Hermes, the greatest Spellcaster in Magus, can erase completely—Falcon can see he’s got months of spoiling to undo and who knows what else, thanks to Rune.
“Again,” he demands, pinning Ophelia with a hard look, stalking her in a circle. He works his jaw back and forth, studying her posture. “Get your arms up.”
Remember, he thinks. This will go a lot faster when muscle memory kicks in. They can pick back up where her memories left off from last time. With edits, of course, for time and place.
Then he can slip away long enough to get a line to the Spellcaster. See if any of Vesh’s men, anyone else, may be asking around for him outside the Belly. 
Falcon lunges, swinging his broadsword one handed down across his chest.
Ophelia’s eyes narrow, and her sword meets his with a ring of steel. She stumbles off balance and slips into mud. Rusty.
She stands, shaking muck off her hands. “What’s with the swords anyway? We’re just picking pockets.” She frowns. “Where did you even get them?”
Falcon grins. He’d love to show her. But, rules. “Don’t worry about that. Come on. In position.”
He wonders if Rune’s gone soft on her. Is that the problem? Falcon knows the guy is smart. The smartest of their three by books, anyway. So how the hell did Ophelia skirt him?  
His dick. That has to be it. Rune’s soft on their girl. Or, rather, not soft.
The thought chafes Falcon like the cheap fabric of his undershirt. He tells himself that’s all the chafing is about. That, and it’s clear Rune’s take on hiding her is sheltering her. She hasn’t held a weapon for months either.
She readies her stance. “Knives are more practical,” she tells him. “And…fun.” She says the last part like a question. Trying to figure out what she thinks.
Yeah. You like knives. 
Falcon scowls at her, though, his impatience growing. It always takes a good week for her story to settle and her confidence to return. Muscle memory. “You know knives. Swords teach strength and stamina, which you need.”
He lunges. In less than a minute, Ophelia is fetching her sword down the alley, while he shakes his head.
Coddling.
Cozy little ‘steads, quaint farms, safe places to spend all day lazing around and playing with Ophelia. That’s Falcon’s guess anyway. He doesn’t get to see what goes on in Rune’s time. And he doesn’t care. So long as when she’s with him she can keep up. Be ready.
She has to be when they’re playing hide and seek against entire armies. When one slip-up would cost more than losing a finger for Vesh Derringer. It could call the kingdom of Magus down on them. 
But by all means, Rune, go play. Falcon’s saving words for the next time they’re in the same place. 
Ophelia returns with her sword and takes her stance again, this time without Falcon’s prompting. 
Progress.
He spins. And this time, she meets him. Twice, three times more. But when he brings the blade down a fourth time, she’s too slow, and Falcon has her blade loose again, the tip of his own pressed to Ophelia’s chin.
“Ugggh!” She growls at him, her dark eyes ablaze. Her nose does the angry twitchy thing that entertains him.
For a second, he thinks he’s been going too fast. Too hard. She did just get here.
And yet, they moved Ophelia early. That’s never happened. 
Falcon’s instinct and some other emotion he refuses to think about tell him to keep pushing her. Who else will? Not Rune. Not Hart, whose rotation is overdue and no one’s saying why. 
Falcon could spend an entire day unleashing separate grievances about Hart Aurum.
Instead, he lifts his chin, keeps his eyes on Ophelia as his hair whips between them with a gust of wind that’s ripe as a drunken beggar’s breath. He sees her face has lost some of its roundness. Her hair has grown. The springy curls have relaxed a bit and now spill past her shoulders. 
For some irritating reason, his eyes travel down her chin, down the bronze skin of her throat.
It is a pretty throat.
He yanks the sword away and bends to fetch her weapon. “You’re slow. Again.” He tosses the sword to her, and she grabs the shaft mid-air, maybe to prove him wrong.
She looks at the blade. “I still don’t get why we’re doing this.” It isn’t a complaint. Her face is stuck in true confusion. 
Falcon plunges his sword into the mud by his boot, resting a hand on the hilt. Story time.
“You ran away from the farm, Teacup. This is what you’ve got now.” He holds his arms out wide. “This world has no mercy for naïve girls hiding under a scoundrel’s coattails. You want to make it? Show me what you can do.”
A frown sours her mouth. “Stop calling me Teacup.”
He chuckles. “It’s not that I think you’ll break. Consider it a compliment. I’ve never seen a girl make fine china a weapon before. That thug didn’t know what hit him.”
He grins just thinking of the damn swindler trying to steal their stash. The look of surprise on his ugly mug right before Ophelia popped him one and they made off.
Falcon insisted she keep that memory. In every time with him, from here on out. Mostly for his own enjoyment. 
He can see Ophelia trying to remember. “It’s all I had,” she finally says.
“Like I said. Consider it a compliment. Now, once more.”
She glares, posing with a hand on her hip. His gaze gets away from him, taking in the curve it makes. He yanks his attention back as Ophelia draws the sword up, waiting. 
“Well?”
Falcon’s mouth quirks. “Feisty now.” He looks her over again. “I can work with feisty.”
“You’re a pig.” She grasps the hilt tighter, a single dark brow arching, her feet finding a rhythm.
He sees it. Parts of her returning. Her body remembering the damn hours he’s spent showing her how to shank knives, pick pockets, avoid getting swindled. He’s lost count how many saloons, alleys, and roofs have been their training grounds. 
Finally, she gives it all back to him and smiles doing it. They’re practically dancing. Something he doesn’t do. But he’s enjoying this. 
Until their arms tire, they parry, swing, grunt, and charge, metal clashing. Her freckles wrinkle on her nose every time she misses. And he can see her settle into this time. 
This story.
Girl leaves farm. Girl teams with a 22-year-old charlatan. Girl toughens up.
It’s Falcon’s preferred narrative. No misty-eyed version of the real girl. No pining over long-lost family. Attachments are just things to lose, anyway. Falcon knows that firsthand.
Ophelia has bits of the farm, her last time. Slivers that feel to her like years and not days ago. A bedroom. Fields. Maybe a cat. A few harmless faces. Not Rune’s, of course. She only gets one of them at a time. Falcon’s got his own reasons for keeping up this charade. And so it goes. She leaves, she returns, they pick back up.
Spent, Ophelia stabs her blade into the mud and lets her head fall back to the sunless sky. 
Falcon wipes sweat from his brow, watching her face bathe in the light of cloud stacks a mile high. Yep, she’s looking older. They’ll have to adjust her age soon. He lets his eyes rove where they shouldn’t, until Ophelia drops her head again and he averts them just as fast.
She studies him, too curious for comfort. “Tell me why we really stay in places like this. Why don’t we go north and get work on a ship? Get out of here.”
He rolls his eyes closed, then open, rubbing a hand over his face. This is more of the looking-out-the-window shit he’d like to break her of.
“Enough with the grass-is-greener, all right? The grass is never greener, Teacup. Sometimes, at best, it’s just gray. Sometimes you have to hustle with the hand you’re dealt.”
Her eyes are smoldering coals. “What have you seen, Falcon, that makes this better than anything to try for out there? We’ve known each other for—for…” She shakes her head. “You tell me nothing about yourself. What you were doing before we met…”
He swings the hilt of his sword to his other hand.  “You want to know why we’re here? Money. It costs money to gallivant around the countryside, and Swells have deep pockets.” 
It’s not a total lie. It’s just not the only reason they can’t go playing Lewis and Clark outside Five Points, near where Falcon brought her through this time. More rules. That, and personal shit he doesn’t feel like getting into. Even if Ophelia won’t remember.
Falcon yanks his sword out of the mud. “Stick with me long enough, there’ll be a time and place for running. It isn’t now.”
This girl and her dreams. Is she like this with all of them? 
Ophelia brushes a frustrated hand over her skirt, trying to rid it of dust, muck, the film of this hellhole. She stops, turning her attention to some sound. 
Falcon tilts his head toward his good ear. He hears a page fluttering, just at the mouth of the alley.
Ophelia goes to read it, a smile curling her lips. Snatching it off the wall, she tromps back, flipping it around to show him the poster. 
“If money’s the problem, let’s get some.”
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A roar of drunken hollers shake the wood-shackled walls of the dressing room. 
“You all right, girl?” asks a voice dry as smoke.
The woman next to Ophelia, twenty-five at most, is leering, with plenty of porcelain skin on display and a braid wound like a red crown on her head. She’s one of a dozen saloon girls Ophelia’s crammed next to in a narrow room with no windows that’s clouding with powder. 
“I’m fine,” Ophelia replies.
“When a woman says she’s fine, she hardly ever is. Try this.” The woman offers her a small glass of amber liquid. 
Ophelia’s not much for hard liquor, though, and she needs a clear head. She raises her chin. “I don’t say things I don’t mean.”
The woman shrugs a meaty shoulder and makes the liquor disappear herself. Then she lifts her foot to set a boot atop her chair and tosses her skirt up to adjust her knickers. With a flourish, she stands and smooths hands down her curvy pink corset, admiring her figure in the mirror.
She clucks a cheek at Ophelia. “Liven up, then, sweetheart. Those boys sound hungry. Be a shame to get eaten alive your first night.” She takes a seat again, rubbing rouge into her milky cheeks.
Ophelia takes steadying breaths in her own mirror. Tonight is her idea. But the fashions Falcon procured are a half-size too small. She knows this ruse requires pushing comfort, but her modesty is squeezed so tightly, she swells out of the corset. Which is blood red and unlike most things she can imagine wearing. Were other girls not showing as much cleavage, in far brighter colors, she might change her mind about this. 
Though, that may not be possible now that Falcon knows the winning potential. Which is how she convinced him she’s ready for higher stakes.
She can do this, she tells herself, feeling the kick of her survival instinct, a fundamental thing she and Falcon share.
As other women sweep strands, smooth eyebrows, hoist bosoms, tuck fabrics, and check adornments, Ophelia runs her fingers over the locket she wears. It gives her comfort, though she can’t say who gifted it to her. She tucks it away. Earrings are next. She pinches the clasps of small gold rings and lets them close over each lobe. She does one final check of her hair. She’s managed a respectable braid that knots at the nape. 
“Come on, doll,” the woman with the red-hair crown says. “I got a 7-year-old to feed.”
And I have money to make, she thinks.
Ophelia follows the women out. Rounding the corner, a rowdy gambling hall comes into view, and a slew of catcalls ring. But they’re quickly swallowed in the pitching din as a particular high-stakes card game gets underway. 
Bellows mule from gentleman and tricksters alike. Most of the clientele, the ones dressed in ratty brown fabrics, are likely watch stuffers or thimbleriggers. Thieves. But there are also Swells, bank men from new money, tucked in tailored suits. And they all seem to be jostling for a place around the long wooden table at the center of the hall, where two men are taking their seats. 
The plan is simple. Watch. Signal. Distract if necessary.
She employs the fan in her hand as she strides toward the table and away from the girls whose job tonight is keeping men’s stone pints full. A job that was Ophelia’s ticket into this hall.
She lowers her gaze behind the fan. Demure, coy lashes, just as Falcon showed her. She must be nervous—she nearly laughs aloud remembering how ridiculous he looked demonstrating.
The cards are being dealt now, sliding across the table that spans the length of two men. 
Falcon and his opponent wear unreadable expressions as they arrange their hands. The other player looks polished in a dark suit, vest, and matching hat. Falcon is far more rugged in his leather pants and jacket, a white shirt unbuttoned at the neck to let his ink show. 
Ophelia circles around the table behind Falcon, feeling stares like dirty hands on her. The air is conveniently stale and warm, and she stops, making a show of relishing the breeze of her fan. 
She memorizes Falcon’s cards. 
Pair of kings, ace high. 
More than a good shot, then.
She keeps sliding through the crowd until she’s in position behind Falcon’s opponent. In Falcon’s line of sight. 
This close, the player’s social status is more obvious. The wallet on his waist screams Swell. So full, it’s almost laughable. Every swindler in this place must notice it, though spectators seem more interested in the game and their side bets.
Ophelia drops her eyes. With the player’s hat tipped, she can just see his long, straight nose, crooked on its end, and the oiled mustache he’s twisting. More importantly, she can see the lone pair of queens holding court in his hand. 
They’re enough to give the player confidence to open high, push a heap of paper to the center of the table. 
A large bet. 
Ophelia hides a smile under her fan. With one look, she catches the chilling blue, the quick question, in Falcon’s eyes. She makes three small blinks, as if flirting. Their signal to raise. Though she’s half-sure she looks like she’s caught a bug in her eye.
Falcon studies his cards as if considering. To the crowd’s satisfaction, he raises, shoving his bet to the center. 
While the player debates his next move, Ophelia’s gaze wanders the scar down Falcon’s cheekbone. She’s always been curious about its origins, and under the gaslight over the table, the white line looks harsher, hopefully telling no-gooders he’s not an easy target. Though the corded muscles in his hands and the tattoos on his neck may do the job just as well. 
Ophelia has always been curious about his tattoos, too. But Falcon isn’t fond of talking about himself. 
The player re-raises. As Falcon pretends to debate whether to call, a gambler stupid with drink stumbles forward and points to Falcon’s ink. 
“Where’d ye get those marks, ráibéad?” The last word sounds like rabbit, and he says it like an accusation, loud enough to reach across the table. It makes her think of another crowd some time ago, before a fight. Before she threw a teacup.
Oh no.
The gambler has the audacity—or idiocy—to put a hand on Falcon’s shoulder. 
Falcon’s head turns slowly to look at it, and the breath hitches in Ophelia’s throat. She glances at the money on the table—the first step to getting out of Five Points, or at least upgrading their living conditions. 
They’ll be walking out empty-handed if a fight breaks before cards are laid.
Knowing Falcon fears little, that he can’t often walk away when challenged, Ophelia tries to catch his eye with a cautionary look. 
He isn’t watching.
The drunkard has removed his hand but hovers, and Falcon folds his cards to better shield them as the crowd leans in. “You’re gonna want to piss off, lushy,” Falcon tells the man. The corresponding look he gives could cut the man in two. “Unless you want to lose that hand.”
A thrill lights in the man’s eyes at the threat. When his lips lift to grin, Ophelia sees he’s missing several teeth. From brawling or opening his mouth like he is now. 
She gets an awful feeling when she inspects his clothes. A suit, with lines too clean and elegant for a beggar, and baggy on his slight frame. 
She fans herself, her heart picking up its pace. 
Finally, the drunkard raises his hands and backs away. The crowd seems to breathe. Ophelia, too. 
Falcon relaxes enough to refocus on his hand. “Call,” he announces, tossing the rest of his cash to center table.
Ophelia keeps one eye on the drunkard, still too close for her comfort, still with that strange grin.
A voice booms, “Cards down!” A short man in a brown bowler hat and suspenders, who is running the game, waves a hand at the table.
Falcon and the other player size each other up a moment. Then they lay their hands.
The room erupts, in equal bouts of cheers and jeers. The rafters seem to shake with their fervor, their greed, loud as Ophelia’s heart in her own ears.
Falcon has won.
As relief starts to blossom, Ophelia sees a flicker—one dangerous flicker—in the drunkard’s eyes. But it’s not him who moves first. 
Falcon’s opponent leaps from his seat, throwing his jacket back. In a whir, he has a pistol aimed straight at Falcon. 
“Cheater!” 
The accusation cuts a hush across the room. But a breath later, the crowd is hollering, chanting for a fight.
The drunkard ups the ante, throwing his own suitcoat back to pull a matching pistol. And now there are two guns pointed at Falcon.
While Ophelia’s heart shoves straight into her throat, Falcon shows no surprise. He leans back in his chair, dragging an arm off the table to rest on the leather of his pants.
Ophelia is screaming in her skin. Why is he just grinning like that?
The dealer running the game shouts for order, and help. Cocking sounds come from the direction of the bar. Ophelia sees two men hop the counter, guns in arm that are half as tall as them. 
There are suddenly pistols everywhere and factions forming. The Swells in polished suits, rushing up the exit. Swindlers shouting, shoving, threatening. 
“No shots in here!” one of the bar men shouts. “Out! Get out, or I’ll blow your heads clear off!”
Two brawling men nearly knock Ophelia from her feet. She slips, ducking, trying to see what’s happening at the table. She spies Falcon, his head swinging back and forth slowly between the instigators of this chaos, and to the cash still in a pile. 
Ophelia knows Falcon doesn’t want to leave without the money. If it’s an option, neither does she. 
Someone pulls at her arm, and Ophelia spins with her hand raised. 
“Careful!” It’s the young woman with the red hair. “What’re you doing? You’ll be trampled out here. Come on!” She motions to the rest of the girls skirting out of the main room.
Ophelia cranes her head to find Falcon. She agreed to go with the girls if trouble erupted, but only if the odds were impossible. She may not be a brawler, but she will not leave Falcon outnumbered. Though he’s threatened to when he’s exasperated with her, she doesn’t think he’d leave her either, were tables turned. 
With a quick glance around, she sees men abandoning games and bets to throw fists. But no one is paying her any attention. Ophelia shakes the young woman off, dodging another brawler. “You go!”
The woman shakes her head, muttering foolish girl as she takes off toward the dressing room with her skirt in her hands.
Ophelia pushes with determination toward the table, where Falcon’s opponent is leaning over, gun still trained, pulling winnings toward his side. She sees Falcon still sitting, still grinning though the drunkard is waving the pistol at him, practically spitting, saying, “We can’t let cheats walk outta here with our money.” With a clear voice. Not drunk at all. 
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Goddamn swindlers,  Falcon curses. Their con is good. Gangsters playing a bank man and a lushy.
As his opponent sweeps his winnings away, Falcon instantly regrets this whole ruse. He knows thieves. The best thieves. And normally he thinks his own swindles through. 
But the buy-in! The money he could use now. And Ophelia. He can’t exactly turn around, but the corner of his eyes thread the crowd, hoping to see her disappearing with the saloon girls like she promised. But no, of course not. That wouldn’t be her.
He sees her reach the card table, looking at him, waiting. Still betting on him. Gods, he’s all for taking risks if it teaches her a skill, but this has escalated. What the hell was he thinking agreeing to this just three days into their time? 
He’s got to get her out of here.
“Don’t move, cheater.” The false drunk raises his pistol higher. 
Falcon’s smile itches. His hands, too, to draw something he’s not supposed to draw. Not in this world, unless it’s certain death. 
The knife in his boot will have to do. 
“Damn thugs,” Falcon taunts. He spits on the floor, looking between them. “You think this is your turf? You own this joint? You’re butchers, bakers, the lot of you. Part-timers.” 
The false drunk’s eyes blaze. The player shoveling away Falcon’s winnings freezes and sneers. 
The pause is all Falcon needs. He ducks, freeing the knife from his boot, and with a quick flick sends it sailing low across the table, straight into the gut of his opponent. Vaulting to his feet, he grabs the pistol from the other man and jabs the butt of it straight to the asshole’s nose. It makes a satisfying crunch, and blood leaks down his hand.
The man wails. But his fingers squeeze the trigger, and a bullet explodes toward the ceiling. 
Men dive to their knees, and Falcon is a weapon himself, freeing the gun, smashing the lying lushy in the jaw. He goes down hard, and Falcon whirls, his chest heaving. 
His opponent is still on the floor. The stack of cash—and Ophelia—are gone.
He narrows his eyes, searching the crowd. It takes a few seconds, but he sees her red dress near the exit. Falcon leaps, sliding across the game table into the crowd, landing with a fist to a thug’s incoming face. He takes down one more grabbing at his jacket.
He’s almost to the exit when he sees Ophelia’s not alone. 
A man in dark trousers and a stovepipe hat has something shoved at her back. He’s dragging her fast up the stairs to outside. And he’s watching Falcon, daring him to follow like he’s known the game all night—maybe even ran it—and he’s calling Falcon’s bluff. 
Falcon never bluffs.
He charges, shoving through sweaty men with fists and elbows flying. It’s too slow getting through, but he’s finally up the stairs and pushing outside. 
Under the Den’s awning, he skids to a quiet stop. If the Belly’s taught him anything, it’s not to rush in without assessing the threat. 
Where five of New York City’s most dangerous roads intersect, there are a dozen men wearing the same hats, circled around Ophelia. Her corset is askew. Her skirt too. 
Ophelia wrenches a hand free. Her nails scrape across one’s cheek, drawing a sharp cry. Falcon’s pride swells seeing her kick another in the shin. 
A dozen, then. He’s faced worse. He starts forward, but shapes up the road makes him pause. More silhouettes. More men looking for their idea of fun or trouble or both. 
There are hands on her then. Men, touching a woman in a way they shouldn’t. And that’s it. 
Fury is a beast inside Falcon.
He steps into the light of the street lamps. And for one brief second, as the men around her shift, his eyes lock with Ophelia’s, and he can see her fear and guilt. She’s thinking this is all her fault, that it’s going to end in their deaths. 
Not on his watch. 
Forget the winnings. After the past few days he’s lived—from the Belly to here—he’s going to make a bloody massacre of this gang, and he’ll feel no remorse about it later. 
Rules be damned, he tears his coat and shirt off. Fists his bare hands. Closes his eyes. Hopes he doesn’t call Magus’s armies to them by doing this here.
In seconds, his sword is there for the taking. 
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With half their winnings in the street, half still tucked in her lopsided corset, Ophelia thrashes. The man who holds her grips her tighter…until Falcon brings a sword down a short distance away, and another man’s head—just his head—goes rolling across the road toward them.
“Didn’t fuckin’ sign up for this!” Her attacker releases her arms—he’s gone, fleeing. 
Ophelia bends forward, breathing hard, reaching for her boot and the knife she stowed earlier for an against-the-odds moment. But as soon as the blade is in her fist, her stomach turns at the thought of hurting someone, even these vile men. 
She squeezes the knife. And when Falcon raises his sword, stabbing it into a thug’s stomach, Ophelia doesn’t let herself look away, though she’s desperate to pretend this isn’t happening. 
She can’t pretend. 
It’s them against at least ten men. And Falcon doesn’t see the one rushing up behind him, the one fumbling with a dark object. He doesn’t hear the click in his quiet ear, or see an arm raise.
Her feet feel all wrong, but she aims her blade and lets it fly on pure instinct, straight past Falcon, praying he doesn’t turn. 
It’s a hurried throw. A leg wound. But it’s enough to bring the thug to a knee. 
She closes her eyes as Falcon whirls, hearing only the sick gush of steel meeting flesh. 
The shaking starts. She stares at her empty hands as her thoughts tumble. 
Tonight was just supposed to be a gambling ruse. Now they’re murderers. 
Faint sounds of fighting still spill from the Den. But out here in the streets, those who wished them harm are all dead or running for their lives. 
She blinks at the ground to steady herself, then finds Falcon striding toward her. He’s wearing no shirt. There’s blood—other men’s blood—sprayed across his skin. A savage look still hardens his eyes as he takes her in. 
She finds it hard to breathe. To see straight. Two questions bubble and disappear before he reaches her. How will they live with so much blood on their hands? And where did Falcon get that sword?
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She doesn’t answer. She hasn’t said a word for an hour. Her boots scuff, heavy, across the uneven path. She’s got to be in shock, and exhausted.
Falcon forgets sometimes. She’s not used to death like he is. She didn’t end a man’s life tonight, but he can tell that’s what she feels. 
Rune would know what to say. He could calm her.
All Falcon has is the truth. “It’s kill or be killed sometimes, Teacup. It’s not pretty, but it’s the way shit is. Those men would’ve done…unforgivable things.” His teeth clench. “You did good.”
She finally looks at him, searching his eyes, and he wonders if she’ll lay into him about leaving this hellhole now. Or, worse, judge him. 
She just nods. 
Her acceptance is more than he deserves.
They’re walking down a back alley on the outskirts of Five Points. Still a hellhole, but slightly less. He’s lived in worse places. But it’s dark, damp, and beggars cry into their bottles. And his stomach growls.
“How much did we end up with?” she asks, her voice flat, her eyes flat, her shoulders even flat.
He considers the half he’s tucked away for another purpose. “Enough for food and a better room.” He watches her some more. She looks spent. “You good to keep walking?” 
It’s an hour yet to the boardinghouse on the outskirts, where they’re staying.
Ophelia looks to the sky, where a patch of stars are shining through. Rather than answer him, she walks to a ladder climbing the tenement. He follows, curious where her instincts are leading.
Where a streetlamp glows at the side of the building, carving shadows through the ladder rungs, Ophelia sidesteps the reaching darkness. With a finger, she makes a quick circle motion on her forehead.
Falcon chews his lip, considering the quirk. 
She’s done it since he’s known her. It makes him think of the day they met in another world, when her head was bowed and her lips mumbled to gods Falcon never felt much like praying to. Three gods who’ve all but abandoned the world they created. 
One hand on a rung, she finally looks at him. “How about we camp?” In her eyes, he sees the smallest spark of her return. The girl up for anything. “Unless you can’t sleep without a pillow?”
He lifts a brow. She knows a pillow is the last thing that would keep him from sleeping. Which he does with an eye open anyway. “Ladies first.”
They climb.
On the roof, she leads him to a covered spot a squatter left behind. Falcon holds up a finger for her to wait and takes a look around, finding what he’s after. A length of wool fabric long enough to sit on and in better shape than he’d expect. Squatters don’t usually abandon blankets unless they’re dead. This one smells clean enough.
When he comes back, Ophelia’s face is tilted to the night and her eyes look far away. She’s doing that more often, he’s noticed, not sure what to make of it. Something to tell the Spellcaster. 
Falcon lays the blanket out. “Here.” He holds out his coat. Snapping out of her trance, she comes over to take it, rubbing her finger over the leather before she pulls it around herself.
He steps back, letting her take a seat and adjust her ridiculous dress, which was designed to invite men and the cold.
Ophelia turns to look at him where he’s leaning against a wall. “It’s cool tonight,” she notes. 
Falcon mulls. The energy under his skin rolls like a furnace, but Ophelia doesn’t have that, even with his coat.
He sighs. “Guess I can’t sleep if your teeth are clattering all night.” 
She doesn’t protest when he sits behind her. In fact, she moves back, so she’s resting against his chest. The soft curls of her hair brush his chin. He raises his arms, unsure where, exactly, to put them. He shifts, swallows, and finally settles his hands on his own legs. 
As Ophelia settles too, he catches a sweet scent—powder, maybe—and an inadvertent glimpse down her neck and into her corset. 
Falcon shifts once more. It isn’t the first time he’s had to keep her warm. It is the first time something skips in his chest. 
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A world away, a man clutches his chest, stooping against his chamber wall as he does each night.  
Magic does its work, reversing time. But it brings no pleasure. Not when three things have the Gray King on edge: A daw, a dagger, and the moons. 
Osiris Lestat drops his small blade, magic racing beneath his skin.
A servant, not fifteen, hurries forward. “Are you hurting, Majesty?” He’s careful, the boy, to keep his disdain from his lowered eyes. “Shall I get your healer?”
The king grunts. The magic is his healer. Though his old bones can only lap it so quickly, and too much of it is lost by mouth or bowels these days. Like a fern watered too often that yet still thirsts. 
He spies the body on the wall. He detests the mess. “Just clean it up.”
As the servant scurries forth, Osiris rolls his shoulders and fixes a vexed look out his window, beyond the castle spires and slate stone towers, south to the red forest, to the One Sea abroad. Below him, in the courtyard, an army of silver stands, weapons and warhorses ready, as it has the entire day.
Since the daw came shrilling a message. Something is coming for Gray Castle.
Magus’s triple moons seem to shudder under the weight of the bird’s warning. Osiris eyes them suspiciously—two gray, one scarlet—until the fresh magic hums too heavily in him to stand any longer. He lumbers the six steps to his throne bed, watching with no emotion as his servant removes the shackles on the body. 
It crumbles instantly, dust pluming short of the bed. Mess. 
If he had the source, there would be no more mess. 
If he had the source, he’d be far less reliant on his armies…or the arcane protection spell he was compelled to seek earlier today, in the wake of the seer’s warning.
Osiris fists his velvet sheets while the boy cleans and quickly flees his king’s chambers. 
Barely a moment passes before he hears a rap at the door. 
“Come.”
A squeak of leather enters first, slung on a man of five-and-a-half decades who is as tall and broad as a pruning blade. Knight Commander Jory Dagon brings the smell of spices and sweat, bowing in a snapping motion as if he were a bowstring. 
“Majesty,” his resonant voice returns.
“What’s the news?”
“Nothing stirs beyond the city, Your Grace. Apart from the usual rumblings in the western region.”
“And the dagger?”
“Your men still guard it.” The commander eyes his king with concern. “Have you slept, Your Grace?”
Osiris’s eyes narrow to slits. “A king sleeps when he’s dead.”
“Majesty.” Jory steps forward, eyes lowered. “If I may. I know the daw’s message troubles you. But surely if it were a true threat, the seer would have visioned what or when. There would be rumors at court or in the trading districts.”
“Have you seen the moons, Jory?” 
Jory tips his head. “Pardon, Your Majesty?”
Osiris rocks where he sits. “Have they moved? The last time they moved, the kingdom nearly fell. If the daw is to be believed… ”
“I cannot opine on the moons, Your Grace, as you know I’m your military strategist and not an astronomer. But the dagger is guarded. And you banished or slayed the power it would take to unleash its magic years ago.”
Osiris meets his commander’s eye. They rarely speak of the event, the near siege on his throne, though both men think of it now.
“And the source?”
Jory lifts his chin, the hair there roughly cut and threaded with gray. “Same answer as every evening, Majesty. Not a breath of it in nearly four years.”
Osiris grits against the report as well as the magic settling in his pinking feet. “That is unacceptable. There must be someone who knows something.”
“We’ve searched every inch of Magus, Your Grace. What would you have me do?”
“Spare no blood, Commander, not even our own.” Osiris studies Jory, then the night. “A source that strong does not simply vanish.” 
His thirst stirs at the thought of finally possessing it. He’d be rid of the small daily feasts and worries of a siege that plague him at each new season. 
The thought pulls his eyes to the moons again. 
“Four years,” Osiris mutters, “and the Magies still claim they know nothing of the source. I am done with patience. If the source is not in this world, search the mortal one. Find it.”
“Upon the moons,” Jory swears. 
When the chamber doors are shut up, the king scrambles into bed, burying himself to his chin. 
And nothing stirs. 
For so long he almost convinces himself the daw never came. He sleeps.
And then the sky darkens with a lone shadow, spreading across the night like spilling oil. It comes swiftly, and when it covers the moons, a wall of darkness stretches and pulls and finally sweeps, silently as a thief, through Osiris’s window, shuttering the chamber’s light lamp by lamp.
Above the bed, the shadow gathers like a storm, forming a hand that grasps an object long, sharp, and black as sin. A blade presumed under guard, its hilt carved in the likeness of an unmistakable god.
It strikes, lashing the king’s cheek open. Tendrils of shadow tunnel into the cut, burrowing deep inside the king.
His mouth sticks in a silent scream. Skin draining of color, his blue irises fill like ink pots, joints knot at their knuckles. And when it’s over, his chambers go dark.
A strangled cry releases from Osiris as he lurches from his room and down the steps. Catching his reflection along the way, he sees not a young ruler or an old man, but only the thing on his cheek. A patch of black stone thick as marble, deep as bone.
He braces against a sill and meets another unnerving sight, set on the rutted bark of a scarlet tree in his courtyard. 
More black scabs, choking at the beating heart of his kingdom.
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Rune feels lighter returning to Magus. Too light, as the hidden passage Grimm spelled at the bottom of the Looking Lake spits him out.  
He kicks for the surface. When he breaks it with a gasp, particles of pure magic that mote the Magus air scatter, and Rune is met with a sight up the hill he hasn’t seen in five months. The Constelli Academy of Magie Sciences. 
Trudging out of the water, he wrings his wet hair and finds his stash of clothes in a box at the lake’s edge. While he dresses, he watches for signs of anyone, trying to ignore two thoughts needling his mind. His watch is over, for now. And, it’s Falcon’s turn with Ophelia. Well… Maybe a third thought, too. It’s a curse being the one who remembers.
It’s getting harder with each return to shove aside all the memories, but Rune does it, rolling tightness from his shoulders, and sets up toward the academy. 
The Constelli’s ogival arches and stained glass are a foreboding ode to gothic architecture, an influence from the mortal world. When Rune left Easton four months ago, the east tower was still missing. The rebuild, months from completion. Now there stands four stories of whitewashed stone, all the corner towers finished. It’s not quite the façade it was a few years ago. One building wasn’t remade. But when he rounds to the front yard, he sees the towers make the same haunting silhouette on the driveway.
The estate is shrouded in its usual morning light, a kaleidoscope made by the sun sifting through the red and blue and yellow leaves of the surrounding Spellers Forests. Miles of trees baring hybrid foods and drink, born of magic and science, experimentation and research. Trees that supply the entire southern region with sustenance.
Rune’s never spent much time in the forests, honestly. His track as a scholar, a fourth-year apprentice, keeps him in classrooms or the library. But as a child the colors mesmerized him.
At the iron gate, Rune pauses at the academy crest, willing himself to feel home as he takes in the gilded quills and scroll pierced through with a pricking blade, on the banner that pledges the Constelli’s loyalty to the Gray King of Magus. OMSARAN SIGLASTI, it reads. Knowledge serves. 
His eyes travel up the driveway toward the main hall, where he sees wagons being pulled around. And something else. 
A few apprentices are busy covering shapes that lie on the ground. 
His blood runs cold as he nears the hall. They’re bodies.
Another uprising? 
Grimm said they’re becoming more frequent. Magie villagers, whose children are brought here without consent to train their affinities, have been coming to protest. 
It’s a reminder of the world Rune is returning to—an academy, an entire kingdom, owned, subservient to the Gray King. Where anyone who disagrees with the crown, the law, has two choices: follow it or die. 
In the small group of apprentices covering the bodies, two shrewd blue eyes find Rune. He can see the burning questions about where he’s been in them. 
Any apprentice who leaves Constelli grounds can be tried for treason, for abandoning their post, with few questions asked. But Rune isn’t anyone. He’s apprenticed to the headmaster, Grimm Hermes. Whether his fellow sages-in-training like it or not.
Rune returns his attention to the stairs that climb to the main hall. Lugging himself up the steps, he sees figures move in the arched windows above.
Hovering in the doorway, he draws a breath of mortar and magic, then walks himself inside the Constelli. Home, but not home.
He took his time in New York. A few days to tie up the usual loose ends when Ophelia is moved, covering all their tracks in 1876. Now, stepping inside the hall feels foreign. The boarding school is filled with new voices—new students. The first in months. They echo among woeful piano notes up halls lined with dark paneling, pointed ceilings, and iron chandeliers. 
There are no musty smells or hand-laid farmhouse floors. Only the smell of obedience and a thick pervading of candle wick, blood, and chalk. And a disciplined kind of magic that makes Rune’s own stand up straighter, at attention. 
He spends the day getting settled, resuming the classes he teaches: Morals in Enchanting and Cerebral Control. He picks at memories, while he buries himself in organizing texts in the library for the night’s scribing work. Grimm remains in Wythe, the Spellcaster hamlet, but he’s left Rune plenty of scribing, which he both deserves and appreciates. 
In his room in the Matterist tower later, he sits in the vast window seat, talking to himself.
“I was reckless,” he says aloud, thinking of the fire in New York, wishing he were talking to Grimm—the one who saw something in Rune from the start and gave a small boy hope, over the years, that the academy wouldn’t always be a cruel place. That someday it might be a place where Magie parents want to bring their children. 
Someday feels far away, without Grimm here. As far away as Ophelia Dannan now.
“I let myself enjoy it too much,” he chides himself. Somehow, in all those times with Ophelia, Rune’s rotation became about more than her surviving. He tried to fight it. He did. But…
“What is surviving if you aren’t living?”
Rune’s heart hits his throat at the echo of soft words in his head. His mother’s words. It stirs a fleeting picture in his mind of a woman with long raven hair and Rune’s vivid eyes.
Rune’s limbs, heart, and head go heavy. Not the good kind of heavy. Like a stone’s rolled onto his chest. And now he isn’t sure which is worse—too much lightness or too much weight.
It’s only early evening, but he falls asleep in the window, warring it over. 
Too soon, he’s waking with the feel of fingers curled in his, wheat teasing his face, whispers that make him roll to his side and…fall on the floor. 
Rubbing his head where it’s smacked, he hears shouting. He jerks up, straightening his vest. 
Not again.
Rune tears down the Matterist stairs, taking a shortcut through the remade Intellection Hall across the Constelli. Picturing the bodies in front of the lawn from earlier, he races down a dark corridor of stained glass windows, past paintings of stoic sages with their students that span centuries. Paintings that picture Grimm Hermes in every one. Except, there’s no painting of Rune’s class.
He hears glass shattering. Children crying.
Down the sconce-lit hall, the ceiling opens and brighter lamplight fills the main foyer where older students wrap arms around the littles.
“Away from the doors!” Apprentices drag crying students toward the dining hall as several sages hurry out the front door, shutting it up behind them.
Rune hears the angry voices outside. More uprisers. He could reason with them. He knows he could. The Magie villagers have things to say. It’s just no one wants to listen. Talking, listening—that’s how to make Magus better. 
But on his way to the door, he catches sight of two children under the staircase. New students who look terrified, who must not know what’s happening. They look like siblings with their matching brown locks and button noses. The older of the two wears a uniform threaded with a red pattern—she’s a Spellcaster. She holds her brother close.
Rune glances at the door and back to the children. Then he rushes to the stairs. “Hi, there,” he says softly. “Come with me, okay? I’ll get you somewhere safer.” 
“Who’s out there?” The girl holds tighter to her brother.
Rune kneels at their level, ignores the shouts outside, and lets his eyes settle on theirs. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to take you to your rooms.”
The children’s muscles uncoil. 
By the time Rune gets them safely to their rooms and returns, the shouts outside have died, and he knows it’s too late to talk down the uprisers. The sages made sure of that.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rune spends an hour helping comfort the students whose parents were killed. Gutted and unable to concentrate on anything else, he goes to the library. He can’t bring himself to transcribe the reports they receive weekly from Gray Castle, so he works on rescribing the old texts—the ones damaged years ago. 
Hours later, Rune sets his quill on the lamp-lit table and shakes out his hand. He stretches his neck and rubs his eyes.
Nori Locke, a fourth-year Matterist apprentice like Rune, inspects him silently across the table. Her white hair falls in stick-straight swaths over the shoulder of her pressed jacket, aside tight little buttons that march up her long throat. Its green threading matches Rune’s.
She glances at Rune’s fist, closed around a moss green stone that lets Rune continue to offer comfort to students from afar. Nori’s glass-blue eyes roll left to her twin. 
A critical apprentice called Lux angles his cherubic head at Rune. “Yes, sister, I believe you’re right.”
It takes Rune a second to realize they’re speaking directly mind to mind. An oddity of Magie twins. They apprentice under another sage here on a path to serve in Cirque, possibly to teach like Rune. He’s not exactly sure what their ambitions are, but their track is why they’re helping scribe tonight. They must all put in the requisite hours. 
It had been Nori Locke’s eyes on Rune this morning when he returned. He tried to ignore her curiosity all day. When she and Lux sat at his table, he nearly moved to another. If it wouldn’t have made him look guilty.
Lux lets the feather in his quill—long, sharp, and black—brush across his palm. “Nori says you look terrible.”
“Yeah, I figured.” Rune glances across his shoulder, where other apprentices quietly work at tables around the room. He picks up his quill again and squeezes his other hand tighter around the stone amplifying his abilities.
“First rule of the Matterists code—don’t drain yourself to death.” Lux arches a brow.
“Enchanting all night will drain you, Apprentice Ethera,“ Nori replies. “What a travesty that would be.” She looks Rune over, sitting poised as marble and looking more like the Morphists’ stoic goddess, Luna, than the more compassionate goddess of their Matterist order, Selene. 
“I’ll never understand why you’d waste your energy that way.” Lux makes a face at him.
Rune pauses, choosing his tired reply carefully. “Some of the students lost parents today. I don’t mind helping ease their grief.” 
Here at the Constelli, he has tools forbidden elsewhere. Tools to advance teaching, like the amplifier stone making his palm sweat, letting him enchant without being right in front of his subject. He doesn’t use Enchanter stones often. They do sap him. 
Rune resumes scribing an old passage from Origins of the Moons. Setting careful ink to a new thin, crisp sheet, copying from the original charred text, he writes: For anything might happen in shifting moons. But hope that dies can be reborn…
Lux snickers. “Mm-hm. Better off, I say…” 
Rune glances up, seeing their heads together again. “Speak,” he tells Nori. And the word gongs between them.
He didn’t mean it to come out as a demand. But, he’s tired. Too tired for games just now.
Nori’s true opinion tumbles out. “Their parents were traitors. Clearly they didn’t want the Constelli reborn and would rather their children grow up poor and dirty and ignorant. And yet, you sympathize with them, Apprentice.”
The pair look down their thick, straight noses at Rune. He knows what this is about. They’ve always been envious of Grimm’s preference for Rune, a boy with questionable roots. They can’t stand that Rune was chosen, years ago, to be apprentice to the headmaster.
He looks between them. “You didn’t grow up at the Constelli. You came from a family of sages in Cirque, and you get to return to them. You don’t understand what it’s like arriving from the outer cities.”
Nori’s white brow arches. “And you understand? How did you come to the Constelli, Apprentice? Tell us. I could have sworn something about a rich grandfather and a lovely coach…”
“I understand those parents had their children taken,” Rune snaps, and a few others glance up from tables. He winces. He never raises his voice—what’s wrong with him? 
Lux looks amused. “Do you need an adjustment, Ethera?” His tongue grazes his teeth. “Happy to help.”
When Rune says nothing, Lux slides his eyes to Nori. “Always the martyr.” He stands to gather his things. “Sister?” 
Nori doesn’t move right away. “You were gone a long while with the headmaster.”
“Yes.” Keep scribing. 
“And how was Wythe?” He can feel Nori’s eyes on him. And the slightest caress of sharp nails at the edge of his mind. Her power, as familiar as his own. “That’s where you were?” 
Rune’s quill pauses as he fists the stone tighter, drawing just enough energy back to himself to shove a wall up between Nori and his own mind. 
It takes effort, but the sharpness recedes. “I was assisting the headmaster, as always.” He resumes scribing.
“Mm,” Nori says. “But the headmaster was here a few weeks ago. And you weren’t. Strange. And this week he doesn’t return with you—the headmaster, not here to welcome his first new class of Magie students in months.”
Rune stops now. “I go where he needs me. And you’re forgetting yourself, Nori. It’s not your position to demand answers of the headmaster. Or poke at the mind of his apprentice.” 
Jealousy flares in her eyes. He knew it. She covets his position.
A wave of exhaustion fills Rune’s arms—his magic straining.
Nori smiles a tight smile. “My apologies.” She stands to join her brother and pushes her chair in slowly. “But you know that saving a few uprisers tonight wouldn’t change the world,” she says, distaste on her lips. “Any more than pacifying weak children or taking long swims in the Looking Lake.” 
Rune stills, staring at his paper. 
No one goes to the Looking Lake. For fear of what those waters can show them, and for the rumors that if you go in, you might not come out. But Rune goes, every handful of months…
He stays quiet while the twins leave. He can’t ruffle feathers, even if they’re flapping in his face. There’s his oath. And trouble could ruin the path Rune has been on since he was brought here. In an elegant coach. 
He can still see his grandfather’s coarse white mustache lift, the thick fold of fat above his brow as he bent over Rune and told him to get his sageship. It’s one of the few Magie positions respected across mortal and Magie lines. A position that could bridge the divide between his people and the crown. 
One day soon, he’ll be able to leave the Constelli and tutor privately in Cirque, if he wishes. Among Crats. 
Rune sees his mother in his mind for the next hour as he finishes his work. When his hand can’t write another line, when all the other apprentices have gone and his is the only lamp in the library, he finally gets up to leave. 
Gunshots ricochet off windows, and he drops the stone on the table, breaking the hold on his magic.
Uprisers don’t come with guns. Nor do the sages use them.
Who is here?
Rune pockets the stone and dashes for the nearest window at the back of the library. There are no villagers. No bricks breaking glass. Only a long line of Royal Army soldiers, driving to the mouth of the Constelli. A line that trails all the way down the road.
Movement draws his eye just below. Men and women in robes file outside, instead of where they ought to be—in bed. Sages, apprentices, even children, funnel out at the command of officers. Soldiers escort two—no, three—Spellcaster sages toward gray coaches. 
Rune jostles the window, working it ajar. When it cracks, shouts fill his ears. 
He sees Lux and Nori in line with other Matterist apprentices. Soldiers are calling for Spellcasters to come forward. Asking for the headmaster. Asking if there’s anyone else inside. Lux and Nori Locke narrow twin smiles, pointing fingers up to the library. 
Rune ducks. This is bad, whatever it is. The Royal Army coming for Constelli sages? He has to warn Grimm. 
When he spins, he nearly collides with a girl no more than six who has strange, light-colored eyes.
“Are you Rune?” Her voice is flat.
Another gunshot rings, and he freezes.
The girl doesn’t flinch at all. She looks sort of bored. Until Rune notices her eyes are actually white.
She’s being summoned.
“I’m Rune,” he says. “Here, come with me.” He pulls her away from the window, down, near a bookshelf. “Do you have a message for me?”
She nods slowly. “The headmaster needs you to pick up a package in Bruxo.”
Bruxo?
“When?”
“Now. In a courtyard behind a tailor’s shop,” she recites. “Ask for Henry.” 
It takes a second, then it clicks. Grimm. He’s speaking in code.
Henry… Hart. Package… Passage. Grimm needs them in New York. And there’s a passage waiting.
Another gunshot. This time, with screams.
Rune rushes for the window again. Soldiers are lifting a small limp body with brown curls from a tiny boy screaming for his sister.
The sight of it guts him. But soldiers disappear into the building. Coming to search. 
Rune takes the hand of the young caster girl, and they run without stopping until they reach Grimm’s office in the Witchist tower. 
It’s sparse. Grimm keeps nothing personal within view, as a safety measure. But Rune’s eye draws to Grimm’s desk, remembering a hidden trigger. 
If soldiers are coming to search, he should make sure there’s nothing to find.
Following the instinct, he opens it as the girl stands back. 
The drawer is mostly papers. Financials. Until Rune’s hand brushes a gold ring with a large ruby inset. He’s seen Grimm wear it from time to time, always complaining how heavy it is.  
Rune pockets it. Then he bends to the child who delivered Grimm’s message, who stares back with wide, clear eyes. The stitching on her small coat suddenly looks too red on her, and Rune swallows. 
He can’t take her with him to Bruxo, but if they’re rounding up Spellcasters, he has to at least get her out. 
His thoughts whirl to the field by the Looking Lake—and to other fields he once spent hours in, playing innocent childhood games with his mother. He got good at games. Especially one they called hiders-seekers. Until the day they were found, when his grandfather’s coach appeared out of nowhere and Rune learned Magus did not accept things like a Crat marrying a Magie, love straddling lines, or a child born of both with a heart bigger than sides. 
Boots sound in the hall, and Rune’s focus darts to Grimm’s large wardrobe.
Not just a wardrobe. A shortcut. 
He gives the girl a gentle smile. “Have you ever played hide-and-seek?”
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Trouble stirs a crowd to the yard.  
Beyond the Pyre’s walls come drumming hoofbeats and coaches on a road that should be quiet this close to dinner.
“A convoy from Gray Castle,” Winter whispers in excitement aside Hart, pushing his weight into his toes to snatch a look toward the gates. “Kingsguards from the Royal Army. A whole line of them, come with the commander’s coach.”
Hart folds his arms from the keep steps under a twilight beginning to stain the sky. A bad feeling grips his stomach, tightening when the gates sweep open and a decorated carriage rolls in, pulled by muscled steeds. It’s flanked by a line of soldiers mounted on war horses, hoisting flags with the monarch’s daws-and-crown emblem. 
The soldiers wear silver armor and bear guns just as destructive as magic.
Murmurs ripple through a yard of Special Army soldiers who’ve set down their work. 
Overhead, a flapping catches Hart’s eye. A daw with angular black feathers and a piercing beak disappears around the tower. He frowns. He hopes that bird hasn’t come with a message for him, but the bad feeling in his stomach only grows.
The commander’s coach rolls to a stop in the yard. A dusting of dirt rises like steam behind it, and horses toss their manes. After a long moment, a man steps out draped in layers of the finest gray fabrics. Thick plates jut from his shoulders like the start of wings. 
After accompanying Rivmere to Gray Castle yesterday, Hart would recognize Knight Commander Jory Dagon anywhere.
What is he doing at the Pyre?
The commander stands broadly, keeping a hand fixed on the hilt of his sword. He searches the crowd as it parts behind Hart to let three serge descend. The officials wear gray longcoats with patterned stitching in red or green or blue to mark their guilds.
“Inside,” they order Magie soldiers. “To your lieuten for assignment.”
Assignment?
Soldiers flood slowly inside. Hart goes too, not liking the grave look on the knight commander’s face any more than knowing with a strange sureness that the daw is waiting for him.
At the base of the tower stairs stand several lieuten, calling out names. “Going west! Becker, Nikolaus, Wolf, Kaminska, Ender, Gerd…” Names of men Hart’s pegged as enthusiastic loyalists. 
He doesn’t wait to be called. He slips through the crowd up toward his quarters while John Winter is assigned to Galdur. 
Hart catches bits of conversation as he takes the steps three to a stride. 
“…both armies deployed…”
“…think that kind of magic really exists?”
“…something has happened to the king!” 
Hart stills at that, at the last set of stairs, but before he can ask what the soldier means, raven-black wings stretch past the window above on Hart’s floor. A part of him already knows the message. Even before he opens the window and the dreadful daw shrills its song, blinking far too intelligent eyes, before its beak and message pierce Hart’s hand and thoughts, telling him in Grimm’s words: They are coming for Ophelia.
Hart doesn’t ask questions, or find Rivmere to tell his knight captain he’s leaving again. He takes the kitchen stairs down. Throws on his longcoat. Slips into the pinking night in search of a shrouded spot behind the stables. 
There, he shifts, taking the face of a soldier who no one’s likely to remember given he died years ago and the Royal Army has ten thousand men. 
Are all being deployed? For Ophelia?
“Something has happened to the king.”
Hart feels eyes on him everywhere in the yard, though no one seems to be watching. Jory Dagon still confers with Rivmere’s serge. Others set wagons with food from the Special Army stores, shouting commands. Hart passes soldiers in tactical conversation, guns slung like badges over backs. On a kingsguard’s horse, he finds a cape and slips it quickly over his blue coat.
He moves with purpose to the end of the line. Takes one last scan of the keep. The windows upstairs are dark except for one, where a light casts on a singular face. 
Rivmere, watching the yard. 
Hart could swear their eyes meet, that Rivmere recognizes him in his shift. But the knight captain makes no signal for him to wait or go, and Hart turns the face that isn’t his away, slipping between horses to make for the gate where two steeds have been left to drink. 
When he looks back again, the yard is still busy, and Rivmere is gone from the window.
He spots Winter on the keep stairs, smiling. When there’s nothing in the world to smile about. 
Happy are the ignorant, Hart thinks, gripping the reins of a horse. 
And then he’s mounted and gone like the ghost of the soldier he’s become, out the gate and down the drive, into the forest. 
It’s almost too easy. 
The dark little thought saddles a place behind him as he races to the passage, where he’ll meet Rune in a few hours to cross worlds.
No one trots after him. No shots sound. Still, he can’t shake the sense of darkness closing in. He rides faster. And wonders if, in the mortal world, Falcon and Ophelia know something is coming.
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Ophelia surely heard a cry from the grooved lips of a majestic tree. But trees can’t speak, not even those with blood-red leaves. And yet, this tree appears sentient, staring at her from the center of this dream, whispering unintelligibly from a castle courtyard draped in winter.  
No, not winter. Nothing so pure.
Ophelia cranes her head, peering through a fine veil of floating white…ash. A castle stretches around the courtyard. Its silver spires pierce a sky falling into night. A night that is the kind of silent to still creatures, raise hair on arms, and cause ears to strain for the smallest whisper. A quiet that pervades a whole body before settling like a pit in the stomach.
Something inside her is brave, carrying her toward the tree. And there on the bark, she faces the source of all the agony. A trail of hard, strangling black stone. 
When the tree cries again, Ophelia screams, too.
Then there are hands. On her shoulders, her face. And a deep, urging voice. “Wake up, Ophelia. Gods, wake up!”
She jolts, clutching her throat, feeling her pulse beat hard beneath her palm. It takes a long moment to get her bearings. She’s still on the roof in Five Points with Falcon. The coat he gave her has fallen off her shoulders. The sun is rising. It’s morning. The morning after the card game gone wrong at the Den.
Falcon sits back to look at her. “That was quite the nightmare.”
She wipes her eyes with her palms, pulling her knees up under her skirts. “I can’t imagine why.” 
“You get a lot of those lately?” A note in his voice makes her pause. A note like worry.
“I don’t think I dream. Or, I don’t remember them if I do.” She tells him about this one with the castle and tree. 
“Have you ever had a dream so real you could feel it?” She shakes her head. “I sound mad.”
“You’re a lot of things, Teacup. Not crazy, though.” He rubs the smatter of dark-gold stubble growing on his chin, looking more pensive than usual.
There are small nicks and cuts on Falcon’s face, mostly on his forehead. And there’s a purple spot—a bruise—on the cheek opposite his scar. She wonders if the same incident that gave him that scar also cost him his hearing on that side. 
He catches her looking at his cheek and turns his face away, toward the roofline where the sun is sneaking up. But she senses his interest as she starts to root at the hem of her dress, tearing a small scrap from the underskirt.
She nods to his coat. “Your flask.” 
When he hands it to her, she soaks the cloth, then holds it up near his face, waiting for his okay.
After a moment, he nods, and she wonders if she’s ever touched his face.
She shakes her head, ignoring the little hitch that comes at the contact—one that makes them both still for the briefest second.
Dabbing the cut, she admits, “I can’t stop replaying it. Does it bother you at all?”
He looks at her. “You screaming me awake?”
She pictures the dead men in pinstripe suits, the head staring up at her. “The killing.” The words slap.
“Last night wasn’t my first go, Ophelia.” His voice is quieter than usual. And the look on his face... He tries to cover, but it nearly reads like pain.
She dabs another spot of dried blood, letting her hand pause there. “You might be used to it, but that’s not the same as being okay with it.”
His brows draw together, and his hand comes up to Ophelia’s wrist. He lowers it, and the cloth with it, looking at where they touch. Why wasn’t that your first go? she wants to ask him. But when his eyes return to hers, he looks so uncomfortable, so uncharacteristically emotional, Ophelia pulls her hand away and stands. 
“I’m famished.” She tucks in her locket and gathers the few other things they have. A shawl. Knives. The new blanket. 
Falcon looks relieved, shoving up. “Food then.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Falcon leads her outside Five Points into the small village that borders the city. 
They properly freshen up at the inn where they’ve been staying. Then their appetites draw them to a tavern in the square. There’s a sullenness to the day, thick fog that hangs in the air and hovers over the grass. The weather is a suitable complement to her mood. 
In the half-empty tavern, she rubs one finger along the smooth stone bar where they sit, wondering how she arrived at this very moment—a young woman sitting beside a handsome scoundrel, as he likes to call himself. No true home, practically penniless, swindling and fighting. 
She glances at Falcon, who has his nose in his pint, and searches her memory for a shred of who she was before him. Her thoughts steer her instead to the boarding house in Five Points. A few days ago, when she recalls being out of sorts. Sea-leggy. 
She scowls into her near-empty pint as Falcon waves the barkeep over, asking for more drinks. Staring at the murky ale, she tries to picture something else. Anything from before Falcon. Her mother’s face. Her father’s. Her home.
A picture appears like a photograph laid neatly in her mind. One with a long road to a little farmhouse, rosebud wallpaper in a tidy, sparse room, a cat’s orange tail curling down a window sill where it basks in sunshine, a tractor plowing. A forest beyond with tall red trees…
A stabbing makes the forest vanish, and Ophelia winces. Everything is fog again, like the weather. 
It must be the shock of last night. How often does one see a man’s head removed? She glances at Falcon, drinking so casually. 
She works up the nerve to ask, “What did you mean when you said last night wasn’t your first go?” 
His gaze slides over his drink. “You really want to know?”
“I asked, didn’t I?”
He shakes his head, then gulps half his ale, setting the rest down. “Like I said, it’s kill or be killed sometimes. Where I’m from… It’s how people like me survive.”
“There’s someplace more hellish than Five Points?”
Falcon snorts, then finishes the rest of his pint in one pull, trading it for a fresh mug as the barkeep sets them down. “Let’s just say I don’t plan to take you there anytime soon.” He looks her over, his eyes lingering. “I thought you were hungry.”
It annoys her, the way he deflects. But she is starving, and not about to beg him to bare his soul. 
The eggs and stew and pastries that arrive soon after are so good, Ophelia eats without thinking, or complaining about her sore arms and legs, the overcast weather, even the filthy mugs filled with lager gone flat. The latter is dulling her senses enough by early afternoon that the edge is gone from her strange dream. 
She wishes the ale would do the same for last night.
It’s still gloomy when they leave the tavern, one of several small establishments in the village’s main square. Stepping outside, they’re treated to a slew of curses across the street. 
An old man in a butcher’s apron is barreling out of his shop, a thick arm shaking after two children in rags who are making off down the sidewalk with food in their arms. “Get outta ‘ere, ya dirty brats! Ye thieves! Back to ‘yer cages!”
Ophelia is surprised to see Falcon watching, nostrils flaring. Before she can say anything, he smooths his face and goes digging in his jacket pocket. 
“Here.” Falcon hands her a roll of cash. “Get yourself a dress. A decent one. There’s a shop over there.” He points to a quaint store across the square.
She gapes. This is more than they took away last night. More than a dress will cost. It’s enough to get out of town. “You said we had no money!” 
“Would you quiet down?” Falcon takes her elbow, pulling her closer to him and lowering his voice. “I said it costs money to go gallivanting. That includes buying a dress that won’t get you robbed, or worse.”
She’s about to sling a smart remark, but his proximity puts her off balance. She pulls free of him, checking the bodice of her dress. He’s right. The dress is a mess. And then she stiffens, remembering he said yourself.
“Where are you going?”
He must hear her panic. “Not far. I’ve got someone I need to see. Just some old business. Stay put. I’ll be back in two hours. And take this, too.” 
He crouches and, right there on the sidewalk, puts his hands on her ankle.
“Falcon!”
He looks up with a scandalous smirk. “Relax.” He shows her the knife. Then his hands are resuming their effort, lifting her dress just enough, sliding the knife into a sheath on her boot. His calloused fingers brush her skin once more, and she flushes at the surprising heat that blooms there.  
Falcon has the gall to notice how it flusters her, of course, and raises a brow as he stands.
Ophelia turns on her heel without a goodbye. She doesn’t have to look back to know he’s giving her that smirk again. It’s infuriating, how he enjoys riling her up. Even still, against her better judgment, her lip tugs up.
In the dressmaker’s shop, time moves in a daze of fabrics. 
Ophelia isn’t accustomed to money, let alone deciding on hemlines. In the end, she tells the dressmaker she needs layers and picks a jewel-green dress that won’t need much work to finish. Falcon has given her enough for a new chemise, drawers, a corset that actually fits her curves, two petticoats, and an overgarment for night. Knowing the tailoring will require some time, the dressmaker offers her a walking dress. Simple, in navy blue. He takes her torn garb in exchange to use for fabric.
She’s put together with plenty of time to spare, peeking outside to see only a handful of residents milling around. There is no Falcon.
Sharp panic rises. Quickly, she pushes it away. He wouldn’t leave her. She’s almost sure.
The dressmaker calls her to his desk at the back of the store and hands her a receipt. “You come back tomorrow,” he says in his broken English. “Little sew. Very quick, I have ready. Beautiful dress.” 
He disappears behind a curtain into a fabric room, and she checks the receipt. But her vision blurs and she’s not seeing the receipt…
She’s unfolding a newspaper advertisement. There’s a line of women ahead. Later, a small, sweet girl smiling at her. She’s wearing red boots. Red. Fire. 
Ophelia’s heart beats so fast, she can’t breathe. What is happening? Where was that from? 
Air. She needs air.
She fights with a knob on the first door she sees, bursting into an alleyway, gasping a lungful of cooler breath. The air is less affronting than Five Points. After a few minutes, her pulse has stopped racing.
Strange dreams. Images that don’t belong. There’s something going on with her head.
At least the dress didn’t cost all her money. There’s half left—enough for a ticket out of Five Points. With Falcon’s lot, they can go somewhere better, somewhere they can make an honest life, where there are adventures that don’t involve…what they did last night.
The idea buoys her as she cuts down a narrow path between buildings toward the square. Almost right away, she slows. 
Where a blanket’s laid out with a makeshift tent, a woman and two children hover over a burn barrel, trying to light a fire. Ophelia recognizes the children. An hour ago, they were being cursed by the butcher for stealing.
The small girl turns and sees her. At the look of pure hunger in the child’s eyes, Ophelia’s heart clenches tightly. It’s such a familiar feeling—so deeply rooted in her—she can almost imagine herself as a girl, starving over an empty fire beside a woman…
She reaches into her dress for the cash she has left and holds it out to the girl, whose eyes widen in surprise as she tugs at her mother’s coat. 
When the child comes over to take the money, Ophelia bends to her and smiles. “Get a warm room and food, okay? But make sure your mam saves a little for something special. A book, maybe.”
The girl nods fervently at her before scurrying off. 
Ophelia sighs and makes for the square, not letting herself mourn the money. They’ll make more. They always do. 
There’s still no Falcon, though. Only townspeople roving in and out of shops. Passing a general store with a red brick façade, she stills at what sits in the window. Books. It’s been so long since she had extra coin to spend on one, and Falcon always seems more keen on reading newspapers.  
One book in particular in the window stops her. It’s pristinely new, with a gilt-stamped red cover. She presses a palm to the glass, reading the spine. 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.  
She blinks at it, with the surest feeling she’s read it before, long ago.
She pats her walking dress. A few remaining coins jingle where she’s tucked them. She starts for the door, feeling a pull to have that story in her hands. In a few minutes, she’s paying the shop owner for a copy and a small satchel to carry it in. 
Returning to the sidewalk, she fingers the cover, opening to the first pages. Almost instantly, the year of print draws her eye. 1866. Ophelia looks up to the shop window again, where there’s a sign on a little easel she didn’t pay much attention to before: Official First Edition, 1866. 
Newly printed? That can’t be right. 
She flips through the book, through each illustration. If it’s just been printed, that would mean she’s never seen it before, but she’s sure she recognizes it…
It’s night, and there’s a boy lying beside her with raven hair and a smile, speaking words that are lazy and teasing. “How do you know this isn’t a dream? Maybe in real life I’m lying in a field alone in my breeches.”
She drops the book on the sidewalk like it’s bit her. “What—What is happening?” she says to no one but herself, pressing fingertips to her temples.
Falcon. Where’s Falcon?
She grabs Alice and stuffs it in the satchel, gritting her teeth in determination.
There’s something not right with her. Money or not, she wants to leave New York. She’ll find Falcon and demand they go, or…or maybe she’ll have to go her own way.
The thought incites a sharp protest in her chest. As if leaving him would throw a vital piece of herself to wolves.
Fine. She’ll decide that later. 
Following the row of shops, she searches every window—why didn’t she press him harder about this business of his?—and where they end, she takes the sidewalk that stretches up another street, passing a small tannery, a bakery, a grocer’s. And then she spies him. 
Falcon stands a half-block away, in front of a three-storied building, slipping a handful of cash discretely to a man in a business suit.
Her head spins from Alice and the strange visions she’s having to the possible reasons Falcon could be here. He owes a debt. He’s brokering an illicit deal. Gambling. What else?
She rushes faster up the walk. But Falcon climbs a set of stairs with the man and disappears into the building.
When Ophelia reaches its façade, she takes a step back, shocked by what’s written on the door. 
Orphanage.
Up the stairs at a window, she sees Falcon inside. A little blonde girl of no more than four is hugging his legs. With a smile, Falcon bends down to nuzzle her hair. Falcon, with his wild spirit and hard exterior.
Ophelia flattens herself against the building. Her instinct is to demand answers, but this moment feels incredibly personal. Instead, her mind weaves threads together. Why this village feels familiar. Falcon needing money. Falcon wanting to stay close to Five Points. 
He’s robbing wealthy men…to feed a child? 
The girl could be Falcon’s. Or, at least, family.
When she hears the door opening, she scrambles for a place to hide herself, between buildings, and watches Falcon emerge, shaking the man’s hand in farewell. 
Falcon looks warily at the building, as if he’s inspecting something. Before he turns, he gives a wave through the window, and his expression has so many layers, Ophelia can’t imagine what’s beneath the surface of him.
She’ll wait until he’s down the road, she decides, then cut across the grass behind the stores again. 
But after several strides, Falcon halts on the walk. He puts a hand to his head, looking around as if to be sure he’s alone. And then he is cutting through the grass toward the square at a brisk pace.
She slips after him, feeling ridiculous she didn’t just reveal herself. But also curious about the money, the little girl, Falcon’s very determined steps, and the way he’s striding right past the dressmaker’s shop.
When she finally catches up minutes later, Falcon has disappeared down a carriageway at the far end of the village. She moves quicker, following the curved alley down uneven cobbled steps. 
The stairs spill into a sort of bricked courtyard formed by three buildings. 
Falcon stands there, fists at his sides, staring at nothing. Or maybe his eyes are closed. She can’t tell for sure from where she perches on the last step, hidden from view. But his head is down, and he’s mumbling words Ophelia can’t understand, though the cadence of them feels familiar.
Falcon’s head snaps up at an angle. “Grimm, ka mosal?” His voice comes louder. Clearer. “What’s with the summons?” Falcon pauses, as if listening. “She’s safe, why?” Falcon shifts, agitated. “The line’s rough…” Pause. “Grimm. What’s going on?” He waits for a reply. “Move? What do you mean?”
A clop of horses fills her ears from up the stairs, making it hard to hear Falcon’s words. Ophelia stretches up on her toes to lean out. And slips.
Falcon spins at the sound of her tripping. When she sees him, she straightens, backing away a few feet. 
The blue in Falcon’s eyes is gone. Instead, they’re white. 
Falcon lowers his head, shaking something away, and when his usual blue eyes set on her again, she thinks she imagined it. He rushes forward, lips carving a hard line, and pulls her after him toward the stairs. 
“Falcon, stop!” She jerks her arm free.
When he spins to face her, his eyes are filled with something unexpected. Fear.
She’s never seen Falcon afraid before. 
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There’s no protocol for Ophelia catching him in a summons. Falcon’s mind gallops at a phaeton’s pace.  
“What’s happening, Falcon?” Ophelia’s looking between his eyes, legs in position like she might run any second. He can’t have that.
He takes a heaving breath and moves closer, so they’re a foot apart in the empty courtyard. “There’s some shit going on.”
“Clearly! Who’s Grimm?” she blurts. “And who’s the little girl you were visiting?”
Hell. “Gods, Ophelia! I told you to stay put.” 
She steps into him. “I’m not a child, Falcon. I thought we were partners.”
“What gave you that idea?” 
Maybe he’s created a monster. Helping her remember to fight. 
But even as he thinks it, he doesn’t regret it. She’s going to need that soon, after what the Spellcaster started to tell him.
She stalks around him, like she means to go off on her own.
There’s no time for this. “Ophelia!” She keeps walking. “Get back here, or I’ll throw you over my shoulder.”
She whirls with a glare at him, then fumbles inside a new bag at her back, drawing her hand back out to brandish a red book. 
“While you’ve been out sneaking around, I’ve been losing my mind, Falcon!” She waves the thing at him for emphasis. 
Shit. Falcon rubs a hand over his face. This must be about slivers. Whatever that book is, it’s rattled something loose. 
“Listen. Right now, we just need to get the hell outta town.”
She drops her hand and stacks her spine, bone by bone, raising her chin higher. “Tell me why first.” 
He drags his lip through his teeth, at a loss and out of ways to hurry this along. “So the world doesn’t end, Ophelia. Good enough reason?” 
To her, it’ll just sound melodramatic. But if it isn’t feeling true. 
“Tell me who the girl is, or tell me who you were talking to. One secret, and I’ll go with you.” 
“I like the over-the-shoulder idea better, but you’re lucky I’m no caveman.” He looks her squarely in the eye. And tries to keep his voice from breaking. “The girl’s my sister’s. All right? I just had her moved here and needed to check in. Happy? Now come on.”
He starts walking. She’ll follow. He could see in her eyes, that was the question she wanted him to answer most. 
His niece is safe. As safe as she can be, for now, under wards.
But Ophelia? He’s not sure.
The ink on his chest swarms just under his skin, gathering in a pool over his thumping heart. Readying itself for whatever is coming.

      [image: image-placeholder]It only takes minutes to retrieve their few things from the inn, and they’re hurrying back to the carriageway. Falcon can’t shake there was more Grimm had to say. Important things. And he can’t very well take her with him. He eyes a horse and cart, left unattended.  
Pulling her aside at the mouth of the carriageway, he tells her, “Here’s the plan. We’re going to borrow that wagon over there and take it north, catch a boat across the Hudson. But I’ve got to arrange passage on a ship, and my contact is…private. I need you to stay put for five minutes. Watch that wagon.”
“Falcon—”
“This is the way my friend does business. I won’t be far. Trust me.”
Ophelia starts to protest, but she must see in his hard expression he isn’t playing around. “Fine.” But when he stalks away, she calls, “Falcon.”
He turns, still walking.
“I want to trust you.” There’s something in her eyes, willing him to make it so. Or… Well, he’s never been good at figuring out women’s feelings. Bottom line, no more questions for now. But she’ll be expecting answers soon. 
First, he has to figure out if the world really is ending. And make a plan with the Spellcaster to move her.
In the open courtyard where Ophelia found him mid-summons, Falcon keeps walking, taking a narrow path. The wall where he brought her through four days ago is there. Hopefully the line is clearer here.
“I’ve been waiting,” Grimm snaps, his moderate tone pitching, when Falcon gets through to him. 
Falcon can see the old man in his mind, clanging, banging in his small kitchen, searching for something. “I fear I don’t have much time.” 
The old man’s face is carved like a tree with deep-set lines and his reproof. “Something’s happened. The king has launched a full press to find her.”
Falcon curses. “Is this because of us?” 
The old man paces. “You were certainly reckless. First Rune. Now you.”
“I had no choice, Grimm.”
“There’s always a choice. But we’ve no time to grapple with blame.” Grimm ambles closer into Falcon’s view. “There’s a formal bounty, Mr. Thames, promising absolute freedom to any Magie who offers information as to the source’s whereabouts. The king may already know where she is. I’ve summoned the other two.”
“So now what?”
“Get somewhere safe. It’s unlikely the king is your only threat—”
The line dims. “Grimm?”
For a split second, his face returns. “…and if I’m unreachable—” 
The line goes dead. The Spellcaster’s face disappears completely.
Falcon shakes his head. But all that’s there is the brick wall in front of him. And then that wall starts to spin.
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A gripping shudder rolls through Ophelia like a hundred shivers. She can’t explain it. But she knows she’s felt it before. That it means trouble.  
Ignoring her promise to Falcon to stay put, she abandons the cart she’s meant to watch and follows the feeling down the carriageway. The feeling grows, and grows. Soon, she hears sounds. Grunts. 
At the bottom of the stairs, she expects to find men fighting. Instead, she’s met with the empty courtyard from earlier.
She hears more grunts. Scuffling. Falcon.
Ophelia swipes her knife from her boot then runs right, where the sounds and the feeling pull her down a narrow alley. When she rounds a corner, the walls open into a dead end. Another empty courtyard made by four walls of brick. 
There is Falcon, standing shirtless with a mass of muscles quivering under skin that looks different. Clean. Like it’s missing half of his tattoos.
He’s facing away from her toward one wall. A wall that’s spinning like a whirlpool. She gapes. It flickers with light from somewhere else, and through a blurry tunnel on the other side of it, Ophelia sees the shape of trees—so many trees. A forest.
Falcon is fixed on it. Then he suddenly steps back, looking to the sword in his hand, deciding something. 
Ophelia is about to call to him. Instead, she watches in growing and utter disbelief as Falcon concentrates, then reaches the sword over his shoulder. As he does this, his skin begins to glow silver—silver! And he sheaths the weapon into his very skin. Her mouth swings open as the sword melts into a pool of ink that skitters up Falcon’s back, down his chest and arms. Back into its usual patterns.
He just hid a weapon inside his body.
This is sorcery. This is magic. This isn’t real. She’s dreaming.
That’s the only explanation, she thinks, her feet starting to move forward. She is so distracted by Falcon and the wall, she doesn’t see what’s below her until her boot hits something hard. 
A man all in leather and armor is lying still, and blood slithers from his body toward her feet. 
The knife in her hand clatters to the ground. 
Falcon whirls. His eyes are a violent shade of blue. When he sees it’s her, they flash again with that unusual fear.
Another sweeping shudder—a vibrating energy—rips through her. Steadying herself on her feet, she looks up to see Falcon’s expression. No longer afraid. It’s worse. Because whoever’s lying on the ground has company coming, and given the man at her feet is dead, Ophelia can only assume this is a very bad thing.
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He whips his head to the wall, then back to her. “I swear, Ophelia. Find somewhere to hide!” 
It’s their best chance, until someone can come for her. 
And then it’s too late. Soldiers in a blur of silver charge toward the passage. Five, six, maybe more. Ophelia sees it, too. Because she refuses to go. 
He’ll worry about memories of this later, if that’s still an option. He has seconds now. Worst case, soldiers come through, he can’t hold them all off, they slay him, take Ophelia to the king to try to unbury what’s inside her. Best case? Well. They’re past that.
Grimm’s words echo in his mind. “I’ve summoned the other two.” 
Where the hell are Rune and Hart?
Falcon feels a bolt of energy as two more soldiers make it into the passage. They can’t all come through at once—a passage is rarely powerful enough to support more than two or three at a time. It’d collapse with them inside, and they’d be crushed, or lost in oblivion.
Falcon steps back, preparing for a fight, and spots something dark in the passage, coiling with the soldiers.
Hell.
They may be wearing the color of Royal Army, but there’s no question in his mind. These are Magies, not mortals. They won’t die as easily as the first guard. 
Falcon closes his eyes, and the ink on his skin moves. A few seconds later, he’s lifting a lethal pair of lightblades from his chest. Each a foot long and rippled along the edges, they’re made of pure silver and light itself. 
If he’s right, it’s their best—maybe only—defense against the magic coming. He’ll have to be quick. 
He spins to Ophelia, who’s breathing hard, looking like she’s stuck in a nightmare. He doesn’t have a choice. She’s not remotely ready for this enemy, but he sticks one of his lightblades in her hand. 
She starts to back away, eyes wild at the passage.
“Ophelia, look at me. Look! I know you don’t remember any of this stuff. And if we’re alive after, I’ll explain. But you followed me. You didn’t stay by the cart, and now we have to fight. Remember what I taught you.” 
She looks at him in horror.
“It’s just a big knife. You know knives.” He nods at the lightblade. “Watch for their shadows and stay behind me.”
After a moment, she nods, and he pulls her to the side of the passage, out of plain sight. He turns back to say one more thing. 
And Ophelia finally breaks her silence. “Falcon!” 
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None of this is possible. And yet, her hand grips the long knife instinctually. She lifts the weapon, a rugged blade the size of three knives and like no steel she’s ever wielded. Her knees bend, her body knowing to get ready.
Their one bit of luck is the soldiers are surprised by the dead man on arrival. Falcon uses it, wasting no time pouncing, as if he’s trained for this moment all his life. 
His arm slings around the neck of one soldier, and his longblade makes a quick dragging motion. 
The man falls, taking Falcon with him. The second they land together, the blade in Ophelia’s hand pulses. The hilt flames with heat, urging her to act, even as she silently begs the universe, No more blood, no more blood.
Not after last night.
But there is more blood. And something darker, racing out of the new dead body, squirming from its wrists, fingers, eyes, feet, disappearing up and into the spinning wall with piercing shrieks. 
Someone groans.
“Falcon.” Ophelia races to him, seeing his pinned arm. As soon as she helps pull it loose, her body involuntarily shudders and she realizes the other soldier is circling round to her from the center of the courtyard. With deep focus, he lowers his face and stretches his arms long at his sides. Dark coils seep from his hands. 
Ophelia prepares for an attack, but the guard doesn’t lunge. A shadow in the shape of a man barrels straight at them. 
She leaps one way. Falcon throws himself the other, his blade outstretched, swinging down. As she spins, she watches the weapon cut the shadow in two equal halves, and they waterfall to the ground in a dark puddle. 
Ophelia gapes as it’s sucked like an undertow to the soldier. 
This guard can’t be human. He’s nothing like the vile men in Five Points who hide behind pistols and addictions but can be easily killed with either. 
A growl explodes from Falcon, who’s up again and belting toward the center of the courtyard.
Ophelia gasps as he collides with a wall of sudden darkness. A shadow eking from the guard’s wrists. 
It sweeps Falcon off his feet. 
“Bastard!” Falcon is waving his blade, trying to pierce it, but it’s out of reach. And then the weapon is gone from his hands. With a flick of his wrists, the guard has Falcon upside down.
“Ophelia!” Falcon shouts, blood rushing into his cheeks. “Use your blade!”
The one in her hand.
She squeezes it. But this isn’t like last night. A leg wound won’t be enough to stop this soldier. She’s never faced this before…whatever he is. Can she really kill someone? 
The fear of it—murdering—comes like a bolting wagon. 
This is Falcon, a voice from somewhere inside her screams. Do it! 
She looks at the knife for a moment, lungs heaving. Then, raising her chin, she sets her sight on the guard, whose shadow is curling around Falcon like a viper, creeping up his skin, squeezing his limbs, his neck, as if there’s no stopping it. 
Ophelia pulls back her arm and throws, because Falcon cannot possibly take an ounce more pressure. But as it leaves her hand, a violent shudder rips through her, throwing her off kilter. When it stops a second later, she looks up. 
The wall. Something is coming. 
The shapes flying through the tunnel are not silver, though. They’re shades of blue and green. The bubbles pop. One. Two. And sailing out are two young men, fisting weapons of their own that blaze with light. 
Ophelia braces herself, weaponless, weighing her options. 
But these two don’t come for her. In fact, for a fleeting moment, their eyes flash with recognition. One pair, green. The other, like midnight. And she’s sure she’s seen them before.
Then they’re slicing, stabbing, cutting to ribbons the shadow that holds Falcon. Screeches resound as the puddles retreat. 
The two reach the soldier quickly, making it look easy to end his life. 
The shadows flee from the dead man once again. Only this time, when they disappear into the wall, the whirlpool picks up speed, spinning so fast it’s like it’s shrinking. Collapsing. And then it’s gone. Only brick and a courtyard left, plunged into silence and moonlight. 
Falcon groans. 
Ophelia blinks from where she stands across the courtyard from them all. 
Falcon clutches a hand to his neck. One of the strangers—the one with floppy dark hair—offers him a hand. He pushes it away and gets up himself. “Nothing like waiting till the last second.”
“We got tied up on the other side,” the floppy-haired one says.
“You know,” says the second, his tone far graver. “With the small army of shadowcasters hunting you.” 
Hunting.
Ophelia looks at her feet, avoiding the sight of dead bodies. She tries to think, tries to move or even speak, to make sense at all of this. 
“Ophelia.” Falcon stumbles forward a step, catching her eye.
The two strangers whirl to face her. 
The three young men stand in a line, almost at attention, staring at her with varying degrees of worry. She looks from one to the next. 
The serious one, with a midnight stare. 
Falcon, battered, his neck bruised a purple-black. 
The playful one, with cutting green eyes.
There’s something so familiar… Ophelia’s head snaps back, eyes clouding. Behind them, brief flickers of foreign scenes light her mind.
Wheat. Gin. Carriages. Running. Fire. Brushes. Blue paint. Broken glass. 
Ophelia staggers. Everything is jumbled. Thoughts. Pictures. Faces. 
The last thing before her vision goes completely dark are those faces—wild, serious, clever—each of them blurring together. 
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These boys will be trouble if first impressions do not lie. 
Ophelia is no longer in a courtyard littered with magical corpses. A stairwell, she thinks, but it’s difficult to be sure upside down—over a shoulder—with a pressing need to stop the lurching that’s making further slush of her mind. 
She feels unnaturally heavy. Limbs, head, and eyes all shuttering as if she hasn’t slept in months. She has to fight to hear the hushed voices, rushing like carriage traffic around her. 
The bickering, as it is. About whether to tell her the truth of the impossible things she just witnessed. 
“She could remember with us all here together. We need to move her.” A soothing, urgent voice. Like a summer wind.
“Can’t get a line to Grimm, I told you.” Falcon. His voice rumbles in her ear. It’s his warmth, then, his muscle pressed against her ribs. 
“I can’t keep her sleeping forever.”
What? 
“You shouldn’t be making her sleep. Wake her up, and let’s get this shit out in the open.”
More lurching, climbing.
“Hart won’t agree. And I told you what’s going on back home. Grimm’s probably being safe. Keep trying.”
“Safe or not, it’s a little late for sweeping shit under the rug, Rune.”
Rune. The name prickles like a question on the tip of Ophelia’s tongue. A tongue that’s not working, when she’s sure it should be. She has plenty to say. And she wants the truth. Through everything—the Five Points con gone wrong, the killing, the impossibilities in the courtyard—she didn’t break. 
She will not break now.
“Tell me you wouldn’t rather she remembers,” Falcon says. “It’s time to wake her up.”
“No.” A deep voice scrapes like cast iron in Ophelia’s ears. One word, somewhere below them. A leaden tread of footsteps.
She tries to pry apart her eyes, to push off Falcon’s shoulder. This doesn’t work, and now she’s convinced they gave her some sort of tonic. Falcon wouldn’t, would he? But these other two, whoever they are? 
“The bodies are ash,” says the deep, punctuated voice. One she could swear she’s heard before. “And no,” he says. “I won’t agree.”
Ophelia guesses this is Hart. And if she’s going by what she remembers of the two who charged through…whatever the wall was…she hedges he’s the serious one with the blue military coat.
Falcon stops walking, and there’s a tense pause. Finally, he snaps, “Don’t look at me that way, either of you.” He resumes his climbing. “And wake her up, Rune.”
They reach a landing, and Falcon kicks open a door. A cloud of dust greets Ophelia instantly, filling her nose. It twitches. Her throat claws. 
She sputters. 
“Hell.” Falcon sets her down onto something soft, crouching beside her. “Hey.”
She blinks. The heaviness is gone. 
Falcon holds an arm out as one of the boys—the not-serious one who must be Rune—starts forward. “Easy, quick-draw. She doesn’t have a clue who you are.” Falcon looks at her. “You all right?” 
“I think so.”
This close, Ophelia finds fresh cuts on Falcon’s face. And bruises, where the shadows held him. “Are you okay?” She reaches to press a finger to one, but Falcon intercepts her hand. 
He tugs up his collar. “Never better.”
It’s a lie. She knows it. When it comes to himself, he always deflects. Part of her wishes she could do that now. The shadows. The wall. The bodies. 
“Where are we?” she asks.
The room is sparse, tiny, with walls that used to be yellow and a narrow slatted window that tells her it’s nearly night. The same night, she hopes. 
“A safe house,” Falcon answers.
Safe. But it’s claustrophobic with the two in longcoats taking position on either side of the room. Her attention flits to the serious one who’s setting a gaslight on a small table, cracking a window to let fresh air stir the musty room. He takes up the whole corner with his frame. But it’s the uninviting wall behind his eyes, as he regards her, that unsettles Ophelia. She’s not afraid of him, exactly. But he makes her afraid of something.
Her eyes slide to the other one, in the opposite side of the room, and her breath catches. He’s the same as the boy her mind conjured earlier, after she bought the book. Immediately, she finds herself lost in the sparkling effect of his eyes. She likes the clever curve of his lips, how his hair flops. Fingers stretching in her lap long to brush his hair aside…
“Ethera.” Falcon shakes his head, and Ophelia’s interest snaps like a twig.
“It’s not intentional,” the boy responds.
Falcon returns his focus to her. “The one who looks like an eager puppy is Rune Ethera.”
“Nice,” Rune mutters.
“And the one who looks like Rune ran a carriage over his dog is Hart Aurum.”
Names for trouble, these boys who make strange pictures in her mind. 
“Who are they?” she whispers. 
Falcon’s nostrils flare. “Thorns in my side right now, but where you’re concerned…” He glances at Hart. “Friends.”
“Friends?” It isn’t the word she expects, given the tension thickening the air in the room.
“It’s more complicated, but it’s a lot to throw at you all at once. I don’t want you passing out right off the bat—you’re a sack.” 
“I heard you all talking in the stairwell. Falcon, what’s going on? Why does it feel like I know them? And what was that in the courtyard?” She braces a hand on the bed. 
Falcon reaches up to brush two rough fingers across her cheek, moving a stray curl aside. The one called Rune shifts, biting his lip in some irritation, but Falcon says, “We owe you answers.” 
The serious one, Hart, steps forward to object, and Falcon flings him a look that suggests he will not be quieted. Not without force. 
Hart’s jaw, lips, and eyes set hard on his face, but after a beat he leans back against the wall, folding his arms. “Only what’s necessary.” 
Ophelia bristles and stares hard back at him. Who does this Hart thinks he is, that he should decide what she can know? 
“Hey.” Falcon pulls her attention. “I’ll give it to you straight. Just remember one thing, all right? Somewhere in your mind, you already know everything I’m about to tell you.”
Nerves flutter in her chest, but she nods. 
Falcon rubs his hands together, then drops them to his leather pants. “The thing these fools came through in the wall is a portal. We call them passages. And I was talking to Grimm Hermes earlier. He’s the Spellcaster who made the passage. He’s in Magus, where the passage led.” 
“Magus?” Ophelia tests the word that sounds like magic. 
Falcon lowers his eyes. “It’s where we’re from, Teacup. All of us. You included.”
Perhaps she was wrong about breaking. She’s feeling particularly like porcelain, and the planked floor under Falcon’s boots looks awfully hard. 
She could wrap her mind around magic existing. Something about that feels true inside. Hailing from another world, though? Passages?
She checks the other boys, expecting a contradiction. But neither wear jesting smiles. Only furrowed brows and the wish, perhaps, to wring Falcon’s neck. 
As the seconds tick the truth settles like pebbles in a stream. “I’m from another world? Magus,” she repeats. “And the soldiers with the shadows?” 
“Shadowcasters. Powerful Magies from our world.” 
“Magies?” 
“Those born with magic,” Falcon says, shifting closer. “About a third of Magus’s population. The rest are mortal, born without magic but with a lot of fear or spite for those of us who are part of the Order.”
Her head spins.
“Order of the Magies,” Rune pipes up from his corner. “There are three guilds, different classifications for the kind of magic we can do.”
She presses a hand to her temple where it throbs. “I don’t understand. What do the…shadowcasters want from us?” 
“You,” Falcon says plainly.
She drops her hand. “Me?”
A long sigh escapes his lips. “The king has control of Magus’s armies, Teacup. The Royal Army includes his kingsguards and ten thousand mortal men with a hell of a lot of guns.” 
Falcon casts a brief glance in Hart’s direction. “Then there’s the Special Army. The king’s elite magic army. It’s smaller and has…other duties. Given what’s currently happening in Magus, we think both armies have orders to find you.”
It’s an undertow of truth. “I just… All of this is mad. Why me?”
Falcon ducks his head, looking her squarely in the eyes. “About four years ago you disappeared. The man who sits on the Gray Throne has been turning Magus inside out looking for you, ever since you—”
“Enough.” Hart’s sharp tone makes Ophelia’s head snap up. 
Even in her state of shock, she can tell there will, in fact, be force if Falcon says another word.
In true fashion, Falcon says it anyway, “Ascended.” 
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Rune watches tempers erupt.  
Hart and Falcon spring at each other. Chests collide, like they may split the room in two.
Rune leaps after, wedging two strong hands and a leg between them. “Keepers.”
They don’t look at him or listen. They know his tricks. 
“There’s a bounty on her,” Falcon spats. “We’re not burying our heads while the Gray King sends armies into this world. The jig is up. Someone’s blown our cover. It might be sooner than you want—sooner than planned—but it’s time for the next stage.”
Hart is unflinching. “Grimm has ordered nothing. We stay the course.” 
The course. Stage one. Move her, reset her, keep her hidden. Don’t let Ophelia remember. She’s fragile, volatile. That’s what Hart’s always saying. Rune’s tried to remember that. Until recently, it’s kept Ophelia safe. 
Everything is different now.
“Grimm’s unavailable,” Falcon seethes, his nose too close to Hart’s for Rune’s liking. “And we’ve been found off world. So hide her where, exactly?”
“There are endless times to pick from.” 
“But not endless allies,” Falcon spits. “We stay here, this world falls. And with it goes a safe place for our people. Are you forgetting this was always temporary? Something’s stirring, Aurum. We’ve each seen it. The Magies are ready. Ophelia’s ready.”
“You know nothing of her being ready,” Hart growls. 
Rune groans against the weight as Falcon shoves forward to meet Hart. “She’s right here. Ask her what she wants.”
Ophelia’s arms are wrapped around her legs and a deep frown is burrowed in her brow. She might be listening but she’s not paying attention. Her mind is far away.
“What’s wrong with her?” Concern edges Hart’s words.
“Besides everything?” Falcon answers. “More slivers, I’d guess. She’s been having them all week. Dreams, too. Another sign she’s ready.”
Rune can’t lie—something selfish and eager blooms at the thought of Ophelia seeing memories. That she might be remembering him.
More than that, his patience is wearing thin with Falcon and Hart. 
He grasps their shoulders, splitting the two apart. “You’re both right.” Their eyes finally slide to him. “It’s too dangerous to go home without a plan. Something is stirring. Uprisers are getting more daring. And the king’s Royal Army came tonight to take Spellcasters from the Constelli.”
The room is so tense, Rune has to forcibly relax his grip on the two of them.
“Whether it’s time or not,” he says carefully, “we can’t stay here.”
Falcon wrenches free of Rune. “We need transportation then, without being seen.” He raises a brow in challenge at Hart. “Think you can help with that?” 
Hart lets out all his air. “Fine.”
Falcon slips around Rune to Ophelia. His presence draws her out of her deep thoughts. “I’m sorry for that,” he tells her. “We’ll be back in ten minutes. Just stay put.” 
Falcon gives her a meaningful look Rune can’t decipher, and Ophelia watches Falcon go. Her chest moves in quick bursts.
Rune reminds himself Falcon is who she knows right now. That’s all it is. 
Hart follows Falcon out, backward, giving Rune a pointed look. One that says he isn’t convinced at all it’s time. Until it surely is, Rune isn’t to tell her what started it all.
Rune looks at Ophelia on the bed. With the room less full of testosterone, her attention has shifted to him. She still hugs her legs over her dress, but she doesn’t look scared. 
“Can you tell me what’s happening, Rune? What am I ready to be taught?”
His name in her voice makes his lungs work harder. How much of these slivers has she seen? Her question sounds so much like the one she always asks him—Can you tell me a story, Rune? He fights the urge to rush over, take her hand, and confess how relieved he is she’s in one piece. 
He can’t do that. He remembers every moment. She forgets every last one.
It’s hard to believe she took Rune’s hand just last week, in 1876, and gave him that roguish smile, pulling him through the woods to leap into the river in their dusty clothes. When they came up for air, Ophelia’s dress was a second skin, making his throat thick. 
He can still hear her laugh as she tried to push his head below the foamy surface, as she let him wrap an arm around her and take her under with him, into a quiet bubble.
“Rune.” The memory bursts. “Falcon just said there are armies after me. I deserve to know why.”
Rune hears grunts in the hall. Falcon and Hart, working on disguises to procure their ride, he guesses. His resolve wavers. It always seems to with her. “Ophelia…”
“At least tell me how we know each other,” she says quickly. “Don’t you want me to know you, Rune?”
He can tell she knows the answer. She’s always known just what to say to him. But there are other emotions at play on her face, too. She’s skeptical, on edge, untrusting. Not things he’s used to seeing from her. Not since the Constelli. 
He knew her mostly from afar, at first. He noticed the way she’d comb a finger over her brows when she was writing, thinking hard. How she always had ink on the tips of her fingers and smudges on her forehead. He remembers the voices she did for the children, too, when she’d tell stories to the smaller students in the library. 
“Rune?” Her voice pulls him back. The look she gives him snaps his will, same as the day he stole that gin in 1876. Same as whenever she asks for something. 
She’s his weakness. “Okay,” he concedes, taking a seat on the bed at a careful distance. He shakes the hair from his face so she can see him clearly. “You know us. And we know you. We’re your keepers.”  
“Keepers?” She frowns in distaste at the word. 
“Personal guards,” he amends. 
“And what does that entail?”
Rune takes a full breath, biding seconds. This is a part he’s dreaded telling her. “We take turns hiding you in the mortal world and watching for threats. Giving you a life here, in different places and times.”
She stills. “How long have you been doing this?”
“Fellie—“ 
“How long?”
“Since you were sixteen.” He sighs through his nose. “Look, I know it seems like we’ve been lying—“ 
“This is why I can’t remember things. You’ve been making me forget.” 
“We had to.”
“As in, had to change my memories.” Her voice rises. 
Rune looks to the door, but the hall is silent. He’s on his own. “Ophelia—“ 
“Is anything about my life real?” Her dark eyes nail him in place.
Rune slides his arms forward on his legs. “Of course. The story changed each time we moved you, but we didn’t change you.”
“Gods.” Her gaze wanders to the open window, where fabric stirs in the air. “Wait. Falcon said I disappeared four years ago.”
Rune’s hands claw his legs. “Three years, six months and four days.” 
She looks to him abruptly. “But you just said you’ve been my keepers since I was sixteen. Unless…” She scrambles to her knees for some height. “How old am I?”
Rune blinks, not moving. “Nineteen. For another six months.”
“All of it, lies.” Her eyes dart every which way. “Everything, stories.” The deepest frown pulls the spattering of freckles on her cheeks. “I didn’t run away from home and meet Falcon in Five Points. I didn’t even have a chance at getting out of this pit and doing something great...” 
Rune doesn’t know the fine print of her latest story with Falcon. Judging by the state of her hands, he’s had her in questionable situations again. It makes Rune’s teeth stab his lip.
“You did grow up on a farm,” he confesses. “Just not one in this world. You’ve gotten to live almost a dozen lives, Fellie. Parts with each of us.” 
“Fellie,” she repeats. “You call me that.” She says it like she remembers, and he shouldn’t want that. Her safety has to come first. But hope lights a match in him.
Her fists ball in her lap. “I trusted you all, I bet. When I was with each of you.” Her eyes narrow harder. “How do you take someone’s life from them?” 
The words cut.  
Rune presses a palm to his brows and drops it just as fast. “We did it to protect you,” he says gently. “Someday you’ll get your memories back—all of them—when the time is right. You can still trust us.” 
She shakes her head. “I don’t know you, Rune. I should just believe you’re the good guys?” 
“We saved you from the shadowcasters,” he points out.
“Shadowcasters.” She mouths the word. When her gaze crashes back on him, her spine straightens. “What is it about me that this king wants?”
Rune takes in a lungful of musty air. This has escalated far past getting her to trust him. Hart’s going to murder him. “I wish I could tell you, I do. But some of this isn’t my story to tell.” He glances to the door again, then back to her. “There are rules we swore to.”
Ophelia twists her hands in the fabric of her dress, and Rune can see she’s starting to spiral. 
“Look at me,” he says softly, making his voice velvet.
She does. And it seems to work. Her lips soften. Her hands relax. But she looks away quickly, her will like iron, frowning again. “You make people…feel better, don’t you?”
So intuitive.
Despite himself, a small smile dances on Rune’s lips. “I never thought of it like that, exactly.” He shrugs. “I can convince just about anyone to feel or do what’s needed.”
Now she does look at him. “You’ve been doing that with me. In the stairwell and now. You’re trying to calm me down, so I’ll stop asking questions.” He can’t deny it. But he’s only ever done it if he thought she could be at risk.
She looks seriously at him. “I don’t want you to make me feel better, Rune. Swear you won’t.”
“I can’t,” he admits. “Not if it comes to your safety.” 
She groans in frustration, just as a set of boots stampede on the stairs, and the door bursts open.
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He stands in the doorway, and every seam and button are split on the shirt and trousers he wears—which are not the clothes he left in. There’s also a sheen of sweat across his face. 
She springs off the bed past Rune. “What happened?”
A grin changes the shape of Falcon’s square jaw. “We got a carriage,” he says, as though that answers it. 
Turning to Rune, his grin evaporates. “We agreed to a compromise. There’s a Magie north of here who may be able to help. We’ll go to her, think things through, see if we can get a pulse on Grimm, then secure a safe place to return.”
Rune lifts a brow in assent. “Where’s Hart?”
“Quick errand.”
Resolve washes over Rune’s face. “The next stage,” he agrees.
Ophelia needs a beat longer to process. 
They’re going somewhere safe. Because it’s not safe here. Because a king and his armies are looking for her. Her. And these boys who may still be trouble even if they are her keepers plan to take her to another world. 
Falcon must hear how her breath struggles. He steps closer, tipping his head down to her. Ophelia has a strong impulse to press a hand to his cheek, where she dabbed his cuts just this morning. At the same time, her hand itches to squeeze Rune’s, as if it remembers him, too.
“We can’t risk armies in this world, or miss the opportunity to get that bastard off the throne. Are you ready, Teacup? For more answers?” Falcon’s voice is so low she doubts Rune can hear. His blue eyes shine at her. In them, she sees the truth behind his question. They’ll go whether she’s ready or not, but he believes she is. 
She raises her chin. “I’m ready.”
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At one thought, one command, shadows bleed through the Darkwielder’s skin and take a beastly form shaped with sharp claws and a twisted beak. It clips its talons to a shoulder plate the color of midnight, and a hand draws up to stroke between its hollow eyes.  
Darkness purrs, waiting while its wielder patiently surveys the valley below. Another man keeps a careful distance two strides behind. 
“You say they’ll come,” the Darkwielder speaks quietly. 
The man, Jasper Salt, lowers the hood attached to the gray cloak he wears. “They will. The Gray King is pressing down. If we continue forward, they’ll have no choice.”
The Darkwielder doesn’t reply, only watches far down the hill as wagons of soldiers ride forward and disappear under an invisible veil that takes the light in the valley with them. 
“Do it,” the Darkwielder commands in his quiet voice, holding out a finger for Darkness to shift its perch. Setting it on the ground and stepping back, the wielder studies the beast with admiration. Curiosity. 
“Darkness has a mind,” he muses, turning a cheek to the trees where they’re shrouded, examining their branches. “We went a bit farther than intended. But we understand one another, Darkness and I. What this world needs.”
We’ll put things right, Darkness hears the wielder think, while he reaches into his black cloak to extract the special blade that was recently, at last, recovered. 
A blade that makes Darkness quiver with anticipation.
Jasper Salt draws farther back, a nervous trill to the man’s magic vibrating beneath his slate cloak. 
Darkness thirsts for that magic.
“Not that one,” the Darkwielder chides with a ghost of a smile. Lifting that formidable blade overhead, he braces as one must with a power this vast. 
And the blade drops. 
A clap like thunder shakes the valley when it does. With one swift cut between the beast’s hollow eyes, Darkness splits. 
And splits. 
And splits again. 
Until an army of it awaits the command of its wielder, whose mind is making pictures now, showing the beasts their true enemies.
“Feast,” the Darkwielder says in a breath, a release, while spreading arms wide to the woods. 
Darkness smiles. 
It understands. 
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A shiver clings to Ophelia. 
She clambers into the carriage stashed in an alley outside Five Points. She doesn’t care that it was stolen. Gaping into the still-dark sky, she does worry about being seen in it. It’s a five-glass model meant for the wealthy, not four otherworldly fugitives whose attire is bathed in blood and dirt.
“How can this Trix person help us?” she asks Rune when he hands up her satchel and belongings.
He pauses in the door. “Falcon says she’s one of the better Spellcasters in this world. Her affinity for casting passages could be useful, among other things.”
“And she’s here? People with magic…” 
“Magies,“ Rune supplies.
“Magies live in this world? Can’t people tell they’re different?”
“Could you?” Rune teases. Teases. He looks up. “Sorry. It’s my instinct to lighten things with you… Magic isn’t sensed, not without spells or rare talent. And yes, there are a lot of Magies who want to leave Magus. If they know the right people or pay the right price, they can make it out.”
She studies her lap. So there’s magic hidden in this world, across times and places. That explains Falcon’s words. “We stay here, this world falls. And with it goes a safe place for our people.”
She pictures the girl at the orphanage wrapped around Falcon’s legs. He must have paid some price for his niece. 
There’s no comfort knowing Magies are buying their way out of a world they’re hoping to return to. Before she can say as much, Rune dips out of the carriage. In the dark beyond him, a white shirt flashes. 
Hart, back from wherever he’s been.
She’s surprised when he approaches the carriage. His skin glistens, and he’s breathing hard. He offers up a package to her in brown paper. Something soft and heavier than it looks.
He frowns at her dress. “You can’t go around in that.” 
Ophelia takes in her garb, caked in foul things from earlier. “Right. I’m a mess.”
Something gentler flickers across Hart’s face. “It’s not your fault,” he says quietly. His hand comes up to rub his brow in a gesture that feels familiar. It’s a break in his rigid demeanor.
She inspects him closer. His neck. His golden tattoos—lines twisted and fractured like veins. They carry a soft, fading glow. And his clothing. It’s like Falcon’s, ripped and torn at almost every seam.
“What happened to your—” 
“Get changed.” Hart shuts the carriage door, and Ophelia’s left perplexed, needing a moment to compose herself. 
She has the feeling Hart’s tattoos got them this carriage.
She opens the package in her lap. Her breath catches. Inside is the green dress from the village. Her eyes find Falcon out one of the carriage windows. 
He sent Hart to retrieve this? 
Falcon’s teasing yesterday in the square comes back. The way he smirked, making her blush as he tucked a knife in her boot. 
Ophelia blushes again, realizing she has to change right here with her keepers outside knowing she’s unclothed. She peers out a window, then the other, hands pressed to the carriage walls. 
There’s no glow in the sky to suggest morning is near, though it must be ticking closer. The darkness will offer privacy. They won’t make out her finer details. But on closer inspection, the moonlight does let her see them as they change. Not all their finer details. Shades of color—skin—and the hard outlines of their figures. She wonders if she’s ever seen them undressed.
Rune turns his head toward the carriage, and Ophelia ducks to the floor, heat stealing down her neck.
Then she rolls her eyes at herself. It’s only skin. And if knowing what she’s doing in here bothers them at all, even a little, perhaps they deserve it for lying to her.
She sheds her walking dress and pulls on the new fabrics. They’re soft as silk, and the deep green is mesmerizing against her skin. 
The only problem is this corset. 
She tries to cinch it by pulling the string taut. After a few minutes, she’s nearly sweating, blowing hair from her face, frowning at her waist shirt on the seat. Besides being filthy, it doesn’t match her new skirt. And she assumes their goal is blending in.
She presses her lips together, considering Hart and Rune out one window and Falcon out the opposite. 
She swallows any thoughts of modesty and cracks the carriage door. 
“Falcon?” she whispers.
He’s buttoning a white shirt and freezes when he sees her. His gaze roams over her openly. She can’t help noticing his well-carved muscles and the blue-purple-silver tattoos on his half-bare chest, where his shirt hangs open.
She swallows. “I need help.”
Still on the carriage floor, she gives him her back, listening to his bootsteps. For some reason, they spark nerves the nearer they get. They haven’t been alone together since the courtyard. And they were a bit occupied. 
She feels him behind her, filling the door, warming the air. As he takes the threads, she wonders if he knows what to do with corsets. 
He does. 
A whisper, air or energy, seems to breathe through her body as Falcon’s knuckles graze her skin. It’s the strangest sensation. It’s gone again, though, as he deftly threads, pulling the garment tighter. 
“Thank you for the dress. Or, sending Hart for it.”
“You’re welcome.” She can hear his smile.
“I’m surprised he went,” she mutters, holding onto the seat as he pulls. “You’ve done this before?”
“Considering the last twenty-four hours, Teacup, you’ll have to be more specific.”
“The corset.” Her cheeks warm again. She knows what she’s doing—reaching for details of Falcon’s true life. He must have one outside guarding her, outside memories she’s been given. He has a niece he’ll be leaving here—that still feels true and makes her heart tug. She’s always liked children. She’s far from wanting some of her own, but she can imagine someday curling in a chair, reading stories with them.
Who else might Falcon have? A woman somewhere? One he’s helped with corsets? She realizes she’s bracing for his answer like she braces for the next pull of strings.
Falcon pauses briefly before resuming his threading. “You shouldn’t ask if you don’t want the answer.”
Ophelia twists to glare at him. Her swift remark dies quickly, seeing his honest expression, and she turns back around. 
After a moment he says, “I used to help my sister. We were on our own since we were thirteen. She needed a hand sometimes with…women things.”
She smiles, the relief surprising her. Then she notes Falcon spoke in the past tense. “Is your sister…?”
“Died a few years ago.” His next pull of the strings is slightly harder. 
Her heart aches for his loss. It’s a familiar tug that tells her she must have felt her own loss before. I’m sorry isn’t the right response. Not with Falcon. She lets her silence stretch like empathy as long as she can stand it, then changes the subject for his sake. “Rune said you’re my keepers. I hate that word, by the way. But regardless, you’ve been lying almost four years? Letting me believe this was my life?”
He doesn’t miss a thread. “Rune said? How forthcoming. Not his strong suit.” 
“Why do you say that?”
“Never mind.”
“Falcon.” 
“Some of us have an easier time playing fantasy is all.”
She twists once more, ready to give him a turn with her anger for his role in all this. For some reason it feels especially personal, like betrayal, with Falcon. Even if Rune says it’s all been to protect her. 
Her anger is short lived, though. His eyes are earnest, and his face is a breath away. 
She wants to push his hair aside, so she can see the scar on his cheek. Something real. Something she knows she’s touched before.
She forces her hands to stay still. “You have a harder time?”
He drops his hands from her corset, his eyes invading hers. “I’m not saying your memories don’t leave out details or shift some time and places around. It’s part of the deal. But when you’re with me, you’re not someone else. You’re not a girl who needs coddling or saving, you hear me? I never lied about who you are.”
His words are so adamant, so impassioned, a tingle slips across her skin and stays a moment. 
She breathes. “Who am I then?” 
He glances at her satchel on the seat, which they both know holds her book. “You’re strong and smart and a pain in my ass. You’re the hero of your own story.” 
While her heart cantors and she tries to measure the ocean beneath his words, a carriage door clicks.
Falcon clears his throat and motions to her corset. “All set.” He backs away as Rune climbs in to fill the seat nearest her and Hart takes the one across.
Seating herself, she tugs on the little green coat that came with her dress as Falcon throws on his own jacket and goes to adjust the straps on the horses. Watching his hair whip at his shoulders, she’s more certain now than at the orphanage—there are many layers to Falcon Thames. 
The carriage dips with his weight as he leaps into the driver’s seat. Falcon knocks on the glass twice, then snaps the reins, and they race to the street.
As they gallop toward the city’s edge, Ophelia asks, “What will we do first when we get to Trix’s?”
Hart stares moodily out the window, but Rune replies, “We’ll convince her to help us, and hopefully locate Grimm. He’s well connected, so he should know how much trouble we’re in.”
“And he’ll know if it’s safe to return?”
Rune nods.
“And then I’ll get my memories back.” 
She can see Hart’s displeasure in his clenched fists. 
Her body hums with anticipation and nerves at the thought of remembering everything. It also hums with…them. Her keepers. Is it her imagination? The carriage seems to brim with their energies. Though, Rune said a person can’t sense magic. 
Her curiosity about them burns. These boys have been with her. Each of them. One at a time, months at a time. 
She looks out the fifth glass window at Falcon. He’s always in leather. His look is wilder, more untamed than Hart or Rune. Though each of them wears confiscated undershirts and pants, that’s where the similarities stop.
Rune’s coat and the vest beneath are an earthen green. The material looks sturdy but soft, with intricate stitching that sweeps in other shades of green, like ivy, across the fabric. The gold buttons are pressed with a torch, she thinks. They march up his tall collar and give him a scholarly look. 
She lingers on those buttons a moment, the feeling of a memory just out of grasp. 
She considers Hart’s coat then. Dark blue. More uniform than coat. Two lighter blue lines, or bars, wrap its collar and match the color of the threading that swirls on his sleeve cuffs and shoulders. She puzzles at the pattern. 
“You’re all Magies,” she marvels, mostly to herself.
“What gave us away?” Hart’s sarcasm wakes from his dark reverie, startling her. 
She can tell he doesn’t expect an answer. He’s returned his focus out the window. Ophelia’s gaze slides to Rune, who can influence minds, then outside to the keeper commanding the reins. 
“Falcon’s tattoos,” she muses, answering Hart anyway, remembering how Falcon’s weapon melted into his skin.
Rune rolls his eyes and props an elbow on the carriage wall. “It’s a coveted talent he likes to lord,” he says, though not unkindly. “Almost anything he wants at his disposal. It’s convenient, if you like flashy magic.”
Almost anything he wants. Not just weapons. 
“It’s incredible,” she says, feeling this small victory of them being forthcoming. “And somewhere inside me is a girl who knows all this… Who is she?” 
“You’re the hero of your own story.” 
“She’s curious—” Rune starts.
“And asks too many questions,” Hart bites. The way he continues to stare out the window, emotionless and cold, she suspects there is much more he knows. Maybe terrible things—about them, the king, the scary shadows, and her. 
Ophelia chooses her next words carefully. “Falcon said Magus is enslaved. He meant people born with magic, like you?” 
Rune’s face mars with an old hurt, coloring his eyes a deeper green. “We’re all expected to serve,” he says quietly. “Magus has its beauty, but it fades the longer the Gray King reigns.”
“Why?”
“He siphons. For a long time now. It’s why our capital city of Cirque looks like the color’s been drained and he’s called the Gray King. He siphons magic.”
Gray.
The word makes something surface. A conversation about worlds. About stories. She clears her throat. “He siphons from Magies…” She doesn’t require a description to imagine what it means. “Why?”
Hart angles his head at the two of them. All Ophelia can see are the whites of his narrowed eyes and the silvery moonlight on his shoulders.
A warning, she thinks. She’s getting close to questions Hart really won’t allow. It angers her to the point of wanting to scream at him, and she almost says so. But she can tell with Hart the more she pushes, the more he’ll pull away, and where will that leave her? She’ll have to find a different way through his armor. 
Setting a thousand other questions aside for now, she goes straight to her most burning. “If the king wants those with magic, why me? I’m no one special.”
Hart’s dark gaze pins her. “But you are. And it may get everyone killed.”
Her blood chills as they lock eyes. 
It seems she’s been wrong about Hart. He’s not empty or emotionless. The opposite. There’s too much emotion in him locked away.
Neither blink. 
In the moonlight filtering through the windows, their eyes are like mirrors, staring down the depths of their greatest fears.
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The carriage bumps, throwing Ophelia’s head off Rune’s shoulder.  
Wisps of colors, shapes, and faces flee like wind, gone before she can grasp the smallest tendril of her dream. Blinking, she pushes herself to sit, oddly alert after just waking. 
Curiosity draws her eyes sidelong to Rune, who’s stretching beside her. The sun is up, scattering golden light through the windows onto his long lashes and the peaks of his mouth.
The carriage rocks, and the light dims and flickers as trees rise up around them. They’ve arrived at a thick forest. Through the window a mound appears, pushing Ophelia’s gaze up, and up higher, in surprise. Where a tree is uprooted, slanting to the sky, an unexpected hill interrupts their path. 
The carriage shudders to a stop. Falcon swings down, shaking out his legs, patting one of the horses on its hide before unhooking them and tying them off. 
Hart is sharp eyed, as if he’s been awake awhile, and he peels off his blue coat, leaving it on the seat, before he disappears outside. Beside her, Rune does the same, also leaving his vest. They both keep their weapon belts. 
Ophelia clasps Rune’s arm before he climbs down. “You’re sure there are Magies living here?”
Rune’s brow lifts and falls. “Just one, and we don’t want to spook her.” He glances at his coat.
Outside, a chill clings to the morning. The air is so much fresher than Five Points, she savors it in her lungs. She smooths her dress and rubs the gold of the locket around her neck. She can feel the weight of eyes on her and discovers Hart watching. When their eyes meet, Ophelia drops her locket.
The four of them fall into a line in front of the carriage.
“All right,” Falcon says beside her. “This could go a couple ways.”
Rune gives him a look. “You said she knows we’re coming.”
“Oh, she knows. I didn’t say she agreed.”
Curses. From Hart and Rune. 
“This is the one?” Hart says, irritated.
“Yeah.” Falcon rubs his hands together. “Wish me luck.”
Hart and Rune lean their weight into their back legs and cross their arms. Ophelia leans forward, a bad feeling blooming, wanting to follow Falcon, cover him, but Rune nudges her.
“Don’t worry,” he says. “This may get messy, but Falcon’s good at messy.”
An image of a severed head comes to mind. She looks after Falcon in horror.
Falcon takes a second to adjust himself. The cuffs of his sleeves. Something on his shirt. He leaves the knife tucked in his boot, and she realizes why he doesn’t always wear a belt on his back, the way Rune and Hart do. Because he can keep his weapons in his skin.
When he seems satisfied, Falcon strides up the path toward the towering hill, where Ophelia notices there’s an arched wooden door at the bottom, an entrance built right into the earth’s side. 
Falcon doesn’t get a chance to knock. 
The door flings itself open. And out thwoops an arrow that arcs straight into his chest.
Falcon bows, grunting.
Ophelia moves to rush forward, but a firm grip holds her in place. She quivers at a flood of energy that comes with Hart’s touch—the same feeling of sudden breath, of a whisper, she felt with Falcon when he was threading her corset. 
Hart towers over her, but his lips aren’t pressed together sternly now. They’re parted in a puzzled expression. 
But… “Falcon!” she cries.
Hart lets her go. 
Falcon raises a hand behind him. Twisting, he flashes a grin. 
Ophelia sags in relief. His chest isn’t bleeding. It’s shimmering. And where his shirt is unbuttoned, he must have added the arrow to his collection of tattoos. It’s not as simple as seeing it there on his skin. His markings are all abstract. Sleek or slim. Jagged or curving. Ink that repositions itself.
An angry voice belts from the hill. “You have some nerve coming here, Falcon Thames.” 
A young woman stands in the doorway. She’s tiny in size, with a giant’s fury in the jut of her chin and fiery hair, which corks like fireworks in every direction. She looks about their age and holds a mechanical bow that speaks of foreign places. Along with a temper that suggests she’s just getting warmed up.
Ophelia can practically feel the heat blazing at Falcon as the young woman nocks another arrow. And she guesses this is why Hart and Rune left their coats in the carriage. One glimpse of Magus attire, and they may be fending off arrows, too. 
Falcon is unbothered. “Good to see you, Trix.”
Trix lets another arrow fly. This time it sails past his head, nearly nicking his ear. 
Falcon doesn’t flinch. “Mind if we come in?”


      [image: image-placeholder]Wind chimes should fill Ophelia’s ears. This home in the hill is filled to the brim with them, steel pipes in every color. But they’re quiet as mice in the kitchen, where Trix has them seated. 
Smaller than the safe house where they’ve come from, the room is lined with floating shelves loaded with trinkets, bottles, and gemstones…and cats, licking their paws, watching their uninvited guests with vague interest. 
Discretely, Ophelia tilts her head toward Rune. “Is she going to help us or kill us?”
“To be determined,” he whispers back.
After a few uncertain minutes, Trix returns with a tray of steaming teacups. Ophelia doesn’t miss how Falcon hides a smile. Teacup, his voice echoes in her mind. Well, she hopes it won’t come to breaking fine china here.
Trix eyes Ophelia a long second when she hands her a cup, then sets Falcon’s down with extra force, so it slops on his hand.
Ophelia wonders if Trix has poisoned his.
As for hers, it smells too delicious not to taste. Warm and spicy. Not cinnamon, but close. 
“Love the place,” Falcon says, removing a cat from his lap.
Trix only stands there, like she is plotting a thousand ways to murder him. It would amuse Ophelia if she weren’t apparently their best chance at finding the one they call Grimm. The one who knows how to return her memories.
“Who are you?” Trix asks. “Not spies for the crown?” Her accusation swings between them, settling longest on Hart.
Falcon holds up a quick hand. Unlike their card game in the Den, he looks eager to play peacemaker. “They’re friends of mine.” 
“And that means something?” Trix fixates on Falcon. “Last time I saw you, I got tossed in a passage—without my sister—and you promised to bring her to me. That was four years ago.”
Falcon winces. “That was a rough trip. Partly my fault.”
Trix’s glare is so potent, Ophelia half expects Falcon’s head to pop off. If magic is real, if Trix is truly powerful, Ophelia cannot rule it out. 
“Rough trip?” Trix’s laugh tinkles like two wrong piano notes. “This one,” she points a finger in Falcon’s direction. “Did he tell you?” She looks around the table. 
Hart doesn’t move. Rune looks apologetic. Ophelia shakes her head, lifting her mug to sip at the tea, dying to hear this story.
Trix dead-eyes Falcon. “I won my freedom with passage for my sister. It was set. But I had to end up with him. Best smugger in Magus. Please!”
The teacup jumps at Ophelia’s mouth. “Smugger?” 
“Magie smuggler,” Rune clarifies. 
“Savior,” Falcon amends.
A glimpse of Falcon’s other life. 
Ophelia wonders how well acquainted Trix and Falcon were in Magus. She takes in the young woman’s attire—a waist shirt with a ruffly collar and skirts swirling with color. No corset.
Trix goes on. “We go to the tavern in Galdur where my sister is. The Crats playing cards in the back room take one look at Falcon here and know his type. They challenge him to a high-stakes hand, and he can’t just walk away.”
“Those Crats deserved to be run,” Falcon says, as if this explains everything.
Frustration at her own ignorance swells. “Sorry, who are Crats?” 
“High-class mortals who kiss the king’s ass,” Falcon says with a bite. “Richies.”
Trix’s sloping nostrils flare. “Did you have to cheat the hand?”
“I didn’t cheat.” 
“You did. Then the Crats send their Magies after us, and here I wait. Four years!” 
“You didn’t try to go back?” Ophelia asks.
Trix’s heat turns on her. “You don’t know much for a Magie,” she says, an accusation in her words. 
“I have some memory trouble,” Ophelia replies, through mildly gritted teeth. 
“Part of what we came to see you about,” Falcon adds quickly.
Trix studies Ophelia a moment, then relaxes. “If I return on my own, I risk imprisonment or being re-indentured. A caster pretty as she is powerful? Those Crats would love to make me theirs again.”
The tea churns in Ophelia’s stomach. 
“Damn slavers have no magic of their own but plenty of cash and power lust,” Falcon grits.
“Not all Crats are like that,” Rune murmurs, stiff in his seat, his voice brittle.
Ophelia can’t help thinking Crats sound a bit like the Swells of Five Points, and she can understand the vehemence in Falcon’s voice. 
“Trix,” Falcon says, gentler. “I’m sorry about your sister. I planned to get her. Still do. But I’ve been busy.” He glances at Ophelia. “And the truth is, we really need your help. Magus needs your help.”
While Trix still seethes, Falcon’s gaze slides to Rune as if now would be a good time for him to assist.
Rune only sets his mug down and smiles. “Thank you for the hospitality, Trix. If you’d be willing to hear us out, we’d appreciate it.”
There’s no flip in Trix’s mood, but she takes a definite, keener interest in Rune. In his pretty face and long fingers tapping the teacup in front of him. 
Ophelia wonders at Rune’s restraint. If he can make people do things, he could easily help Trix comply and move things along. He could’ve helped the moment they arrived to flying arrows. Instead, he let Trix air her grievances with Falcon. 
She likes what this suggests—Rune may be a man with a code of honor. She’s less sure what it says about the dynamics between her keepers. 
Before she can ponder further, every wind chime in the kitchen rings.
Ophelia’s grateful she isn’t holding her cup now, because she nearly jumps from her chair. With the sound, every cat flees the room.
“Feeding time,” Trix says abruptly, and her hostile mood vanishes with the cats. 
After Trix tends to her pets, she feeds the four of them a late breakfast—savory pie Ophelia guesses is wild game. Then they arrange themselves in her living quarters, a small circular room with two sofas, more chimes, more gemstones and, if possible, more cats, along with a menagerie of vines and plants that grow directly from a sweeping dirt wall. 
Ophelia has the odd sensation of so much life surrounding them. Like everything is breathing.
Trix’s arms cross from where she’s seated in a wingback chair facing Ophelia, Rune, and Falcon, who’ve taken the sofa. Hart seems to prefer the wall at the back of the room. 
“Tell me what you need,” Trix says.
As her cats are smitten with Falcon again, he first clears his lap, then relays to Trix the essentials: They’re in a bit of trouble and need to plan a safe way home.
An interested red brow peaks. “What kind of trouble?”
Falcon crosses his arms. “It’s safer if you don’t know details. We suspect Magus is in upheaval. We need to know what we’re heading into.”
Trix’s head falls halfway to her shoulder. “Someone is after you.”
Ophelia sits blade straight, waiting for Falcon to divulge the truth. About the armies. About last night.
She still can’t banish the image of Falcon battling the shadows. It seems only fair Trix know what she’s possibly in for by helping them. But there’s a distinct silence that stretches a beat too long—one of caution. 
Falcon drops his arms, leaning forward. “As I said. Safer to save the specifics.”
“No.” The objection leaps from Ophelia’s lips. 
Eyes swing to her.
“Ophelia,” Falcon warns.
She blinks at him. “She deserves to know—”
Falcon is off his feet, pulling her from the sofa and out of the room, down a hall before she can say another word, let alone sees how the others react.
“What are you doing?” he whisper-yells, so close her back presses to a wall.
It takes her a moment to gather her wits. Once she does, she purses her lips, pushing a hand at the thin fabric at Falcon’s chest and forcing him a full step back. 
“You’re lying to her. You know she’ll help because she wants you to find her sister.” 
“Trust me, this’ll be a mutually beneficial arrangement in the long run.”
“This isn’t a con, Falcon. It’s dangerous. Did you ever even plan to help her?”
“You think I don’t honor my oaths?” 
He looks so affronted, she falters. “I didn’t say that.”
“Then what?” 
“You were nearly killed!” Her voice breaks. She tries to step back, but the hall is so narrow there’s nowhere to go. 
She puts a palm to her head. Why is last night hitting again now? 
Because Falcon’s who she knows and she nearly lost him.
“I don’t want anyone hurt because of me. Especially if they don’t have the full information to make the choice for themself.”
Falcon drags a palm down his face, muffling his frustration. “I thought you were gonna trust me.”
“I said I want to trust you, not that I do. There’s a difference.”
His eyes shut tight, then open again. “Trix’s got magic we need. At the end of the day, keeping you alive is gonna serve her, too. But she’s also got a temper that can get away from her. All right?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve seen her fight. It doesn’t matter. There are reasons for what I do. Trust me. Please.”
These boys. Trouble.
But Falcon is looking so out of his depth, the truth works its way to Ophelia’s heart and quiets her tongue. 
She trusts Falcon. She does. Whether or not she should.
He’s battled a street gang, taken a beating from shadowcasters, probably survived other things she doesn’t remember, for her. She’s upset about her lost time and the lying. But Falcon has given up part of his life for whatever this is. They all have. For reasons Ophelia fears are tangled up in Hart’s warning in the carriage, when she said she’s no one special. 
“But you are. And it may get everyone killed.”
“Fine,” she concedes. “I trust you.”
Falcon looks at her a moment longer. Then he slips his hand in hers. “Come on.” His palm squeezes once, ever so slightly, before letting go as they return to the living quarters. Hart is pacing and Rune is kneeling in front of Trix, whispering softly to her, eyes glittering. 
Now Trix is smitten. 
When Ophelia takes her seat, Rune backs slowly to the sofa, finding his spot next to her.
Trix blinks. “So, you need help.”
Falcon rests elbows on his legs and steeples his fingers. “We need to see what’s happening. Then a safe way across worlds for the four of us.”
Trix’s small mouth slowly pulls to smirk. “Oh, is that all? What’s in it for me?” 
Falcon shrugs. “I can’t free your sister if we’re dead.” 
Trix says nothing for a moment, only studies her nails, her hands. “After four years in this world, I’m out of practice.”
Falcon doesn’t look worried. “I’m betting you’ve got the chops.”
Trix buoys at his confidence. She goes to unlock a drawer in a tall cabinet, extracting a long leather glove of some kind. No, a sleeve. She pulls one, then a second, onto her forearms, and Ophelia studies the red jewels shining at the wrist. Next, Trix delicately removes a slim book, barely bigger than her palm. It’s dark and worn at the seams. Flipping pages, she finds the one she needs and drags a finger to its middle, mumbling.
She shuts the book. As if she only needed to remember. And then she lifts her hand, her finger teasing a vine from the wall. 
The plant comes to her, twirling around her leather sleeves. Under her spell, the ivy cuts itself at the root for her. When it curls too tightly, she clucks her tongue at it, and it loosens its grip. She repeats the process on her other arm.
Brows raise around the room. 
Perhaps Trix has been doing more than raising cats and growing plants in this hill home.
She folds her arms. “I’ll help you on one condition. When you return to Magus, you take me with you.”
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Ophelia expects spiders, dirt, and dust, but when Trix sticks her coppery head out from a hole in the earthen ceiling mid-day announcing the attic is ready, she soon discovers it’s no dank crawl space.  
And though there are no windows, it’s far from dark.
The moment her hands leave the climbing ladder, Ophelia’s fingers go to her lips, awed by the constellation of candles suspended in mid-air, floating like a carousel around a circle. Their light flits to a domed ceiling framed in by crossing beams that hold up more dirt, like the walls downstairs. 
Ophelia’s feet move eagerly forward. They’re about to see Grimm and possibly a glimpse of Magus. Two steps onto the wood planks, a tingle rolls through her. It’s the feel of invisible silk draping across skin. 
“Temporary wards.” Falcon’s breath in her ear makes a different sort of tingle race up her neck. Drawing back, he mouths, “You okay?”
“Yes,” she says quickly. 
Wards. She doesn’t know much about magic at present, but wards are self-explanatory. A reminder they’re in danger. That armies are trying to track them.
Boots sound on the ladder. 
Rune steps beside her. Then Hart. And with all five of them up in this modest space, the air does that thing again where it feels like too much energy. It makes her breaths shallow and the attic feel claustrophobic. 
Rune nudges her arm. “It’ll be okay, Fellie.” 
There’s no glimmer behind his gaze, no medicinal effect. Merely his confidence soothes her. She likes that he’s being judicious about when to use his influence. And she’s warmed to the nickname. 
Hart clears his throat. He looks like a storm cloud, scowling at this whole setup. 
“Come,” Trix calls from the center of the floor. 
One by one, they trail over to where four pillows form a circle around her. Trix is sitting with her skirt fanned in the middle, her grimoire open, a tall candle burning the most vivid blue at her side. The vines on her leather sleeves seem to move. 
In front of Trix, an empty ceramic bowl and sharp little dagger make Ophelia hesitate. 
“Sit,” Trix commands. 
Falcon settles without preamble to Ophelia’s left. Rune, her right. Last, Hart hefts himself across from Ophelia, Trix in the center obscuring her view of him. The candlelight dances in his midnight eyes and off the twining gold lines on his neck. 
When Hart catches Ophelia watching him, his eyes hold hers. It may be her imagination, but they soften, just a moment. Hart is a well of secrets. She resolves to tap it, if they make it to wherever they’re going in one piece. 
Ophelia blinks away.
There’s one pillow left. Slowly, she kneels to claim it. Her wariness drifts between the suspended candles that drip plunks of hot wax, and the curious blade and bowl. 
When she’s settled, Trix’s focus flicks like a ticking clock around the circle. The caster rubs her wrist, and a vine curls around her fingertip. 
“The wards should keep us hidden while I poke around in Magus,” Trix says. “But this spell is arcane. I don’t personally know a Spellcaster who’s done it. We could see nothing. Or if the wards don’t hold, someone could sense us.”
“Perfect,” Hart grumbles at the precise moment Rune assures, “You’ll do fine,” and Falcon says, “Let’s do it.”
Trix’s lip curves. “You said you want to see what’s happening.”
“A bird’s eye view.” Falcon rests an arm on the leg he’s pulled up. “Let’s see where the armies are, and where they’re not.”
“I can tell you where the armies are,” Hart interrupts. “They’re everywhere.”
“What about Grimm?” Rune asks. “We should search for him first. He—”
Trix holds up a palm. “You said you need to know what you’re walking into. This spell”—she taps a finger on the book—“offers snapshots of places, wherever the magic takes my vision. If you need to find someone specific, the surest way is their mind. To see through their eyes.”
“That can be done?” Ophelia asks. 
Trix lifts her spell book. “Under strict parameters. I can only attempt it with someone living, who one of us has met before, if we know generally where to look. And it requires a personal item of the subject.”
A small oh leaks from Rune’s direction, and he fishes in the belt at his back, extracting something gold with a shining red jewel. A ring. “Will this work?” 
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Rune’s magic beats in anticipation. 
He can still picture the small girl being dragged from the Constelli steps. He needs to know what happened to them all. The Spellcasters. And Grimm.
Two nervous tempers draw Rune’s attention. They burn quick and bright, like the levitating candles. He understands Ophelia’s, on the brink of learning more. Trix’s? Her sister, Rune decides. She’s as eager for this to work, to return to Magus, as they are.
Trix was being modest before about being out of practice. Her energy vibrates up here like a tuning fork. She isn’t Grimm, but no one is. Trix’s magic is wild, but strong. It gives Rune hope as he looks around the circle that the hiding is over. How it’ll work out, with three keepers who can’t agree what’s best for Ophelia and Trix now in tow, remains to be seen. 
Rune studies Ophelia as she turns the pricking blade over in her palm, her turn with it now. She stares at the little knife like she recognizes it. Any Magie who came up through the Constelli has seen a blade like it. But, no. Her memories are locked up tight. 
“Is she necessary for this?” Hart’s impatience snaps at the back of the circle, along with his knuckles and his neck, agitation tightening the edges of his jaw. “Three of us should be enough.” 
Trix raps fingernails against the wood floor, not bothering to face Hart, and says, “I told you. A circle requires five, including me as the vessel.” She adjusts Grimm’s ring, loose on her small finger. “Is there some reason you don’t want her seeing?” 
Rune has a response ready to keep the peace, but Ophelia mumbles, “It doesn’t matter what he wants,” scooting forward on her pillow, a hand over the dish. She swallows.
“Don’t look at the bowl, Fellie,” Rune suggests.
“Just do it fast, Teacup,” Falcon tells her, his leg bobbing. “It hurts less.”
Rune frowns. “She’ll do it. Just give her a minute.”
“Stop fussing over me,” Ophelia says, frustration tangled in her words. Rune sees her fingertips are white on the blade. 
“I just…don’t want to mess this up,” she says. Then with one deep breath, Ophelia slashes the sharp edge across her palm in a quick cut.
Blood pools to the surface instantly, and she holds her fist over the bowl. 
Trix peers quizzically into the dish, then at Ophelia, then takes back the bowl and blade, before passing Ophelia a staunching cloth. 
Without wiping the knife, Trix repeats the ritual on her own palm. A shiver passes through her—effects of the spell, Rune assumes—then she says, “Who knows the Spellcaster best?”
Heads nod to him. From Falcon, who wasn’t educated at the Constelli and met Grimm most recently. And Hart, who attended but kept to himself, with the exception of Ophelia. 
“I apprentice under him,” Rune admits. “What do you need me to do?”
“We won’t have long,” Trix replies. “And remember, he can’t speak to us. If the wards hold, he won’t know we’re seeing through his eyes.” Trix points at Rune. “Apprentice. Picture your Spellcaster down to the last detail.”
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And Hart’s head falls back without his doing.
“Close your eyes,” Trix commands. “See.”
There’s nothing. Then like a fish eye blinking open, there’s a blurry, skinny arm. A chair sliding to meet a bony hand. The vision is cloudy, like it’s under water. Hart can just make out a scarlet sleeve with swirls of gold.
It worked.
Grimm stands in place, waiting. His vantage gives Hart a fuzzy view of a small abode. Perhaps a desk. A window. Shelves coiling like steps up tree trunk walls. 
A face steps into Hart’s borrowed view. He can’t see it clearly, but he knows the silhouette, and it makes him jolt where he sits in Trix’s attic.
Rivmere. The Special Army’s captain. At the Spellcaster Grimm’s.
“Tam ost nis?” he asks Grimm.
Hart’s mind furrows. Magiesian is a language forbidden in Magus. He’s never heard Rivmere speak it.
When Grimm makes no reply, Rivmere reverts to modern tongue. “Where are they?” Rivmere’s voice is nearly unrecognizable, sounding warbled through Grimm’s head. 
Rivmere’s blurry form turns, as if checking they’re alone. “You’ll be taken, Headmaster. If you tell me now where they hide, we can arrange a safe place for them.”
A soft alarm seems to ring in Hart’s ears. We?
Grimm’s chin lifts past Rivmere to something out the window.
Rivmere follows it, nodding. “It will raise suspicion if I try to hold my soldiers off. And as we speak, the king’s reward for the girl may be loosening lips across the guilds—absolute freedom is compelling.”
“A lie no one will believe,” says Grimm. And because they’re in Grimm’s vision, the Spellcaster’s voice rattles in Hart’s head. 
“The Gray King is dying, Headmaster,” Rivmere says. “He believes Ophelia Dannan his only cure. Soldiers have been deployed across Magus, from Cirque and the Pyre. They swept the Constelli gathering Spellcasters—we’ve been ordered to find anyone who may be involved in shielding her. Need I remind you what the king does to traitors?”
There’s muttering in the attic. Hart keeps his focus with Grimm.
The king is dying. Despite looking well enough when Hart saw him days ago at Gray Castle. Dying. 
This should be good news. Yet Rivmere sounds grave in that warbled voice. 
“The armies will search wherever is necessary, Headmaster. Would you not see his reach contained? The girl safe with allies instead of chased into the king’s grasp?” 
Allies, plural. Hart has no notion who else Rivmere could mean.
The view shifts and bounces as Grimm takes a seat, looking at his own hands resting on his robes. 
“Captain Rivmere,” Grimm says. “Allies offer as much comfort as enemies at present. Do with me what you will. I’ve seen to it I can know nothing of where the girl is. As do none of my guild.”
The quiet is disconcerting. Hart can practically feel this isn’t the answer Rivmere wants. 
Which begs the question—what does he want?
Hart has seen the way other men look when they speak of the source—Ophelia. The king, the Royal Army commander, regional representatives at Gray Castle, just the other day. Men bent on finding her.
As Rivmere steps forward to reply, the Special Army enters.  
Grimm whispers under a breath, “It’s time.”
A scream like murder fills the attic.
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The vines were wound on Trix’s arms a moment ago. Now they bite and squeeze like serpents around Ophelia’s neck. In shock, she leaps to her feet.  
It would be an impressive trick, if that’s all it was. But Ophelia is fairly certain the young woman across the attic is trying to kill her.
Getting to her own feet, Trix’s temper twists the vines tighter. 
Ophelia cannot scream, can barely breathe, as she claws at the whiplike cords. 
It takes her a moment to realize her keepers are still in a trance. And then, they’re not. As a single candle throws blue light around the attic and the vines dig deeper beneath Ophelia’s chin, Falcon and Rune and Hart all jump like jackrabbits from their pillows. 
Hart lunges directly for Trix. Falcon and Rune rush toward Ophelia. The vines ease for a precious second, and Ophelia gulps at air. 
Too soon, they’re squeezing again. Then there’s panic, staring back at her from crazed blue and green eyes.
Falcon and Rune try to break through the sharp little ropes. But the vines only clench as Trix wrestles against Hart’s hold. 
“Enchanter!” Hart barks.
“Go,” Falcon commands Rune.
And everything begins to move at the speed of Ophelia’s pulse.
Bump-bump. Falcon shouting words. 
Bump-bump. Her sinking to her knees, Falcon with her.
Bump…bump. Her heart thudding slower, slower in her ears. 
Bump… “Teacup!” Tugging, pulling. 
Bump. Falcon disappearing, then a light flaring, a sharp instrument sliding against her throat, working beneath the vines. Slicing. 
At a snap, a shred of breath returns. 
Bump-bump. Ophelia’s blurry vision casts lazily across the circle, where Hart holds a thrashing Trix, and Rune tries to avoid her kicks.
“She’s the girl!” Trix shouts, feral, like someone possessed. “She’s death!” 
Another snap. A shred more breath. 
Bump-bump. Bump-bump. 
Rune grabs the sides of Trix’s face, blocking her from view. Ophelia can’t hear his words. She does see Trix’s boots flailing beneath her skirts. And when one swift kick meets the bowl of blood, the crimson liquid splatters in an arc across the floor. 
In the commotion, the only candle burning topples, too. 
Though no ordinary blood should ignite this way, the liquid sparks. Instantly. Like flames dying of thirst. 
“She’s going to start a war!” Trix screams.
“…and it may get everyone killed.” Hart’s words are a thin vapor, poison in Ophelia’s head, and she wonders if they’re right.
Another section of vines free. But the squeezing continues. Falcon’s blue eyes return, looking the way they did yesterday. Uncommonly afraid. 
Ophelia does not want to die. There’s too much she wants to know.
She clenches her fists.
Enough.
A ripple whooshes through her. The pressure on her neck disappears. The flames licking blood on the floor flash, brighter.
Falcon holds his arm up to shield his eyes. “Ophelia?” 
But all her energy is gone and her head’s too light to answer. 
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Before he can stomp them flat, a choke of smoke wafts from the small blaze at the center of the room. 
Trix lost her goddamn mind. 
The Gray King is dying.
Two competing thoughts. And a roaring fire now, which Hart comes bursting through, holding Trix, who’s gone from hissing-cat mad to completely slack. 
Rune tosses spare blankets over the flames, stamping till they’re smothered and the attic is smoke.
Hart takes Trix down the ladder. 
Quickly, Falcon hoists Ophelia over his shoulder, following them. Once they’re down, he clutches her close, striding past the others into the hall to find a private room with a bed. 
He hears Rune in the living quarters. “No one is here to hurt anyone, Trix. You’ll listen, and we’ll explain… ”
In the bedroom, Falcon waves more damn cats off the bed, settling Ophelia onto it. His ink quivers on his chest as he catches a close look at her throat. Angry pink lines, near bleeding.
He puts a hand to his own neck, where there’s another set of marks. Not pink. For some reason, they itch.
He doesn’t know what happened upstairs. The vines were on Ophelia. Killing her. There was nothing any of them could seem to do to stop it. Then they did stop. But not because of them. And not because of Trix.
First things first. Get Trix under control.
“Rune!” he calls.
The sound stirs Ophelia. Her head turns as the Enchanter fills the doorway. 
Falcon can’t see inside Rune’s head, or know what slivers have been surfacing in Ophelia. But there’s something that ebbs between her and Rune, and the room suddenly feels small.
A green, mean sort of thing in Falcon flares, the same time a particular tattoo on his side pulses. 
“What happened?” Ophelia sits up, sounding groggy.
Falcon bites the inside of his lip, eyeing her reddened neck. “I screwed up,” is all he says, then he’s off the bed. When he reaches Rune, he asks, “Is Trix calmed down?”
“She is.”
“Good. I’ll be back.” 
“Falcon,” Rune warns. “You heard Grimm.” 
“I did.” At the reminder of the Spellcaster’s words—it’s time—hope crawls out of Falcon’s terror. “Which means I’ve got to straighten things out with a Witchist.”
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He intends to talk with her alone. Hart leads the way instead, looking every part the pissed off soldier.
“I’m sor—” 
“Don’t,” Hart snaps at her, shoving her front door wide open with extra force.
They trudge out past the grazing horses to where the forest is drinking early afternoon sun. 
Leaves rush across Falcon’s boot. Some brown, brittle skeletons. Others still soft and yellow. Not quite ready for their autumn demise but off their branches and tumbling up the side of Trix’s hill house just the same. 
When Falcon releases Trix’s arm, Hart circles like a cat behind her until the three of them make the shape of a triangle. 
“Don’t try anything,” Hart warns her, hand on the hilt of his knife.
Trix hugs herself, looking confused. “I don’t know what happened.” 
“Is she serious?” Hart’s words pitch like a fork in the ground. 
Falcon struggles to rein in his own anger. “You made it clear,” he tells Trix, pointing a finger, “that you’re pissed about your sister and what you went through to get out of Magus. And we were less than forthcoming about our troubles, but…” Falcon trails off as Trix’s eyes round like marbles. “What?”
“It wasn’t me,” she says, like an epiphany. 
Falcon holds out his hand to stop Hart, who’s looking one straw away from breaking something. 
Trix’s head swings up. “It was her blood.”
Falcon frowns. “Come again?” 
Trix studies the stained cloth around her palm. “I didn’t wash the blade. I knew it looked strange.” 
Falcon’s frustration mounts. “Trix, you lost your shit up there.” He gestures to the hill. “You’re telling us mixing blood made your little vines attack Ophelia? Because it takes a lot more than that to put Magies out of our mind.”
Trix’s eyes sharpen. “I don’t go around killing people unless they’re trying to kill me. I was mad, but I wasn’t in control.”
“Please,” Hart scoffs. 
Falcon rubs his temples. 
Walking off a few strides, he throws his gaze deep into the woods. It’s miles of leaf-shedders casting natural shadows from half-bare branches. Too many trees to keep a clear eye out, and it puts Falcon on edge. 
He rubs his neck, which still itches. He’s getting antsy. They’ve been squatting in the eye of a storm, and it’s time to plan a way out.
He stalks back to them with purpose. “All right, we can salvage this.”
“Salvage?” Hart snaps. “You think she’s to be trusted now?”
“She doesn’t want Ophelia dead.”
“You buy that?” Hart rakes Trix over with reproach. “She knows about the bounty now,” he points out. “For someone so desperate for freedom, what stops her from turning us in the second we cross worlds?” 
“Ask me yourself, soldier.” Falcon can see Trix has no healthy fear. That she’s no fool, either. She had to know Hart’s Special Army, even without his coat. 
Falcon crosses his arms. “I’ll ask you myself.”
“Of course I want my freedom!” She throws her hands up. “But I’m smart enough to read between the lines. The Gray King wouldn’t free me for good, even if I did hand you over. And in the off chance he did, that doesn’t help my sister.”
Sister. 
Falcon knows a thing about sisters.
He pictures Ace, his last job, hopped up and bleeding on the streets outside Ghastly. Then Vesh’s damn Shadowcaster and his victory smile. That was just a week ago, when Falcon froze up thinking about his own sister, his deal with Jasper Salt, but—even more—feared what might happen if he failed this other job. The one that ends in saving Magus. 
“Besides,” Trix adds, softer, “I’ve already helped you. If the king’s armies find us here, we’re all finished.” 
At that, Hart’s hard expression wavers.
Falcon spits in the dirt. “We’re going to Magus.” He turns to Hart. “And don’t say, ‘it’s not the plan.’ You heard Grimm as well as I did. The next stage starts now.”
Hart folds his arms. “The king’s dying. All we need to do is wait him out. From here.”
Falcon balks. “You know that’s short-sighted.”
“Why? The king has no other heirs.” 
“There’ll be another king, blood or not. Someone will happily pick up his political agenda. We’ve got to upend the system. It’s time.”
Hart’s scowl deepens. “You don’t know Grimm was speaking to us.”
Trix raises her chin. “Your Spellcaster knew we were there.” 
Hart’s eyes flash. “And how do you know that?”
“The wards went down when the Special Army barged in.” 
Hart’s hand falls off his blade. Falcon sees his expression change, resisting at first, then coming to terms, realizing he has no good argument anymore. 
“Hart.” Falcon never uses his first name, but he’s going for gentler. “This’ll go easier if we’re on the same side. We are on the same side. Remember?” 
Hart drops his eyes, his breath heavy. And because Falcon’s really looking for once, he sees a suspicious crack where Hart’s armor has been since Falcon met him. It isn’t the gaping plains of Rune’s affections. Hart’s walled himself up real good. But Hart was there, Falcon reminds himself. The day this all started. Seeing things can change a man. Hart deals one way, Falcon another, with the things they’ve seen. 
He’s not sure which is worse for the soul. Letting the fire blaze, taking heads and hands. Or trapping anger in ice-cold stone, having to live with the worry that one day it’ll break open.
What he’s sure about, watching Hart process what they have to do, is that he cares under all that ice. 
The mean, green thing in Falcon rears its goddamn head for no good reason.
Scram, he tells it.
This is a job. Nothing more.
Falcon stretches his jaw. “We’ll move at dusk. Three hours should give us enough time to get a plan together and gather what we need. We’re pushing our luck sitting still.” 
Hart stalks to Falcon. “Fine. But we tell her nothing about Trix’s theories, or what this was about, until we reach our destination. It’s safer.” 
“Agreed.” Falcon could protest. But, frankly, he’s tired of arguing. What’s a day or two at this point? 
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He’s looking for ointment to clean their cut palms and an oil to ease Ophelia’s headache. 
“What happened up there?” she asks, brow furrowed where she sits on a tall chair near the sink, holding a cup of water.
She doesn’t seem afraid, or mad at Trix, but her arms shake. Rune would think she lost too much blood, but her palm isn’t seeping.
Before he can wager a guess at why, he hears the front door open and a set of boots with a particular swagger. 
A second later Falcon breezes into the kitchen and announces they’re leaving at nightfall for Easton. The academy. Where, in a special hidden place, the next part of their plan is meant to unfold. 
Rune frowns. “And Trix?” 
Falcon offers a vague explanation for the caster’s undoing in the attic. The ancient blood spell gone awry. 
“She didn’t want to kill me, then?” Ophelia asks.
“Trix has a lot at stake,” Falcon assures her. “She won’t try to hurt you again, I swear it.”
There’s more to it, Rune senses by Falcon’s nervous energy. It seems they’re still playing need-to-know. 
“The academy,” Ophelia says. “Is that where I’ll get my memories?” 
Falcon nods slowly. 
Ophelia’s hand moves to her locket, rubbing the gold between her fingers. “I don’t understand why you can’t tell me now, what I am and why the king wants me.” 
“There’s a reason, all right? Two days. Trust me.” He raises a brow at her.
Ophelia rolls her eyes, but she lets it go. 
Rune’s heart is thumping, watching the familiarity between them. He breathes better when Falcon leaves to start planning a return route with Hart. 
Refocusing on his original task, he finds the right oil, adding a dash to Ophelia’s tea. “That should help with your head. Now your hand.” 
He pulls a chair to sit across from her. In the other room, he hears Trix, mumbling, making a list of things. He’ll keep his magic ready, in case. 
Ophelia looks at him funny as she sips. “You mend people, too?” Her brows do that scrunchy thing he’s always liked. It makes the freckled skin on her cheeks move.
He smiles. “I’m not a healer or anything. But I moved around a lot as a child. The places we stayed, my parents and I… There were no healers there, either. I learned to tend my own cuts and bruises. And theirs.” 
She studies him. “What kind of places did you live?”
He takes her cut hand carefully in his. “The kind without roofs or walls.” It’s information she knew, before all this started. Things about the real him. “We lived on the run. My mother was Crat, from one of the wealthy mortal families who live in Cirque. My father was her family’s Magie.”
Ophelia’s eyes shine with moisture. She reaches a hand to cover his, giving it a squeeze.
Rune swallows. “My parents fell in love but their positions made me an abomination in the eyes of the monarchy.”
Ophelia’s lips part and her dark brows steel. “That’s not true.” Her words are laced with anger. 
Rune sucks at his lower lip to keep his mind from going there, to his past. He spent enough of his childhood, after he was brought to the Constelli, wallowing in what the world said he was. He’d prove the world wrong, someday. 
He offers her a mischievous smile and nods to her hand. “You and I have had our share of cuts to clean, too.” 
Her brows smooth out, and Rune unwinds the blood-soaked cloth around her palm, until it falls away. The cut isn’t gaping, or even bright red, which is strange. Magies don’t heal much faster than humans, not without help, but this looks at least a day old.
He’ll think on that later.
“I want to know,” she says softly. 
“Fellie...”
“Not that. I want to know what I’ve spent the last few years doing, Rune. What we did together. Who I met. What all of us are to each other.” 
Well, that last one’s complicated, he thinks.
Dabbing a finger in ointment, he shows it to her, and when she nods that she’s ready, he spreads it over the cut. 
“I can tell you, you’re clever.” His gaze lifts to hers. “And daring.” 
Personality seems safe. Falcon didn’t say anything about that.
“You can be convincing,” Rune adds. “You like to push the limits, mine along with yours. I swear you’re always after some adventure. Trying to get us in trouble.” 
Her eyes brighten in a way that tells Rune she likes the idea. “And here I’ve been convinced you’re the ones who are trouble,” she tells him. Too fast, her smile tips to frown. “It’s me, though.” A hand goes to her locket again. “That’s why I wish I understood. I feel this deep…impulse to help.”
“You will help,” Rune promises, recalling just how strong her impulse to help had been, all those years at the Constelli, whenever a student was hurt or threatened.
But another vivid memory springs to his mind. Taking a clean cloth off the counter, he tears long strips. “You cut your head once, a couple years ago on a bed of river rocks.”
One story. 
Rune winds fresh cloth around the palm that glistens with ointment. “We were staying at a farm upstate in the year 1854. It’s where we got good at riding horses.”
“I ride horses?”
“Pretty well, actually.”
She looks incredulous. “Who were we staying with? Family?”
He considers his words. “We stay with Magies who’ve gotten out, who Grimm trusts and who agree to forget us when time’s up.”
“How did you know when time was up? How long did we spend together?”
Rune knots the strip on her hand. “Up to half a year. Then you’d start to get restless. Start seeing slivers.”
“How did I cut my head?” she prompts.
Rune drinks in her impatience—he feels it, too; it’s all he can do not to blurt everything he knows. He rests his hands on his legs. 
“The farm where we stayed had a winding stream behind the house. We took a couple of the horses down to water. We were melting, it was so hot. You just…took off your boots and started wading in.”
He pictures it. The dappling sun through the trees, the bright shimmers off the streaming current. Her eyes glinting as she tied up her skirts, not caring what anyone might think if they came upon them.
“Anyway,” he says, “the rocks were slippery. You went down and got a pretty good gash. Pulled me down with you...” Rune sits back, rolling up his sleeve to show the evidence. A long white scar on his forearm. 
With a light finger, Ophelia reaches out and traces the crooked line. A tremor dances across his skin. 
Rune threads his lip between his teeth. “You forgot about your own blood when you saw mine, and...” He reaches a thumb up, brushing it over the crescent-shaped scar above her eyebrow. Is it terrible that he loves it?
“And?” Pink blooms across her cheeks.
A crash sounds in the other room, and they jolt at the mew of cats. 
Rune tugs his shirt sleeve down. “Then you lost your breakfast.”
Ophelia grimaces. “That doesn’t sound daring.”
He lets a brow perk. “You hate blood, Fellie. But you patched me up. You’re brave when someone you care about is hurt.”
At the word care, she blinks, then studies her hands. 
He bites his lip. That was too much, too soon.
Ophelia’s attention lifts to a satchel on the counter. Reaching a hand inside, she pulls out a book. “Do you know this one?”
It’s hard for him to speak at first. He nods, watching her run a hand over its cover. “It’s one of your favorites.”
When her eyes meet his again, she doesn’t look shy. She looks daring. “Did we like each other, Rune?”
His heart kicks a thudding beat. 
“I mean, I think I must have liked you.” She looks him over.
He opens his mouth with the truth. And closes it. Until Ophelia gets everything back—memories of all of them—he should take care with his words, and his heart.
Reaching for the playful side of himself, the one that gets him through hard times, he says, “You’re easy to like, Fellie. Even when you’re trouble.”
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In Trix’s forest, Ophelia eyes her mark—a mocking spruce a dozen paces away that refuses to take her blade.  
Gripping the smooth steel between four fingers, she pictures the severed head from Five Points. The way it rolled and gaped its surprise at her. How she pinched her eyes shut and nearly wilted like a dying flower, too delicate and afraid. 
She imagines the gangster creeping behind Falcon, fumbling for a gun. And Falcon, with one good ear, overcome by some primal instinct. Whatever it was, Ophelia wishes it would descend on her now. If not magic, confidence. And strength and sheer will. A stronger stomach.
One last image makes her squeeze the blade harder—a shadow fisting Falcon’s neck in the carriageway. 
All of these are moments her knife missed its mark, or hesitated leaving her hand. 
She extends her arm. Aims. Then throws for the fifth time. 
And for the fifth time, the handle hits the tree.
Thud.
“Aghh!” She blows a loose tendril from her eyes and stalks to retrieve the weapon that is, apparently, useless in her hands. 
What makes it worse is that all three keepers, from where they confer over a small table, keep her in sight.
Rune, who believes she’s daring. 
Falcon, who insists she can wield weapons. 
Hart, who she has no idea about, given he refuses to speak to her or explain himself. 
The truth? When faced with danger, sometimes she chokes.
She wonders how she got free in the attic. Clearly, not by wits. It wasn’t her hand, or her knife, that cut the vines from her neck. Everything is fuzzy, except for feelings of helplessness and, after seeing the manic eyes of Falcon and Rune, anger.
I will remember knives. 
While her keepers plan how to sneak into a world heading toward war, she will conquer what makes her choke.
Determination swelling, she settles into her stance. 
Right away, it feels off. 
An instinct returning, she retreats a few steps. Closes her eyes. Listens to the wind chasing dead leaves. 
“You know knives.”
Her eyes flash open. She puts her mark in sight once more. Extends her arm. And with no hesitation at all, hurls the blade.
Thwack.
She leaps at the victory, practically skipping to the tree to assess her work. 
“Picturing me?” 
Ophelia whirls at the musical voice. And her victory sails pool at her ankles.
Trix approaches slowly, like one of her cats, wearing her copper hair coiled beneath a dark bonnet and cradling a wicker basket in the crook of her elbow. 
She looks almost demure. Very unlike the angry Trix who tried wringing Ophelia’s neck earlier.
“I wasn’t picturing you,” Ophelia replies tightly. She wrenches the blade free from the bark and walks back to where she was.
Trix’s eyes light, and she sets down her basket. She goes to the tree, standing flat against it. “Throw,” she dares. “And then we’re square. I’m partial to my face, though, if you don’t mind.”
Ophelia gapes at her. “Are you mad? I’m not going to throw a knife at you.”
“Why not?”
“Because… Because it was a bad spell. You could just apologize.”
Trix shrugs. “Words don’t mean anything.” 
“What about working limbs? Did you see my first throws? I’m rusty.”
Trix raises a brow. “I was, too.” 
Ophelia gets her meaning. She’s betting Ophelia is better than she knows. “If I kill you, we’re all stuck here. I doubt that will make anyone happy.”
“You’re not going to kill me,” Trix assures. “Why are you playing with knives if you’re afraid to use them?”
Ophelia scowls. “I’m not afraid, I’m…” She straightens at the lie, grasping. “If this is about making us square, shouldn’t I be using plant life?” 
“No,” Trix says. “You’re not a Witchist.”
“How do you—”
“Throw already. Unless you need to ask permission?” Trix’s gaze slides to the men.
Before Ophelia can change her mind, she hastens to the spot where her feet last settled, sliding her boot tips into the footprints. “Arm or leg?” 
Trix raises her arms above her head. “Dealer’s choice.” 
Ophelia makes a face at the blood-stained cloth on Trix’s palm. She doesn’t like the thought of it reopening.
Taking a deep breath, she closes her eyes to center.
The severed head.
The men trying to hurt Falcon.
The Shadowcaster.
Memories roll through her mind. Familiar ones, and a new one. 
In an alley, two knives fly toward a target, where Falcon is strapped to a wheel wearing leather pants and a white shirt and a smirk for her. It’s some contest, and it’s their turn. She paces in front of him, flipping a knife in her hand with a sturdy handle. She likes the weight of it, as she takes her stance. The watching crowd cheers…
A surge of muscle memory makes her flip the weapon in her hand, so she’s grasping the knife by the handle, instead of the blade. She steps three long strides backward, adjusting her footing. 
Tunneling her vision, she feels a part of herself finally click in place. She throws.
Thwack.
A rush of fear and exhilaration makes her veins sing like rain.
After a moment, Trix drops her hands. “Am I alive?” She examines them and starts to step away from the tree. 
But the blade is lodged directly above her head, piercing straight through her bonnet, and she’s quite stuck.
A laugh bubbles in Ophelia’s throat. At the same time, claps echo from where her keepers look varying degrees of horrified and impressed.
Falcon, of course, is brimming with pride.
Ophelia blushes, hurrying to free Trix.
When she reefs the blade out, a tuft of red curls comes with it. 
“Sorry,” Ophelia says, letting the strands flutter to the ground.
“Never apologize for your achievements. Women are always doing that.”
Considering her words, Ophelia sheaths the knife in her boot. On the way up, she retrieves her satchel, taking a second notice of Trix’s attire. “Were you going somewhere?” 
“To close up my store.”
“You own a store?”
Trix threads an arm through her empty basket. “I need some way to feed my strays.” 
The cats.
“My clients are very loyal.” A sly smile passes her lips. “They’ll be wondering why I didn’t open today. Plus, I can’t leave the store stocked while I’m gone. I’ll be robbed clean.”
“Can I come?”
Trix glances to Rune and Hart and Falcon. “I don’t know, can you?”
Ophelia resents the implication. She also understands it.
But she wants to go to town. She straps her satchel at her back. “I’m no help here.” 
And truth be told, her keepers’ constant attention is only making her anxious. Trix knows things about Magus as well. Perhaps Ophelia can learn something. Anything.
“They never stop watching you, do they?” Trix asks as they set off toward the front of the hill. “Especially that one.”
Ophelia looks to find Hart’s eyes locked in her direction. Her heart jumps in her throat.
“We should bring at least one of them. I could use the extra hands,” Trix says. “And since you brought transportation…” She tilts her head at the carriage. “Mm, it’s a bit ostentatious.”
“The horses,” Ophelia suggests. 
Trix considers it. “We can sell them. I’m guessing you won’t be returning to 1866.”
Everything hits Ophelia again. Being kept in time. Leaving this world. For an entirely different one? How does that work, exactly? Where is Magus? 
Her head falls to the sky, but there are no answers, only the proof time is tipping toward late afternoon. Well, she’ll find out soon enough.
“If we aren’t returning, what good will money do us?” 
“We trade for mementos. Anything from this world catches a good price in Magus. You really don’t remember?” Trix eyes her skeptically.
“Memory issues…so I’m told.”
“Huh.” Trix stops a moment, so Ophelia does, too. “I didn’t mean to try to kill you.”
Ophelia bites her lip. “I didn’t mean to maybe start a war.”
Trix bursts out laughing. A deep, throaty laugh that catches the boys’ attention again and stirs a part of Ophelia, deep down, who finds herself smiling, too.
Trix gets ahold of herself. “Yeah. A war is worse.” She leans around Ophelia to shout, “Hey, Apprentice!” 
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The horses pitch resonant neighs when they approach, a noise between anticipation and anxiety that vibrates through Ophelia.  
She holds out her good hand, letting one sniff it. Whiskers tickle her palm, and when the animal calms, she tells it good boy and takes a steadying breath, hefting her skirts up, not caring that Falcon and Hart are watching from where they continue to plot. 
It took two sharp looks from her and Trix to convince Hart, in particular, to let her go. 
As they mount horses, Ophelia cages her annoyance at the back of her tongue where it will wait eagerly to confront Hart later. Once and for all, she’ll demand to know what his problem is, should they ever get a moment alone.
As for the horses, they found saddles in a bench beneath the driver’s seat. There were no sidesaddles, and Ophelia would never fit in her keepers’ trousers, but she couldn’t pass up this chance to prove Rune right. 
He said she can ride. 
She hoists herself up, letting her skirts bunch in front and billow at her back, tucking her satchel at the front. Her legs show to the knees.
Trix doesn’t seem bothered by riding in a dress either, as she similarly mounts the other horse.
With a rueful smile, Rune climbs up after Ophelia. They’re not going far enough to injure this poor horse with their weight. But she can’t help wishing she were racing Rune instead of riding with him.
When his chest presses against her back, the idea of separate horses melts into his warmth. It’s not heat, exactly, not like she felt when Falcon breathed close as he threaded her corset. But there are distinct flutters from the moment Rune slides firm hands around her waist, fitting them together.
His lips graze her ear, and she can almost feel his smile. “Let’s have some fun then?” The flutters beat harder. 
He doesn’t have to say more. 
Ophelia nudges with so much vigor, the horse leaps, forcing Rune to tighten his hold. And then the air is in her hair, and her hair is in Rune’s face, and the smile doesn’t leave her lips until they’re breaking through the trees minutes later, where a tiny town unfolds. 
Tiny, as in a single block of shops, along a red-dirt road that simply trails into countryside again. There’s no square, no tenements, no alleys that suggest winding carriageways like the village they fled last night, and the air smells distinctly of oats and horse—what she imagines a beloved grandfather smells like, smoking a pipe from his porch.
She wonders if she ever had one.
The smell should be comforting, but there’s an edge to it she can’t explain. 
They near a small trading post where steeds are tied off. Ophelia scans the road from the horse’s back, past a tiny market, a butcher’s, a barber’s, and—where Trix leads them to dismount—a shop with whipped-peaked trim colored a deep purple, a sign in its opaque windows promising life-bringing elixirs.
Trix’s store.
They sell the horses first. 
Where a table of men gather drinking ale outside the tavern, Trix merely shows them the horses and holds out her hand for payment. She returns with several items—a few buckles, a pocket watch, some coins—things that don’t hold much value, at least not here. 
The way these men leer after them, a tongue or two clicking between wet lips, makes Ophelia exceptionally glad when Trix unlocks her shop door, and that Rune came along.
A little bell greets them, along with an aroma of fresh herbs and oils that make Ophelia’s muscles relax. 
The store is simple. Filled, of course, with wind chimes. And shelves and tables and all manner of surfaces bearing tinctures and ointments. Above the window at the back are racks of drying herbs. Ceramic bowls, like the one in the attic, line a work table.
This is a real life. Ophelia isn’t sure why it surprises her that Trix has settled into this world. 
“…a safe place for our people…” Falcon’s words fill her mind as the bell above the door sounds. She understands, even more now, why Falcon doesn’t want to draw Magus’s armies into this world. He desperately wishes this to remain a true sanctuary.
“Grab a basket and start with the bottles there,” Trix tells them before she goes to steer the customer toward a counter, bagging a potion blushing pink in color. 
Ophelia removes her satchel and pulls tonics off shelves, considering what it must be like to hide by choice. 
She imagined Trix as more of a recluse, at home with her cats, growing food, foraging in the woods, maybe. But for Magies persecuted—owned—it must be a true relief to build a free life. To be somewhere safe.
Except… Is it a true relief if you must hide who you are? If you bear memories of people you left? 
Rune said there’s beauty in Magus despite the king, despite his own childhood that must have been incredibly hard. She’s sure he meant more than a pretty landscape, which she’s dying to remember. He must have meant people. Family, food, love.
Did Ophelia ever have those things?
Two days.
When the customer exits, Trix joins Ophelia. They work quickly while Rune clears bottles from shelves at the other side of the store.
Now is her chance to ask about Magus. What it’s like. What to expect. What she should know. But the first question that comes out is, “Why’d you trust me with the knife?” 
Trix pauses, a smile edging her lips. 
This close, Ophelia really notices her features. They’re petite, for one who summons such tempers. Her chin curves like a heart. Her lips make a bow, set below a delicate nose that slopes up to observant amber eyes. She has a smattering of freckles, too. Not just across her cheeks and nose like Ophelia, but a light dusting all over. 
“My uncle owns a tavern in Galdur. After our parents died, my sister and I ended up with him. Gods-awful man. Sold me to a Crat customer of his when I was fourteen but kept my sister. She’s a seer who makes him good money.” 
“A seer?”
“She sees the future, like it’s happening side by side with the present. Convenient way to make people rich.”
“I bet.” If she and Falcon had that kind of talent in their Five Points game, things may have happened very differently. “So what happened to you?”
Trix snorts, examining a pink bottle, same as the one she gave her customer. “When I was seventeen, I got my Crat’s hunting knife off his belt, while he was…” She shakes her head. “Anyway, I stabbed the knife through his hand, into the bed. He beat me and hauled me back to my uncle. I got a broken jaw, but a whole month with my sister, before the pig sold me to the next one.”
“How’d you win your freedom?”
Trix’s amber eyes darken. “By making some men a whole lot of money. The ones who bet I’d be the last Magie standing. But that’s a tale for another time…”
Ophelia appraises her. Either she shouldn’t be quick to trust Trix, or Trix is exactly the friend Ophelia needs. 
“Long story short,” Trix says, “you remind me of me.” 
“I didn’t stab you.”
“You’ve got something to prove. You need people who will let you prove it. Our worlds belong to men, Ophelia. Here and in Magus. Politics. War. Even fashion has men telling women what to wear. You know I’m the only woman for counties who owns her own shop?”
Ophelia glances at Rune. “I don’t know much.”
Trix sighs. “My point. Men telling a woman what she can know.” She arches a look in Rune’s direction. “Even the good ones think they know what’s best for us.”
Trix looks Ophelia over. When she seems sure Rune isn’t looking, she unstops the pink bottle in her hands and holds it out to Ophelia. 
A saccharine scent tickles her nose and makes her wobble, it’s so bewitching. 
“Is it magic?” 
Trix holds her finger to her lips. “Magic is power,” she whispers. “Why do you think the king wants you? This?” She wags the bottle. “It’s taking back some control. And it keeps me in business.”
“How’d you get it here?”
The bell above the door tings again.
“We leave in two minutes. Finish packing that shelf,” Trix says.
As Trix walks away, Ophelia ponders her words. 
Her mind is suddenly elsewhere. 
In the middle of a rocky stream, she’s hiking her dress up past her knees. Rune is teasing that there are people who would call it improper. Rune, with his pants rolled to his shins to keep the water off them, and he’s looking at her legs…
She braces a hand on the workbench as the memory floods.
She gives Rune a coy smile. 
“Scandalous,” he laughs.
“Everyone should make their own rules about how they express themselves, Rune. Clothing. Conversation. Love...”
At the center of the stream, Rune stops to wait for her, his eyes serious. “Love?”
“Especially love.” She steps around a rock. “When I love someone, I will for as long and as best as I can, and I’ll express that love every day if I please. Why should anyone else have something to say about it?”
He smiles. “Why, indeed.” 
Just as she reaches him, her foot slips on the wet rocks, and they both go down.
Ophelia grips Trix’s workbench tighter, her chest rising fast, the air in the shop suddenly hot. 
A memory. 
It was part of the memory Rune just told her about in Trix’s kitchen. It was—
“You two are getting along.”
She jumps. 
Rune is beside her, looking amused, if slightly wary. “You and Trix, I mean.”
Ophelia lets out a breath. “I’m starting to understand her,” she says. “Rune, I just—” But at the shop window, a man cups his hands and tries to peek in. 
Trix’s windows are smudgy. Perhaps on purpose. But that’s not what bothers Ophelia.
“Rune…”
His gaze follows hers, and his face goes white as a sheet. Immediately, he steps in front of Ophelia. 
But instead of cowering, she reaches for what’s in her boot, then looks again to the window, where the man wears a brown coat that does not quite cover the shadows quivering around him.
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But there’s no mistaking the particular brand of Witchist outside.
All that stands between the Shadowcaster at the window and Ophelia is Rune, Trix, and the customer sweating profusely at the counter.
Get out of the store, Rune wills the customer. Get out while you can.
He looks over his shoulder, about to send Fellie out of sight. Her fierce expression and the blade at her side catch him off guard. He reaches seamlessly for his own knife, sheathed at his back, then tries to catch Trix’s attention.
Instead, the customer turns. 
At seeing Rune and Ophelia frozen in place, the man’s peppery brows stitch.
Rune locks eyes with him. “Sir. I think you’ll find the rear exit more to your convenience.” He nods at a side door that exits between buildings.
The man’s face smooths. “Thank you.” Confused, he meanders out with his parcel.
Rune follows him hastily, keeping low, locking the door behind him. Locking the front, too. Returning to Ophelia.
Behind the counter, Trix’s lips move silently. 
She’s focused on the Shadowcaster, who’s stepped away from the window. He can’t see in, but he doesn’t leave. He tilts his head, waiting for something. 
A shudder ripples through Rune. 
Beside him, Ophelia shivers, too. There must be a passage nearby. 
Somehow, they’ve been tracked. He has to get them out. Warn Hart and Falcon. 
Even with Trix’s ability to spell, though, Rune can’t influence an entire group of shadowcasters in broad daylight. Not in the mortal world. Not without facing them directly.
Trix has her eyes set like she can read Rune’s thoughts and, in a rush, pulls bottle after bottle from her cabinet to the floor. 
With a glance to Grimm’s ring on his finger, Rune remembers the other thing he took from Magus. A dangerous thing in the wrong hands. The perfect thing, in his, for a peaceful getaway. Except, he doesn’t have it on him.
He utters a rare curse.
“What?” Ophelia whispers.
Rune tells them quickly about the amplifier stone. He could enchant every Shadowcaster outside, from in here, if only it weren’t in his coat in the carriage, a half-mile away.
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“How many of them do you think there are?” she asks, having only seen the one. “Why isn’t he trying to get in?”
“I cast a ward around the store.” Trix says. “He can’t step foot inside, but he must know magic’s here. He’s probably trying to figure out how much. And what kind.” 
Ophelia vividly recalls what shadows are capable of, though. Will a ward stop them?
Trix hurries, pouring the last of her elixirs into a long bottle. Ophelia can only guess it’s flammable, considering the cloth she stuffs in its mouth.
“Trix.” She puts a hand on the caster’s arm to stop her. “Are you sure about this?” 
For a split-second, Ophelia sees the pain in Trix’s decision. This is her sanctuary. She wants to bring her sister here. 
Ophelia shakes her head. “Just give me up. They aren’t going to stop.” 
“No,” Rune and Trix say at the same time.
“I can find another store,” she insists to Ophelia. “There’s only one of you.” Setting the bottle down, she tears a match from a book. “There’s a vent that runs outside from the storage room in the back. Go for it when I say.”
When all three dart their heads up, it’s not merely one Shadowcaster looking oddly at Trix’s store window. It’s six. Wearing stolen coats and stormy expressions.
One in particular, with dark studs piercing the rim of his ears and strange two-colored eyes, sends chills down Ophelia’s arms. 
She can’t see anyone else in the streets. But, Ophelia realizes with a hitching breath, there are shadows. Not the innocuous kind made by their own shapes in the setting sun. These are thicker. Darker. The mere look of them sets her skin with bumps. They’re seeping under the shop door and up through the slats in Trix’s floorboards. Right past the wards.
“Shadows!” Ophelia spits out.
They spring to their feet.
As Trix lights the match and sets the cloth to flame, they leap across the room. Ophelia realizes far too late she left her satchel—and Alice—on the work table. 
She has no choice but to leave it, and she runs.
Cold terror makes Ophelia glance down, and she catches sight of a long inky streak, snaking toward them.
It lashes, catching the sole of Trix’s boot. She stumbles, and the bottle fumbles, spinning in the air. 
Ophelia reaches for it, catching it on instinct, and Rune yanks Trix off the floor. The three of them tear for the doorway to the store room.
Just before Ophelia crosses the threshold, she twists to throw the bottle. It smashes, glass shattering, and momentum carries her through the door.
Trix slams it shut as an explosion’s deafening noise sucks up the sound of their breaths, their screams, the vent cover Rune has just pried loose. 
Ophelia clutches a table along the wall. Her head spins as a sweet scent licks through the crack between the door and the bare floor.
“Come on!” Trix pulls her toward the open vent in the wall as sounds return. Sounds Ophelia hoped she’d never hear again—shadows screeching as sharp as a tea kettle.
Outside, there’s no blue sky or fresh air. 
There’s a gaping hole in Trix’s store where it exploded. The roof sags, dripping debris like melted marshmallows. Smoke plumes in pink clouds all around them, painting their clothes. 
Ophelia would find it oddly beautiful if the burst of vaporized elixir weren’t making the ground sway. If she weren’t staring at a severed leg. A hand. A long, bloody trail of body parts and organs that belong inside at least one Shadowcaster they’ve blown to bits.
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Falcon smudges a line on the map stretched across the worktable. They’ve spent all afternoon looking at fifty ways to get from Galdur, where they’ll passage into, to the Constelli in Easton. Unseen.   
“The king’s got to be tracking the domestic passages. We’re gonna need a ride,” Falcon mutters, shoving away to pace.
Hart doesn’t move. 
His brooding is getting on Falcon’s nerves. That and the fact Rune isn’t back yet with Ophelia and Trix. What the hell’s taking so long?
Falcon scans the forest, feeling a strange stretching, burning ache on his neck.
He pivots back to the map. “All right, two options. Down past Dwymore sticking to the west woods.” He draws the route. “Or cut east to Wythe—”
“No.” Hart shakes his head. “The Spellcaster village is surely swarming with Special Army.” 
“I’m just saying, it’s faster. The forest’s thick there. We don’t have time to go traipsing north and all the way around the Belly.” In fact, it’s best they stay far from the Belly—Falcon can’t deal with the bosses and this right now. “What about Rivmere? An ally could help.”
Hart scowls. “Grimm said not to trust our allies.” He steps back, folding his arms. “Besides, Rivmere has his own agenda. I just don’t know what. He’s been more absent than usual at the Pyre. And when I was with him last, his focus seemed besting Jory Dagon, lusting after the commandership despite the fact the king wants to quash a war, not start one. In fact, days ago Rivmere hinted at welcoming it. I can’t read his motivations.”
Falcon curses. So who the hell could they trust?
“We have to get her there, Aurum. We may not get another shot at ending the monarchy. Everything can change—”
“Or she could kill us all.”
Frustration cuts lines in Falcon’s face. “That’s not going to happen. Would you have some faith in her?”
Horse hooves sound in the forest. 
High-pitch neighs echo, raising the hair on Falcon’s arms, and he and Hart spring to their feet. 
Falcon’s tattoos gift him a lightblade without his asking. And there he sees them. Ophelia with Rune. Trix at the rear. 
Hart and Falcon trade looks. Trix was going on about selling those horses earlier. This isn’t good.
The trio practically fall off the steeds, racing over to meet them.
“What happened?” Falcon demands, checking them over. There’s pink painted all over them. “And what’s that smell?”
“My store,” Trix throws the words out between breaths. “We fried a bunch of shadowcasters, but my money’s on more coming.”
Rune confirms the story with a grim look. “We have to go. It’s now or never.”
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Rune returns from the carriage, shrugging on his longcoat over his vest, checking his pockets. Hart is half-listening to Falcon, keeping a sharp eye on the forest, a hand on his blade. And Trix is returning from her hill house with a haul of items: a spell book, herbs, dried fruit and nuts, and some of her bottles and crystals, which she tucks in a satchel. No cats.
Ophelia blinks at Falcon’s map of Magus. “It’s New York.”
“Magus’s bones are a twin of it.” 
She peers over the map. It’ll be convenient, having an idea of the lay. And though it might be against her better judgment, she feels a call to adventure.
“Hurry this up.” Hart is keen on the trees, where so far nothing stirs apart from the leaves. Ophelia hopes the blast thwarted every last shadowcaster. They didn’t stick around after stealing back their horses to make sure. And she refuses to picture them. The limbs.
Rune takes up a lead pencil. “You talk. I’ll map.”
“Cirque.” Falcon taps the paper, and Rune draws a neat circle around a southeast swatch of land—where Brooklyn resides in New York. 
“Gray Castle,” Falcon explains, as Rune draws a square inside the circle. “It’s where the king and his Royal Army and some of the more influential Crats live at court.”
Nearby, Rune draws a circular prison called the Shaft. Just west, the Special Army’s keep, the Pyre. And, shrouded in forest near a lake, the Constelli, which she learns is their destination. 
Ophelia turns the name over and over in her mind. It makes her think of dirt and cookies and boiling pots. 
Rune moves on, drawing a thick circle where Five Points squats in the heart of New York City, writing Underbelly over it. 
Falcon taps it. “Anything happens, you don’t go here on your own, Teacup. Hear me?” 
Maybe it’s the chill of the evening wind, or the chill in Falcon’s eyes, but she shivers as she swears it.
One more city. Galdur, Rune writes as Falcon says the word. 
Hart turns at the name, his expression darkening. 
But Trix pipes in. “That’s where we get my sister.” Her own look dares any of them to challenge her.
Falcon nods in agreement. “We cross in through the woods. It’s a quick jaunt to Galdur. We free Trix’s sister, get a carriage, then it’s a days’ travel to Grimm. Or if Trix can swing a temporary passage, we can get there in minutes. But the domestic passages are a last resort—we all agree?”
No one seems keen on a carriage, and they all look to Trix.
“I’ll do it,” she says. “But like I said, my sister first.”
“Deal.” Falcon picks up the map, and they all move as one. “Where’s best, Trix?”
“There. At the back of the hill. Reopening the passage I came through will be faster than creating a new one.”
“How many can we send at a time?” Falcon tucks his blade in his trousers. It’s the one from last night that glowed like the moon.
Trix touches two fingers together, sensing for something. “I feel strong. But to be safe, we go two at a time.”
Falcon runs a hand over his face, strategizing. “Aurum and Ophelia go first. Something happens”—he looks to Hart—“your face is safest.”
Ophelia is about to ask why when Hart objects. “You’re the smugger.”
“I’ll go with her,” Rune says. “I can be convincing.”
“Really?” Hart challenges. “Because if you’d been with her last week I’m not sure we’d be here right now.”
Rune frowns.
“Would you stop?” Ophelia explodes. “I’m standing right here. And take offense if you must, but I’ll have a say in my life from here on out.” 
They go quiet, and the tension leaks from her. 
She studies them. Her keepers. The word grates at her, and not for the first time. She knows they think of themselves as her guards, but the connotation of that word and the way Trix interpreted their situation irritates her to no end. 
Because words matter to her, she realizes. She’s always cared and looked between them for truth, for what they mean beneath. Across lives, and across these three men.
She looks from Hart to Rune to Falcon, considering each. They all have skills. But if she gets into real trouble, there’s one with the grit, the magic, and the knowledge of the streets that puts her at ease. She’s seen Falcon fight. She’s seen him kill. He’s taught her to survive, helped her learn to stomach death. 
She knows him the best of the three. For now. With the memories she currently holds.
Lifting her chin, she says, “I’ve trained with Falcon. I’ll go with him.”
Hart makes no objection. 
Rune stabs his bottom lip with his teeth, but finally nods.
Falcon’s eyes shine. “All right then. Trix, you’re up.”
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Ophelia watches her keepers, who stand off to the side reviewing the plan once more. Falcon with his hands on his hips, gesturing emphatically. Rune and Hart, pacing or returning the gestures, radiating intensity. 
They’re nothing, these three, if not equal measures passion, disagreement, and utter focus when it comes to their duty. Namely, her. 
She has to admit, she’s glad to not be alone in this. However daring she felt taking a bit of Trix’s hair with her blade earlier, the shadowcasters in town are proof she can’t do this alone. 
Trix draws up next to her, spell book in hand. Studying her hill, she speaks to Ophelia. “I can usually guess a Magie’s guild by their quirks and habits alone. Take Witchists, for example. They’re bored easily and love a challenge. Their hands are rarely still. A haughty, abrasive bunch.” 
Falcon. Ophelia glances at him.
“And Morphists…” Trix’s gaze latches to Hart. “A harder variety. For all the molding they do, they like their walls to hold. They’re not nearly as fun and charming as Matterists.” She tilts her head at Rune. “But you? If you’re Magie, there’s something different about you.”
The words catch fire in Ophelia. Different means things like bounties, armies, shadows, and death.
“If?”
Trix holds up a sleeved arm, and Ophelia flinches. Vines, again. 
“They won’t hurt you now,” she promises.
“Now. Oh, good, that gives me great comfort.”
“Here.” Trix takes Ophelia’s uninjured palm. The vine unravels itself slowly from its host, reaching toward Ophelia like the horse did earlier, tasting her scent.
In a sniff, it shrinks back.
Trix’s eyes shine with wonder. “I didn’t tell it to do that.” She lowers her arm. “I’ll do what I can to help you. But this should go without saying. Take care who you trust in Magus, Ophelia.”
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Ophelia inches closer to him. 
He tips his chin to her. “Whatever comes, Teacup, remember one thing for me. You’ve got what you need in you.”
She looks thoughtfully at him. And he realizes, right then, he likes the look of dusk on some things. Her freckles. Her smooth skin. The fabric of her corset. 
“What?” she asks.
“Nothing. The dress suits you.”
She blushes. 
Maybe that’s what he was going for. But something else just twitched in his chest, and goddamn it, he’s already decided he can’t have that. 
He’s had his share of distractions in the Belly over the years. But Ophelia’s a girl he’s never crossed lines with. 
First, he’s not without some scruples. Second, he’s been waiting nearly four years for this, right here. A possible war. The fight in Ophelia to return. 
If they’re going to dethrone the king, he has to keep it in his pants.
Falcon makes himself stop looking at her. He concentrates, like he always does before crossing worlds. He feels the ink on his skin prick at attention, ready for whatever might be waiting on the other side. 
Usually things go smoothly, Trix’s smuggle notwithstanding.
Tonight is different. Aside from the threats in town. The setup, maybe. The idea of splitting up, even just to passage. Trix’s wildcard magic, evident from the attic. And dusk.
Trix starts with an incantation, interrupting his thoughts.
Falcon’s seen plenty of passages cast. Grimm’s are a work of art. A few pretty words and the snap of his fingers. He knows just how to do it so the walls hold. 
Trix’s eyes go the perfect shade of black, iris to sclera. 
Falcon sweeps the area again. It’s quiet, save for Trix’s chanting. So why is the ink on his chest itching to get loose? And the marks on his neck…
The hill starts to quake. 
A familiar energy rips through them all, and Ophelia reaches for Falcon’s hand at a roar of sound.
There it is. Not Grimm’s steady work, but a hurricane.
“Go when I tell you,” Falcon shouts to Ophelia, keeping an eye on the walls in the passage. They flex, expand. He sees Hart and Rune brace themselves and shield their eyes from Magus light pouring out.
“What will it feel like?” Ophelia shouts back.
“Disorienting! Just keep focused on Magus!”
The tunnel widens. 
Ophelia’s eyes reflect back a warped view of another forest.
As Magus appears beyond, Falcon gets that itching, creeping feeling again. For some reason, it makes him look back. Which is when everything goes to hell.
A shadow springs in the distance. Not in the natural shape of clawing tree branches. The shape of a man, belting toward their fivesome. 
Heat suddenly flames on the side of Falcon’s neck, in an area his tattoos don’t reach. His hand flies to the spot as he realizes shadows were coiled there last night.
In less than a second, he clocks Hart near the passage. Ophelia, starting forward on instinct. If he calls out, he breaks Trix’s focus and the passage collapses. 
He makes a whirling motion behind Ophelia’s back, catching Rune’s eye. Then Hart’s. Trix is lost to her work, eyes gone, energy incarnate. But the keepers see what’s coming.
Rune whirls. 
Falcon nods at Hart. There’s realization in the soldier’s eyes. What they have to do. 
Ophelia doesn’t register that Falcon’s dropped her hand till just before she reaches the passage. By then, Hart sweeps an arm around her from behind.
They go plunging into Magus. 
As Ophelia disappears, the ink pulls on Falcon’s chest in protest. He gives his fist a quick kiss and holds it out. I’ll find you. 
Then he reaches for a lightblade in his skin. 
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His mother gave him a top once.  
“Spin it, Hart, watch it go.” 
“Can you spin like a top?” 
“You can. Look at you.” 
All morning, he spun the top, then spun himself. So fast, so long, he thought he was seeing things when he looked out the window and everything was burning. Houses. People. The air. When he saw his first glimpse of the bone-white ash in the streets.
“See how long it can go, Hart, see how long.” 
“You, too.”
“Spin, spin.” 
The top was spinning when they came. When they dragged his mother out. When they threw her in a wagon, and she disappeared for good. 
When soldiers yanked him by his collar out of the closet where he hid, dragged him out, too. 
Spinning when he dropped the top on the porch, when they threw him on another wagon and locked the gate, when the shakes and sobs started, when the little girl from the farm nearby with shellshocked eyes and a face full of freckles put a hand on his arm and leaned her head to his shoulder, and he closed his eyes and pretended he was still spinning… 
Like this spinning, now.
He hates passages. 
Hart feels the walls snap at them, narrowing. He doesn’t let Ophelia’s hand go. He tries to stop their spinning. To stop her from twisting to look back. 
He doesn’t see how many shadowcasters descend on the other side. He does have a fleeting thought about what drew them.
Marks like tattling children.
Marks that Hart only noticed when Falcon’s hand went to them on his neck, as the shadows arrived. 
He’s never seen shadows mark someone. Sometimes they flee after their master’s death to search for another suitable shadowcaster. Usually, they die. The marks left on Falcon last night didn’t just stay. They acted like breadcrumbs. 
His thoughts burn like oil on fire in the distorted seconds it takes to pass into Magus. 
They’re spit like a tide onto sodden duff—damp leaves and foliage—in Notting Wood. At their heels, the passage snaps shut.
A groan wrenches from Ophelia, who lands hard against him, forehead slamming his chin. Hart tastes silver. 
He rolls his eyes. He has to hand it to the Witchists. Spellcasters, in particular. It isn’t so much the entrances they make with magic. It’s the exits.
Ophelia lifts her head. It falls. 
Hart gives her a second, then sits up, lifting her with him. Another second to stop seeing stars. “Can you stand?” 
She nods, and he releases her arms. 
As soon as her daze clears, Ophelia’s eyes saucer with a first look at Notting Wood. The first she remembers.
The bounty trees. Acres of knotty monoliths with red leaves and twisty branches, heavy with fleshy nuts and fruit. The air, dense with mesmeric dust, is full of particles that shimmer, thinner than mist, in the twilight of Magus’s triple moons. Two of these moons glimmer alabaster gray. The other, in the center, shines crimson. The effect is an ethereal pink hue in the air all around them.
Ophelia’s cheeks are colored with it as she twirls.
Hart braces a hand on a blade in his weapon belt, pacing to check the area. The hill is quiet. No footprints or signs of soldiers. No farmers harvesting. The particles move, but that’s nothing new. They’re everywhere in Magus. Feeding the trees, plants, creatures, fauna.
What is new since the last time Hart was here are the remnants under his boots. 
Crouching, he swipes two fingers through the gritty white ash and inhales. Smoke and sulfur. Just as he thought.
Rage clangs against the bottle inside him where he keeps the emotion trapped.
His shoulders tense as he rises.
Remnants. This far from Cirque.
Ophelia doesn’t notice it. She’s reaching toward purple buds that grow at her feet. She startles when they purr at her, brushing their petals against her skin. 
Then the particles distract her. Ophelia holds a palm out, and they come, swirling there. She smiles. 
It’s been a year since he saw her really smile.
Hart scowls. He grabs her wrist, and the particles race off. “Don’t play with it.” 
He lets her go, not sorry for being harsh. Ruining the magic for her, when magic ruins everything. 
Ophelia sobers and suddenly spins. “No, no, no!” She sprints toward the hill that spat them out and presses her hands to the soil. 
As if it will do any good. 
“What happened? Where’d it go?” She presses harder, and Hart’s almost sure the soil trembles. 
His hands itch to make her stop…touching…things. 
Galdur was a bad idea. Even if it was their only option.
“Falcon and Rune… Where are they?”
“The passage collapsed. They’ll cast another.” He won’t tell her more shadowcasters showed up. The others have a fighting chance, but there are no guarantees they won’t be taken, or worse. Ophelia’s panic won’t help them here. “We’ll head to town, and they can catch up.” 
“What? No!” Ophelia protests.
Hart ignores her and scans through tufts of trees. Except for the particles that race through foliage, it’s still, and quieter than he remembers even at this time of day.
Hart loathes the half-light. The suspension between day and night. He wishes the moons would send the sun to bed already. Be light or be dark, he thinks. He hates the in-between.
“We can’t leave without them,” Ophelia insists, stomping toward him, swatting at a loose tendril.
He lowers his chin. “I said they’ll catch up.” He can’t get the remnants out of his head.
Ophelia presses her lips closed. Then sits like a stubborn child by the hill. It’s only after her head sways Hart can see it’s more than her headstrong spirit.
He grabs a leather pouch from his coat, stowed among other things he keeps when he travels. “Here.”
She looks at the flask a moment, then takes it and drinks. And drinks. She wipes her mouth, surprised. “It’s so cold. And sweet.”
“Tree water.”
She gives him a look. “As in water from a tree.”
“That’s what I said.” He paces impatiently. 
He has to admit, the trek would be easier if she remembered some things. But he worries about a chain reaction. The more Ophelia knows, the more memories could be triggered. And if there’s anything Hart fears, it’s that she could awaken. It would be very dangerous outside the Constelli, a place every cell in Hart’s body dreads returning to but, according to Grimm, is where instructions await for unlocking her safely. Her memories and her magic. Two things tethered together.
Only what’s necessary, then.
Hart takes the flask as she hands it back. “I bottled this days ago, but it never goes warm.” He tucks it away, motioning to the canopy. “Our trees are tied to magic. Magic feeds them, and they grow fruit. They feed us. Food. Water. Even our lamp lights. It all comes from the trees.”
Her face shapes with wonder, looking with deference around the forest. “I’ve been here before, haven’t I? What’s this place called?”
“Notting Wood,” he says reluctantly, watching her intently.
“It’s so alive.” 
“It should be. It’s been spring in Magus for fifteen years.”
“Why?”
He lifts an eye at the dreadful sky. “Ask the moons.”
She frowns in thought. “Three moons. And they control the seasons. I know that, too, don’t I?”
You knew everything, once.  
She tilts her head curiously at a gnawer—squirrel, in the mortal world—cracking a meaty nut against a tree knot with surprising accuracy. She cranes her head up at a series of chirps. Daws, searching for secrets. Even the trees and particles seem to talk.
The woodland sounds are foreign to Hart now. He’s spent so much time in Cirque, trying to forget this place. But Ophelia tilts her head as if she can hear it all. 
They have to go.
A snap sounds in the distance, and creatures still around them. 
Hart listens. After a moment, something dark zips between two trees, thirty paces off.
“Ophelia.” His hand finds his weapon belt, tucked in his longcoat. “Don’t move.”
She doesn’t listen. Of course not. She shimmies up her skirt to put a hand to her knife and peers out through the thick trees, where the last of the light is disappearing. 
After a minute, when nothing comes, Hart relaxes. Until he sees Ophelia’s boot slide through the duff, revealing another white trail. One, he sees now, that leads to the east.
More remnants. 
The death of magic. Of a Magie. A warning for anyone near. 
Hart pictures the film that coats Cirque. Ophelia wouldn’t remember it. Wouldn’t know that the bone-white ash on her boots means something is preying on magic nearby.
A sound comes again. This time, a shriek.
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The dark is growling.  
Screeches so mournful she thinks a dog must have gotten caught in a trap. Ophelia scurries up with Hart, tripping over her skirt. She clears it from her boot and swipes her knife. Searches through the twilight around enormous trees, one to the next, listening for the sound.
Falcon will be coming. Rune. Trix. They have to be. She doesn’t want to go without them.
Hart takes her arm, and a surge of energy gusts through her. She can nearly feel the blood pumping through him.
A mystifying look passes between them before Hart fixes his face, bringing it close to hers. “When I say, you run. Understand?” 
“What is it?” The iridescent motes floating in the air vibrate with tinkling sounds. Sounds that sing to her, make her skin tingle. She has the strangest feeling they’re trying to tell her something. But they don’t tell her what’s coming.
“Nothing good.” He reaches low, and light flares to life in Hart’s hand. 
A small lightblade.
Not again.
Hart’s face has gone hard, focused. He pushes to the balls of his feet.
It can’t be more shadowcasters, can it? No. Ophelia knows, even if she can’t prove it, that she’s never heard these sounds before. 
Another screech rips through the woods. The cry splits a path through the dust, parting it like a great sea. 
“Run!” Hart commands. She catches the gold glinting on his neck. The light in the lines of his tattoos pulse.
He takes her arm, and they chase a trail of something soft and white, like ash from a fire, straight through the towering trees, straight toward…a twinkle. 
The dust is glittering in a cloud. Here, there, a dozen feet ahead of them. 
Ophelia finds herself steering toward it on instinct, grasping her skirt, pushing after the dust, faster. 
But a few feet ahead, Hart suddenly stops. She looks where he’s fixated and sees a shape slumped against a tree. Then another, and another, so many, and her own feet stop moving. 
She strangles a scream with her hands. 
At least a dozen freshly dead men are splayed in grotesque manners among the twisted Notting Wood trees. Hanging, slumping, some still standing. Gaping holes where their stomachs used to be. Stomachs now filled with ash, same as the powder-gray matter she and Hart chased a trail of here, as if something had burned their insides. 
Or fed on them.
The smell scalds her nostrils and makes her stomach roil. And when the moons’ glint highlights one of their coats, her breath traps. It’s a soldier’s coat. A near replica of Hart’s.
Hart, who’s not spoken or moved, whose face has gone impossibly still as he stares at an ashen-haired boy, not much older than them, covered in something that conjures images from her castle dream—the one with the suffering tree. 
Because all of these men are stiff, not only with death but also black stone.
Ophelia grimaces at patches of hard marble apparent on the ashen-haired soldier’s hand. There’s more marble crumbling at his neck. A third patch covers his cheek. 
The flesh that remains is…graying, fading. Flaking.
A branch snaps.
It’s only then she realizes it is much too quiet here. Not only with the sound of death, but of a predator lurking near. 
Another snap. And the sound of scurries. The noise of something rushing across the forest. 
A horrible screech.
Hart doesn’t need to tell her to run this time. They bolt together, fleeing before either can tell what’s chasing them. 
As they break the woods at last and reach a clearing, the shrieks fade and Ophelia turns to see Hart keeping pace. Sudden images make her spine straighten, and she teeters forward onto the sod.
“Lia!” she thinks she hears Hart call. 
But pictures grasp her mind, while she stares up at three moons.
A boy is waving to her as he approaches, balancing an empty silver basin in the crook of his arm, smiling with a row of white teeth and pointing to the sky as the triple moons take their place in the north. 
“The water tastes best at twilight, when magic is strongest,” he says as he leads her to his favorite Syca tree. 
She stops him before he can tap his spile and looks around with mischief in her eyes. He’s telling her emphatically no. But it’s too late. She’s called the magic. The water springs free. And the daws watch.
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Hart waves a hand in front the hollow beneath a bounty tree on the edge of Notting Wood, but nothing stirs.  
He waves his hand again. It should spark a ripple, a whirl, and bring this domestic passage to life. It stays hollow. An empty space where gnawers hoard nuts.
His bottled anger was already rattling, seeing the remnants. Now it’s cracking with rage. He can’t stop his shaking. His magic, his fury, wanting escape.
It’s been too long since Hart held a paint brush or chalks. Or trained. That’s why his energy shakes for a release. 
A dozen dead soldiers. What has such power?
The face of one particular soldier, slumped against a tree, haunts him. 
The last time he saw the boy, he had a dopey smile stretched between his ears, happy to be going west, happy to be useful, eternally optimistic. It was only days ago Hart mocked John Winter, like he always did.
And now Winter’s dead. 
More shrieks carry from deep in the woods. 
They agreed to avoid these passages. But a tree of dead soldiers and whatever is prowling the woods are cause for changing course.
The others aren’t here. It’s his call.
Ophelia breathes hard next to him. “Hart… What is that?”
“Shhh.” He’s fighting for control as it is, after…everything. 
He can’t let his anger loose. Not around her. He has to stay cool.
He hates to admit it, but Rune would help right now.
Focusing on the passage, he snaps his fingers. Nothing. Not even a shimmer. He’s never seen one down. The farms rely on these to get crops across the kingdom faster, to trade districts in Kit and Easton. This is a first.
Like Special Army soldiers gutted. Turned to, what? Stone? And remnants—ash—this far outside Gray Castle. All things that have transpired in the two days since he left.
“Hart.” Ophelia is emphatic now. “Just—” 
“Stop,” he orders over his shoulder. He can’t hear his name out of her mouth anymore. It’s all she’s been saying since he pulled her off the ground, her eyes glazed. Hart knows what she wants. Always wants. 
“Answer me, then,” she demands. “That dust back there, and the sounds, and those men! How… Do you think the king… Could shadowcasters… ?” 
He has to defuse her before worse happens. But he can hardly defuse himself.
“Hart.”
He whips round. “I don’t know, Ophelia!” He sweeps an arm to the woods. “The king owns nearly every Shadowcaster by way of the Special Army. I can’t see him commanding them to attack soldiers who fight for the crown. And the stone…”
What was the stone? He’d never seen anything like it.
Hart tilts on his feet as he pictures the gutted soldiers again. Winter has a fiancé in Dwymore who will be missing him. 
Dwymore, a little commoner town in Magus no one bothers with, where no one with magic lives. 
He feels the forming of a new plan. 
“Did you know them?” Ophelia asks quietly. “The soldiers.”
He opens his mouth with a biting command but hears it again. The screeching. “We have to move.”
Hart stalks toward a field of tall grasses, where farms spread at the horizon and lead to the greater Galdur village. 
“What about the others?” Ophelia dashes to keep up. But she’s slow in that dress. 
He knows what it means that Falcon Thames insisted Hart retrieve it, and it makes that bottle inside him shake again. They took an oath. And Hart can see the way both her other keepers look at her. She’s gotten under their skin. 
She’s good at that.
His subconscious points out that Hart did agree to fetch the dress.
He tells himself to shut up.
“Hart. Where are we going?”
“There’s a commoner community a day south that the Special Army doesn’t waste time with.” And if the others don’t show, maybe he and Ophelia will stay there. Hide. It would be for the best. 
“Why not?”
“Because the king’s obsession is controlling magic. Magies don’t often live in commoner towns, for various reasons.” 
They tromp through the grass, Ophelia finally quiet at his side. 
He can feel her studying him, though, which may be worse. “What?”
“I was wondering about the marks on your neck and why they glow.”
He doesn’t want to explain. But he wants her to keep asking questions less. “I’m a Morphist. The markings control my shift.”
Her eyes round in awe. “Shift, like, you become other people? Or animals?”
“Yes, and yes.” He clips his words. When she deflates, he sighs. “I prefer human forms. But Shifters have a light form that can become any number of creatures.”
“You shifted in New York, didn’t you? And Falcon? Can you shift others, too? Is that why you both had torn clothes?”
He rubs a hand over his head. “Yes. Now stop asking questions.”
She mercifully does. For a few minutes. They pass a farm, and Ophelia slows. Her jaw tightens as her attention sticks on a house that’s been burned inside out. She hugs herself. The way she did those first nights at the Constelli. After the academy stripped their rags, stuffed them in collared coats, called them students and special and threatened their limbs if they didn’t obey, didn’t show gratitude, didn’t hone their talents, didn’t change their attitudes about serving the crown. Those first nights when Ophelia couldn’t sleep. When he risked beatings to sneak to her room. When he’d find her pressed between the cold stone wall and her bed, staring up at the moons with wet cheeks. 
Sometimes she couldn’t look at him. Sometimes her guilt wound so tightly, forcing her still for so long, that Hart thought her lost in her mind, unable to stop dwelling on how playing with the particles got them there. 
“Come on,” he tells her quietly. After a beat, she follows. 
Soon, Galdur unfolds around them. A sizable village built for agriculture and trade in magic wares, tools, tonics, relics. And Magies, Hart knows. 
The city’s lumen tree stands in the central square. Beads of power run in streaks up and down the twisting bark to its spreading branches. One tree, lighting the whole village. Gaslights, lanterns, every lick of flame in windows fed from its power. 
They keep their heads down, until they get to the tree, where Ophelia slows to gape. 
He slows with her, his focus darting to a tavern. He can hear song pulse from the bar where they planned to get Trix’s sister. 
But that isn’t why Hart marks this as his first stop.
It’s the two Crats stepping out of a carriage—just the ride they’ll need. They wear gray suits and puff a familiar green smoke that shimmers into the air. Sparks light the ends of their rolled smigs, and Hart watches them stomp the nubs out on the walk. 
There are many ways the kingdom brings magic to heel. But this. Pieces of his people, smeared beneath a Crat’s boot for a temporary high…
He nearly chokes on murderous thoughts. 
These are things Crats procure outside kingdom law from places like Falcon Thames’s Belly. Hart’s nose twitches. The kitchens at the Constelli reeked of the smoke, too. It was a warning to the academy children to work harder, be useful, serve. Or lose an eye, finger, toe, even tattoos.
As the Crats scuff their boots and pull their Magies behind them into the tavern, Hart finds it almost painful to unclench his fists.
“Can we take one of those?” Ophelia asks, pointing at a carriage.
“Do you see any horses?” Okay, that was colder, perhaps, than necessary. But it isn’t that simple. “Those don’t run that way. We need a key.” He starts across the street.
“Key?” she echoes as she follows him. “Like for a chest or a door?”
“You just can’t stop asking questions, can you?”
Her eyes flash. “No one’s telling me anything. Can you blame me?” 
He closes his eyes. 
Yes, I could blame you. But I don’t.
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He can’t be serious about leaving her here. “Hart, I can help!” 
Ignoring her, he pushes Ophelia into a darkened tailor’s shop. “You’ll stay here, out of sight. Have you forgotten the bounty? Armies in search of you? Crats who’d be happy to make you theirs?”
They move through a doorway with long tinkly strands, and Ophelia startles at silhouettes, but it’s only racks of clothing, lining the walls. Fabrics draped on hooks. Hooded mantles and cloaks, dresses, all ready to wear.
For a moment, she forgets Hart. The shop breathes in a familiar way, from her boots sliding against the woodgrain to the tree outside casting its shadow across the long store counter. 
She can nearly picture a woman beside her, pulling her along, keeping her safely close. 
Ophelia brushes her fingertips over frocks in vivid colors. Some in thick, soft wool. Others lighter, more ethereal. Still others stitched with tougher leather or sewn with little jewels. 
The garbs are more intricately sewn than even New York, as if they were neatly hemmed by tiny mice, or magic.
Something thumps, and she turns to see Hart sorting through drawers of men’s attire.
“Hart, I can do it,” she resumes her argument, her voice a notch above a whisper. “Falcon…” She swallows a pang. “He’s shown me how to get things we need.”
Hart huffs. “No surprise.”
Ophelia glowers. “We need a key. I can get one.”
He looks up. “You don’t remember what Crats are like. Which is who we’ll be needing a key from.”
“And who’s fault is it that I don’t remember?” She folds her arms, wanting to tell him the tavern cannot be worse than Five Points. 
Hart turns his back and starts to peel off his coat. When he does, his muscles, under the white fabric of his undershirt, pull taut. She gapes. He’s formidable in his longcoat. In that shirt, she can see every rigid line of his back and arms.
She turns to a rack of dresses. 
A mantle matching the color of her green dress catches her eye. It has a hood and, at first touch, seems made of wool. Only heavier. The pattern embroidered on it reminds her of delicate vines.
She thinks of Trix’s plants and glances at Hart. He’s donned a pewter gray coat that’s shorter at the waist. He looks a well-to-do society man. 
“Couldn’t you change us?” Ophelia wonders aloud. “Shift us. Whatever it’s called. I mean, if it’s risky to be seen?”
“If?” he says, glancing at her. “And no.”
Ophelia snaps. “Why are you even my keeper?” She has wanted to know since the moment he arrived.
Of course, he doesn’t answer. Just straightens his coat, checking it in a mirror on the wall.
Fine. She tries another angle. “I had a memory. Of you and me as children, drinking water under the moons.”
A hand pauses on his collar. When he glances up, it’s difficult to reconcile Hart’s hollow expression with the kind boy she saw in that memory. 
“We knew each other,” she says, gauging his reaction. “For a long time.” When he doesn’t deny it, she takes a step to him. “You didn’t seem to hate me then. Were we friends?”
He resumes his straightening. “Something like that.”
“And now?”
He doesn’t answer.
She groans. “Now you’re snappy and keep your distance and you don’t like to answer my questions.”
Hart clenches his jaw. “Your questions are dangerous.”
“I have soldiers with shadows after me,” she fumes. “I need to be prepared.”
Hart whirls. “We aren’t going to the academy. After I procure a carriage, I’ll find a Spellcaster who can wipe this all clean, and everything will be like before. You can live in a commoner village where magic doesn’t breathe. Or I’ll take you north if I have to. There are still remote places where the king has less control. You’ll be safer, and you won’t remember any of this.” 
The wind knocks from her lungs as his plan spills out. It feels so like betrayal, it takes a brighter, sharper emotion a moment to fully form. 
Then her anger has a clear target. 
“I knew it.” She stomps angrily across the floor toward him. “You’re probably happy the passage failed. Well, I won’t let you take my mind again. Falcon won’t let you. Or Rune. Or Trix!”
“Because they’re here.”
The truth stabs her. 
Hart folds his arms, looking truly like a well-to-do cad now. “Rune Ethera will be persuaded to follow his oath. And make no mistake about Falcon Thames. He does what fits his own plans.”
The implication is a slap. Whether the words are true or Hart is trying to wound her, she can’t be sure. When he has the audacity to turn away from her, her temper flares.
She’s tired of being brushed off and lied to, of having decisions made for her. She rushes around him, hoping he’s struck by the daggers in her eyes. 
“How can you think I’ll just let you erase everything again and go back to hiding? Now that I’m aware what you’ve been doing? After what happened in the forest? Now that I’m here?”
“Enough.” The word squeezes through his gritted teeth. 
“How dare you—” 
He sweeps forward, making the space between them evaporate. “Do you think this is the first time we’ve had this conversation, Ophelia?” The words race together in Hart’s clipped accent. 
She falters. “What do you mean?” 
He looks her over furiously. “This conversation. Your questions. Wanting to know everything.” He punctuates every syllable like he’s sharpening a blade. “We’ve been at this point before, you and I. And your Falcon, your Rune—they have no idea of it. Or what it’s like to watch you remember.” His eyes blaze. “It’s why I had to stop my watches a year ago.”
“What—What are you saying?”
“You and I don’t work. It ruins the plan.” He stalks past her with an angry hand through his short hair. 
“Remember…” She swallows. “You mean I remembered...”
In a second, he’s back, and Ophelia wonders how she ever thought Hart Aurum was cold. Those eyes may very well burn the world to nothing. 
“You remembered everything. And it nearly broke you.”
Ophelia’s heart wages a war to the beat of her inner thoughts. Ask. Don’t ask. Keep going. Stop.
He’s so close, there’s barely a breath between them. “Do you know what you asked—no, begged me, Ophelia? When you had everything back?” Hart takes her chin, lifting her face. “You asked Grimm to take it. The truth, your memories, what’s in you. You asked him to make the spell harder to break. And he did.”
Her mind races. “You’re lying.”
His laugh is almost cruel. “I wish I were. You want to know because the particles liked you in Notting Wood and you remember slivers?” 
When she doesn’t answer, he tips his face closer, and she thinks she’ll fall right down the dark rabbit hole of his eyes. “Those things are nothing. If you get your full magic back, if your memories return too soon, you’ll be begging for a reset. Only this time, it might be too late.”
Hart drops her chin. “Stay here.” When he stalks past her and leaves the shop, she sags, quivering. 
After a moment, she stumbles to the clothing racks and the green mantle. Where the moons’ light and the tree outside bathe her skin in light and make the one shadow that just may scare her the most. Her own.
What could be so awful Ophelia would ask to forget?
She can’t remember if she has family, a home, people she loved. All she has right now, to determine whether Hart is telling the truth, to decide his character, is his own ardent word. And one childhood memory.
She fingers the fabric of the dress she still wears. She doesn’t know her past. But already she’s made new memories. 
Rune, with mesmerizing looks, who fixed her hand and gave her a story, who makes her feel like a life might someday be possible. 
Falcon, who robs from vile men and gives to a child, who shoves blades in Ophelia’s hand and believes she can wield them, who calls her Teacup when she needs the reminder, who remembered her dress.
And Hart, who burns as hot as she fears she does, in a dark part of herself that whispers with hidden magic. Hart, who beneath his cold exterior holds more answers than he’ll give and has known her, quite possibly, all her true life. Who’s convinced he must keep his distance.
No, Ophelia doesn’t know who she was, or if she’s the girl from a year ago who can’t take the truth. If she goes quietly and lets her mind be erased, she never will.
She whips off the little coat over her corset, stained with pink residue.
Rune wants to protect her. Falcon wants her to fight. Hart wants her scared. But this Gray King is after what’s inside her. Falcon and Rune and Trix are possibly stuck. And there are monsters in the woods. 
She could forget it all. That’s what Hart’s offering. But at what cost?
Picturing the dust in Notting Wood, trying to communicate with her, she tugs the green mantle off its hook. 
She’s not going quietly back into darkness. She’s going to prove to Hart she can do more than hide.
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Ophelia faces the stretching door that Hart just entered.  
Several intricate carvings are burned into the wood frame and, while she can’t read them, they remind her of runes in Trix’s spell book.
Taking one more breath, she pulls open the door. When she steps through, something in her snuffs entirely, sucked through a yawning hole. For a second, she panics. But the feeling only lasts a moment, and then comes an assault of violins and voices.
A room glows orange with gaslights. There’s no twinkling dust, no gleaming eyes or magical weapons, only tables of men in frayed coats and hats in muted tones. 
Before she can take a single step forward, someone grabs her wrist and tugs her hard. 
Hart.
He’s pulled her so close, Ophelia’s nose brushes his coat at his chest, and she’s astonished to see Hart’s golden neck tattoos are gone. 
The place must be spelled to ward magic.
“What are you doing?” he snaps. 
“Helping you get the key.”
Hart’s temper flashes in his eyes. “Magies don’t come here alone.” He curses, and his gaze darts behind Ophelia across the crowded room, then back. “Keep your eyes down. Look obedient. And don’t speak to anyone.”
Her heart beats to the loud claps, in time to a woman stomping on a platform, as Hart leads her across the room. She takes steadying pulls of air, which taste like hops, oats, a spice she can’t name, and the musk of hard work. 
With spirited music and laughter among locals, the atmosphere should feel relaxed. But Hart’s dressed as a Crat, and tense stares follow them to a table, near a bar made of long slab stones. 
Not even the barkeep, filling a dram, says hello. 
Under his breath, Hart tells her what they’re after—a kaleidoscope-colored metal called migth, which apparently makes Crat carriages run.
Ophelia risks a look. The patrons here are merely villagers. She doubts they own one of the expensive carriages outside. She’s about to ask if there are any Crats here at all, when a woman who looks just like Trix appears at their table.
Ophelia nearly gasps before she remembers herself and lowers her chin. 
Her heart is hammering. The woman wears a covering on her left eye and must be Trix’s sister.
“What’ll you like, richie?” she asks Hart with a thicker, less musical voice than her sister’s. Sad, maybe. 
Hart orders something with a name Ophelia doesn’t catch, and in a minute mugs are set on the table. 
“Don’t drink it,” Hart orders under his breath.
Ophelia bites her tongue. If she doesn’t, she knows she’ll call out to Trix’s twin, who’s moving to other tables now. She has the same corkscrew curls and petite frame, but a more skittish way of moving. 
Ophelia must find a way to speak with her, to take her with them. But there’s no leaving Hart. He said Magies don’t come alone here, and tonight Ophelia is his. 
She draws the mug to her lips without thinking and is met with a familiar, intoxicating, sugary scent. The pink tonic from Trix’s shop! Only, this drink is fizzing. Ophelia has a strong urge to taste it, but it disappears abruptly from her hand. 
Hart gives her a sharp look, and Ophelia puts her hands in her lap. Discreetly, she surveys the room. Still, she sees no Crats. Nor anything that fits Hart’s description of the key they need.
She’s distracted by Trix’s twin, disappearing into a darker room at the very back. Beyond the stomping woman and violins. 
There, men sit straight in an array of gray suits, tossing something on tables. Crats. Playing cards with dice. There are young women and men in solid-color cloaks, like the one she wears, standing to their sides.
Crats and their Magies.
A Crat throws cards down, shoves out of his seat, and ventures into the main hall, past the villager crowd. 
Contemptuous stares trail him to the bar, only a few feet from where Hart and Ophelia sit. He slides an empty pint onto the counter, tips his hat, and lays an elbow down. “I want something different,” he tells the barman, and the way the Crat bends his head in a leer, Ophelia knows he’s not speaking of drinks.
The barkeep looks him over, spinning a rag in a mug, his face as rough as timber. “What’s it worth to ye?”
The Crat plucks a coin pouch from his belt and tosses it on the bar with a heavy clink.
Ophelia nudges Hart. A key! On the Crat’s belt!
Hart raises his mug for show as the barkeep shoves away the Crat’s coin and says, “Yer shinies are no good here. We trade in talent.” 
The barkeep looks over the man’s shoulder, running a tongue over his fat lip at the two young women shadowing the Crat. They’re sixteen at most. Thin, with ample feminine features tucked in ethereal green dresses swirled with unique patterns. 
The Crat at the bar waves a hand. “I am growing bored of elemental play. Have anything more tantalizing?” 
Ophelia pales, realizing what’s happening. 
This place trades Magies for profit. 
She may be sick.
The barkeep wiggles his thick mustache, then nods toward the back of the room where Ophelia sees Trix’s sister. “For your two, I’ll give you a go with Cleo. Six months.”
The Crat’s face twists when he sees her face, the patch. “Find me a prettier one.”
The pig.
“Oh, Cleo’s a special one, richie,” the barkeep assures him. “She can show ye things ye can’t imagine.” With a flick of his thick brow, the barkeep beckons the Crat to follow him. Soon the Crat and his girls are weaving through the tables. 
Ophelia leans into Hart. “Who’s that barkeep?” 
“The proprietor.”
“Trix’s uncle?” she mutters. A match sparks in her. “He has Trix’s sister.”
Hart shakes his head. “Not our concern.” 
Outrage bubbles to her lips, but Hart’s hard look stops her. 
“Remember your place here.” It’s dangerous, his words scream.
Her eyes slide to her lap, but she angles her cheek, needing to see what happens. 
The proprietor approaches Cleo, but she ignores him. Which he doesn’t appreciate. Grabbing her arm, he whirls her to face him, then backhands her and tosses her out of view. 
Hardly anyone notices. 
The Crat, smug in his smile, follows with his girls.
This is Magus? This is what goes on here?
Ophelia’s insides tremor.
No. The entire tavern is shaking.
Ophelia’s chair quakes, and she notices the music dying down. Waxy puddles slip from candelabras onto tables. But while she clutches her chair, wondering what’s happening as the establishment continues to grumble, the locals don’t even blink. 
Neither does Hart. He simply holds their mugs in place. 
“A quirk of the place,” he says. “It’s how they time the games. Crats will be flooding in to do more business. Stay sharp.” 
Ophelia takes a breath, trying not to think about how things went the last time she swindled with Falcon. 
“Evening.” Ophelia startles at a slippery voice. Then startles again when she lays eyes on its owner. 
He’s a wiry man, too tall for the pewter suit he’s wearing, with strangely familiar eyes—one brown, one blue.
Why does she know those eyes?
Before she can search her spotty memory, the man leans his weight against the bar and asks Hart, “Are you in the market?” 
What bothers Ophelia most is the greedy way his eyes settle, like an unwanted kiss, on her neck.
Hart gets to his feet, stretching to full height and examining the man like a disappointing meal. “I’m not here to trade.”
Reaching back for Ophelia, he pulls her up. The look Hart gives her over his shoulder says, decidedly, this is not our mark.
She should listen. She’s in a foreign place, where Magies are owned. There’s something not right about this man. Even if he does have a key hitched to his belt.
But she can’t help it. She hears Falcon’s words. “You’ve got what you need in you.”
She may not have magic. But perhaps she can summon her wits.
She peeks around Hart to the man she’s decided will be her mark, smiling coyly. “What did you have in mind, Sir?” 
The Crat’s eager eyes chase to her neck again, where her locket is tucked, then he chuckles. “I like them bold, don’t you?” he asks Hart, his interest lingering on him so long, Ophelia gets the sense this man might like to devour her keeper as well as herself. 
Maybe there’s a way to get two things they need. 
She leans into her toes, whispering in Hart’s ear. 
His hard eyes are a clear no. 
She steps around Hart anyway, keeping eyes low. “Sir. My master”—she hopes this word is right—“might be interested in an arrangement. Perhaps somewhere more private?” 
She rolls her eyes suggestively to the back room, where the proprietor took Cleo. Then leans a fraction closer. Closer. Then lets herself slip, falling directly into the man’s lap. 
Both he and Hart are caught off guard. Feigning apologies as she rights herself, her fingers work furiously in secret at the man’s belt. The key loosens easily, and she fists it behind her back.
Her smile falters as she notices inky marks on the side of his neck. 
Just as her eyes meets his, the man moves. Fast.
Grabbing her arm, he sweeps a hand toward the floor, freeing the blade in her boot. Before Hart can intervene, the knife is at Ophelia’s stomach, and the man is tugging the chain of her locket free of her dress. 
He rubs a slow thumb over the gold. His crooked smile makes his features decidedly less handsome. “Looks like I found my prize.” 
He spins Ophelia then, pulling her back against him, so she faces the fury in Hart’s eyes while her keeper is forced to stand there, making no move that would spark more interest from the tavern’s patrons than is already aimed in their direction. 
Hart is chillingly still, devoid of emotion. “Let her go, or I’ll put you down.”
“Will you, soldier?”
Hart’s eyes narrow. 
Despite his gray disguise, Hart is not Crat and this man knows it. “I recognize your kind,” he says. “And Wick Sneed doesn’t take orders from those who serve the crown.” 
Realization passes across Hart’s face. “Does your boss know you’ve crawled out of the Belly, rat?” He starts forward.
Ophelia gasps. Belly? As in Underbelly?
“Ah-ah.” Wick Sneed, whoever he is, cautions. “Word gets out that a soldier’s here, trying to stop me from helping a Magie escape? How many of their children have you taken?”
Fresh voices flood the bar, drawing Ophelia’s eye. Men from the card games with their Magies. The proprietor, too, with the bartering Crat from earlier, who curls a finger to motion behind him. To Cleo, whose eye is rimmed purple.
She has been sold.
Sold.
Ophelia cannot stand the idea. Or the feel of this Wick Sneed’s hands on her. She meets Hart’s gaze. Holds it. Nods, ever so slightly. 
Then they move. 
Ophelia repositions the key and jabs, hard as she can, into Wick’s hand on her arm. 
He rears, letting her loose with a yowl.
In a fluid motion, Hart swipes a blade hidden in his coat and whirls Ophelia out of the way, swooping in so the men are nose to nose before anyone notices too well what’s happened.
Ophelia can tell, at Wick’s sudden wince, that Hart has the tip of his blade pressed between them.
Hart has the upper hand. 
Until Wick shouts, “Special Army!” 
The music in the tavern dies. After a few seconds, every man in the room is on his feet. Villagers with angry, glazed eyes turn on Hart. 
The moment they lurch, Hart shoves back from Wick to shield Ophelia. And Wick is gone, slipping into the fold.
Within seconds, it’s madness. 
Shouts, slurs, drinks being thrown in their direction. Beefy fists rising from villagers—who may or may not wield magic of their own, but in this tavern, where magic is not allowed, have a chance against one Magie soldier. 
Their eyes harden, as if pinning Hart with blame for the sins of all soldiers, for the sins of a siphoning king. 
“Stay back,” Hart tells Ophelia.
He moves like a weapon. Precise, controlled, careful. Using only the back of his blade. Like he doesn’t want to hurt them, he avoids drawing blood.
He fights the villagers while every Crat watches. Ophelia could be convinced they’re even placing bets.
Out of habit, she checks her boot, but Wick Sneed has her knife and she has his key, if it’s even his. And in this magicless room, there’s no dust to guide her.
Ophelia moves behind a table, against a timber beam. 
She has the key. But she still needs Cleo.
She searches the crowd but fails to find the flare of red curls. She weaves, circling a beam, and finally. The wild ringlets. Cleo. Being led out of the bar by the Crat who traded for her.
Ophelia starts after them. 
A crooked grin appears, blocking her way. 
Before she can jab him with the key again, Wick has Ophelia’s back pinned against him. Venting dank breath at her neck, he practically carries her toward the exit. 
“We won’t need that key,” he purrs in her ear. “I’m going to take you for a special ride. To someone who will be glad to see you.”
She bucks, flailing her elbows and kicking wildly, but his ropey arms hold her firmly. 
Not a single Crat helps or pays attention. Their Magies do look on—a few purse their lips or clench their hands. 
She cranes her neck. “Hart!” 
It’s too loud. There’s no hope he’ll hear her in the ruckus.
This is the Den in Five Points all over again. Ophelia being dragged to the streets, helpless, searching for her partner, for just a glimpse of Falcon, and drowning in the realization that their deaths would be her fault.
Just like that night, this was her idea.
Falcon swears she’s a fighter. Nothing feels farther from true. But she tries. She claws at anything. Wick’s hands, face, shirt, the doorway he’s moving into, anything to stop him from taking her wherever he’s planning.
Her nails scrape skin, and he roars in her ear. His arm is at her throat, jerking her chin up. She flails, and her arm meets something wickedly sharp. 
The flesh of her arm splits clean open. Searing, wet, deep. Maybe to bone. 
Ophelia is dragged through the doorway—a flame relighting in her—and what she sees on the other side brings such intense relief, she forgets the pain. 
Rune, breathless, dark floppy hair a mess.
Trix, the fire in her on full display, with Cleo under arm and a knocked-out Crat at their feet. 
And Falcon, stepping between them with his chest ablaze in silver. 
Her partner. 
With a jagged blade in his hard, clenched fist, he turns violent eyes on the man with his arm around Ophelia’s neck.
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If Falcon had  actually waged his soul, it’d probably be mounted on a wall somewhere in the Belly. Or locked in the Darkwielder’s vault by his proxy, Jasper Salt. Maybe stuffed in a drawer gathering dust. Waiting, like Trix’s sister waited, for the day Falcon might pay his debts. 
But tonight is about making Wick Sneed wish for a quick death. 
There’s no good reason the Crowfell boss’s right-hand man should be in Galdur, with his paws on their girl.
“Falcon!” Ophelia cries. But his name is garbled by the thick fingers on her throat. He’s seen her kick, seen her scrape her nails across men’s faces, but her limbs look heavy now, like she hasn’t got the energy.
“Falcon Thames. As I live and breathe.” Wick Sneed darts his slippery head around Ophelia to see better. 
“You’re a long way from Crowfell,” Falcon spats. Did Vesh Derringer send him? He pictures Sneed waving Ace’s bloody hands, taunting him, that night near Ghastly. 
The bastard looks genuinely surprised to see him. But he’s also scanning for an escape route. 
Whether he came here for Ophelia or not, he’s planning to take her. 
“Let’s forget the nice-to-see-you shit,” Falcon grates. “If Vesh’s got you recruiting for the fights, you’re out of your territory. You’ve got no damn business in Galdur, or with her.”
Rune steps up next to Falcon, probably because he knows him well enough to guess where this is headed. Even with a hand in his pocket on that fancy stone, though, he won’t be much help. He’s got to be close to empty, having practically drained himself in order to slow the flood of shadowcasters at Trix’s.
“I think we have a misunderstanding,” Rune tries to use his influence anyway. “You’ll let her free, and we’ll be on our way.”
Of course, it doesn’t work. 
Instead, Sneed watches Falcon, a tight smile pulling the corners of thin lips. “Consider this a special job. One that transcends boundary lines.”
Special job? 
It’s probably true that half of Magus knows about Ophelia now, thanks to the bounty. Is that why Sneed’s here, poking around for a boss? 
The possibilities clang around in Falcon’s head, along with Grimm’s half-warning in New York. “It’s unlikely the king is your only threat.”
“She’s spoken for,” Falcon tells Sneed. “You’re gonna let her walk.”
Sneed’s eyes shift to Falcon’s weapon. Falcon watches the shadowcaster’s hands. The second Sneed gets one free, Falcon knows he’ll send his shadows. 
Sneed shifts under the gaslight, his eyes too big, pupils dilated and twitching. They remind Falcon more of Magies who relish Ghastly’s dark corners than a boss’s right hand. Sneed’s been dabbling with something, which surprises Falcon. 
Vesh Derringer doesn’t tolerate hopping from his men. 
As Falcon scrutinizes him, Sneed abruptly pulls a blade from behind Ophelia’s back. 
Falcon’s knife. 
The shadowcaster’s eyes roll up to the moons and back, burning at Falcon. “I claim her. In the name of Erebus, god of the red moon, father of the Witchists—”
“That’s enough.” Falcon spits. “That archaic shit means nothing here.” Not without a primordial relic. 
Falcon charges forward, hopping over the body of Cleo’s damn Crat, who’s face down, pants still undone the way they caught him on top of her before Sneed burst out with Ophelia. 
A body’s length away, he grinds, “Last chance.” The words sound like pulverizing meat. “Let her go.”
“Or don’t,” Trix says, drawing next to Falcon, her sister close at her side. “I’m dying to see what happens.” Trix’s new vines twirl like snakes against the sleeves on her arms, waiting.
Sneed’s attention narrows as he recognizes her. Trix winning her freedom in the fights cost Sneed a big commission. He wouldn’t forget.
Sneed runs his eyes over Trix. “You’d look nice strung up on a wall. Maybe I’ll bring you with us.” He lays a cheek against Ophelia’s, and she twists in his arms. 
“Or maybe I cut out your shadows, or your tiny caster appendage, and passage them back to the Belly,” Trix snaps.
Before Sneed can answer, a rumble shakes the walls from inside the tavern. 
“Hart...inside.” The words choke from Ophelia’s throat.
Falcon curses, as Rune steps forward, looking anguished. He looks at Falcon. “I can’t leave her, but…” 
Right. Ophelia’s their oath—she’s what matters—but they both know what leaving Hart behind might do to her later.
“Just go,” he grits at Rune. “I’ve got this.”
Rune doesn’t move, as if every fiber of him protests the idea.
Falcon lowers his voice. “I’ve got history with this bastard. It’s personal. Sneed is mine.”
Rune bites his lip, giving Ophelia one more look, then runs past them. 
Falcon turns on Sneed, who’s backing with Ophelia down the sidewalk, stuffing something in his pocket with one free hand. He uses his shoulder against the walls to stay righted as she squirms. His eyes narrow, concentrating. 
Blackness begins to coil from Sneed’s wrist. 
“Trix,” Falcon growls. “We’re done screwing around.”
In an instant, Sneed’s shadows suck back and the Shadowcaster screams. His eyes go wide, unseeing. Temporarily blind. 
A smile grows on Trix’s lips as she whispers a quick incantation. Her hands dance, the rubies in her leather sleeves winking. 
The weapon quakes in Sneed’s grip as he fights for control. When the handle glows blaze orange, he yelps, and the knife springs from his grip, sling-shotting toward the spell’s caster. 
Falcon steps into its trajectory, letting the blade land where it belongs, in his collection of tattoos.
As his ink moves, he makes a quick trade. Sheathing his longblade for a small, wicked star, curved like a broken-legged spider, he fits it between two fingers. 
One practiced flick and the weapon zips for Sneed’s head. At the last damn second, the Shadowcaster weaves. The star misses his face, instead mowing a hunk of flesh at the top of his ear that goes rolling like a tumble weed into the road. 
With a roar, Sneed falls to his hands, blood spilling down a cheek. 
Ophelia springs free, straight into Falcon’s arms. A cold cheek greets his bare chest. 
“You found me.” Her voice is a wisp, barely there.
Falcon clutches her, squeezes a fistful of her hair, and takes a full breath of her. “Always.” 
He shouldn’t have said it like that. Like a promise. 
His heart’s in his throat, though, and he can’t lie to himself. He’s been off kilter since she came back. 
He told himself it was just duty, sitting on the edge of her bed in a boardinghouse, listening to her restless breathing while her story finished stitching in her head. Then he found himself noticing the changes in her face.
This has got to stop. It’s going to get in the way. 
Falcon hands her to Trix. Something slick slides over his skin when she goes, leaving an incandescent red streak across his stomach. Raking fast eyes over her, he finds a nasty gash splitting her inner forearm, elbow to wrist.
His rage sits up, just as a streak of silver in Falcon’s periphery rips his attention to Sneed. 
The Shadowcaster has palmed the throwing star. The one that just maimed his ear. Goddamn it!
But it’s not Falcon that Sneed has in sight. It’s Trix, the caster whose spell just cost him a big prize.
Falcon only has time to shield Ophelia before the weapon soars. He catches Trix’s eyes go round, but can’t block them both. 
Cleo shoves in front of her, though, and the weapon slices the seer’s neck. 
The way the blood burbles and gushes, Falcon knows Sneed’s struck an artery. 
Trix collapses with Cleo in her arms, pressing stained hands against her neck to staunch her sister’s wound. 
Sneed. He’s on his knees, searching for something. But Ophelia goes slack in Falcon’s arms. 
Pulling her tight to him, edging to the sisters, Falcon sees their eyes are locked. There are no words or bells or wind or anything visible to suggest the two are communicating, but Falcon recognizes the twin thing. 
Four years. His head still rings hollow where his own sister’s voice used to be, speaking mind to mind. 
Whatever Cleo’s told her sends Trix’s attention to Ophelia. Chin tremoring, Trix nods to her sister and presses harder at Cleo’s neck as her life fades. 
The colors in her eyes lift and glass. The tension eases in her features. Under Trix’s hands, Cleo’s body crumbles to ash. This is the usual way, when Magies go. 
Trix sits there, her entire form quaking. Then her scream launches at the night, and she’s whirling to her feet. 
The stagnant particles seem to perk in the air. 
“Trix,” Falcon warns as Ophelia’s knees buckle. “Trix!”
She looks at them and snaps out of her rage. 
“Come on!” Falcon hauls Ophelia fast across the road to the square, making sure Trix follows. “Stay with her. Do a spell to stop the blood.” 
Trix’s lips pull in a snarl. And Falcon knows that what she really wants is Sneed dead. 
He swears, by whatever part of his Witchist magic is gifted by the red moon, he’ll make the Shadowcaster pay. 
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Chest throbbing, he lets his tattoos gift him a deceptively simple blade. Good for filleting fish. And he starts his mantra: Falcon Thames has got no soul…
In two strides, he’s got Sneed pinned to the ground. With Falcon’s legs holding his arms and one broad hand over the shadowcaster’s forehead, his flat blade is pressed against Sneed’s throat. 
A spot of blood trickles down the knife’s silver length, as Falcon brings his nose to Sneed’s. “What do you want with her?”
When Sneed steels his lips, Falcon shoves the shadowcaster’s head back, flicking the blade under his dark eye. “You clearly know about the bounty. Is that why Vesh sent you?”
“I don’t work for Vesh anymore.”
“Who then?”
Sneed turns his head to spit, then grins like a snake. 
It’s been a long two days of plans going off the rails, and Falcon’s done. With a quick swipe, his blade slashes Sneed’s lower eyelid. Blood spurts like a popped tomato across his hand and the shadowcaster’s face. 
Sneed rears, squealing like a pig. 
Falcon puts his nose in the bastard’s face, his hair matting to a cheek, damp from the strain of holding Sneed down. “You don’t talk, I pry that eye out!” 
Rowdy shouts echo from the tavern. A sharp smashing of glass follows. Time is pressing in. 
“Have it your way.” Falcon loops a finger through Sneed’s gaping flesh and rips the bottom lid clean off. 
Sneed howls, bucking under him.
“Tell me!” Falcon growls. 
Sneed’s eye spasms, devoid of its bottom lid. “You’ll be sorry for this!”
“That all?” Falcon slashes a second arc across Sneed’s top lid, and the creep yowls again. “I swear to the gods, I’ll take you apart piece by piece.” Falcon grips the collar of Sneed’s coat and shakes him.
“Fine! Fine! Jasper Salt is interested in the girl.”
Falcon’s hand stills. “Jasper Salt?” The proxy Falcon owes a debt. “What did he say?”
Sneed gasps for breath. “That he’ll show…gratitude to whoever finds her.”
Falcon racks his brain. It’s been a couple years, at least, since he saw Salt in the flesh. But he’s never caught a whiff of the guy being interested in politics outside the Belly. Since the Gulch went up, it’s been run like a separate kingdom. 
Falcon sits on his heels. Almost as fast, something makes him lean in again. Long black streaks that look familiar, under Sneed’s collar. 
“Where’d you get those?” 
Sneed pants. “Get what?” 
“You know what.” Falcon shoves the cad’s chin up. “On your neck!”
Sneed’s eyes gleam. This time with knowledge. His lips curl. His chest starts to hitch, rising and falling with huffs of quiet laughter that grow louder, till Sneed sounds maniacal. 
The tavern door behind them bursts off its hinges. 
Falcon whips his head at the violent sound to see Rune and Hart fly into the street, a stampede of Crats and villagers hot on their heels.
A window shatters. Then another, right next to him and Sneed. A table comes sailing out, too fast to dodge, and the collision sends Falcon sideways. 
By the time he heaves off the wood, Sneed is fleeing for his life toward the edge of the village. 
And someone’s shouting Falcon’s name. 
Trix’s bell voice cuts through the noise of the brawl. “Falcon!” 
She’s waving frantically, weaving through villagers who’ve stopped swinging and turned their faces to the sky. 
Falcon is up, feeling the change before he sees it—the red moon slip fractionally in front of its gray cousins. With it, the pink night air takes a darker turn for the first time in fifteen years.
Gods of Magus.
As the crowd of Magies grows distracted, Crats—whose blood and bones aren’t bound to the moons—seize the chance to escape and mount their carriages. 
In a daze, Falcon reaches Trix, and he doesn’t like the look in her eyes. 
“Ophelia’s not responding to spells. She’s lost too much blood.”
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Falcon swats at the particles swarming where they sit and squints against all the damn light of the lumen tree.  
Ophelia’s restless in his lap. “It’s all right, Teacup.” His worry drags to her arm. 
He needs a good look at the wound.
While the others wear out the grass with their pacing, Trix twirls a flower between her fingers, murmuring something that sounds like she can’t die. 
Falcon unwinds the cloth around Ophelia’s arm. He’s met with the same bloody shimmer that slid across his chest before. Rage flexes an iron fist around his heart. 
It’s a knife wound, slit to bone. 
This close, in the light, Falcon can see the strange glisten of Ophelia’s blood. Everything inside her, down to her bone, winks like lustrous dust.  
He can’t look away. The others stop their pacing, and Rune lowers to sit on his heels. “Gods.” 
Falcon’s sentiment as well. Grimm never mentioned this.
Rune presses the cloth back to her cut. “We’ll fix this.”
But the last time Falcon held a bleeding, dying girl, he lost.
Goddamn it, he hates feeling helpless.
Something desperate races up the back of his throat, threatening a cry like the one that echoed through Ghastly years ago, when Falcon cured that helpless feeling with rage that burned as hot as fire. 
The walls of their loft were bathed in Crat blood, after. The first time he killed someone.
Right now, he’s out of bargains to make, save for the ones a holier man would offer the gods.
“Grimm always says between the three of us, we have what we need to protect her,” Rune says. “Your tattoos. What do you have?”
“Mostly weapons.” Tinctures don’t keep well in his skin, and Trix has already tried them. He’s got a couple personal items, in the ink at his side, but those won’t help now. 
“Needle and thread,” Falcon remembers, adjusting his grip on Ophelia to search. 
Her hair slips away from her face, and Falcon realizes they’re in even more trouble. Her neck is bare. 
No, no, no.
Where is it?
Rune sees it, too. “Her locket’s gone.”
Hart stalks over. Even he, who didn’t want Ophelia awakened, looks taken aback. Maybe for the first time, regret changes the shape of his face. “Sneed was fixed on it in the tavern.”
Falcon had seen Sneed pocket something earlier, just before Ophelia got free.
This can’t be happening.
They needed the locket for the next stage of the plan. They needed it to unlock her truth, her power. They needed it to fight for a free Magus. 
A fight Falcon realized was possible the day Grimm first summoned him, when they stood together at the edge of a ruin, smoke curling from piles of blackened wood, an unforgettable stench burning the air. 
“What is she?” Falcon asked. He was eighteen and already building a reputation as a smugger who could get anyone off-world. But the Spellcaster was asking him to risk his life to guard a girl he’d never met. 
“A complicated question, Mr. Thames,” Grimm said. “What do you call, quite possibly, the last and most transcendent of one’s kind?”
A way to break the system that’s breaking Magus. “I’d call it hope,” Falcon replied, right before he swore his oath. 
Trix adjusts her satchel around her. “That Shadowcaster didn’t leave in a carriage. If he’s passaging to the Belly, I can close it first.” Her eyes burn with anger. “I’ll go after the locket. You help her.”
She’s quick, slipping into the natural shadows.
Ophelia writhes again. 
“Falcon, the needle,” Rune prompts as blood pulses from her wound. Where it drips on the ground, the sod seems to shudder. “We need to get her closed up or find a true healer.”
“Galdur has no healers anymore,” Hart says. 
“Hold her arm,” Falcon tells Rune, and he removes the cloth again and takes out a flask to rinse the wound.
Falcon’s ink shifts. He picks out a needle and spool, refusing to let himself believe she won’t survive. 
He hasn’t stitched a wound in years, he realizes, pressing a palm to his scarred cheek. But he can do it.
As Falcon threads the needle, Ophelia’s lids flutter open and golden threads rise from the depths of her dark eyes. Her hand falls to the ground where a root bulges and lifts to greet it. Falcon grows dizzy with how fast the particles shiver around them, like the dust is screaming.
Lumen light races up Ophelia’s arm to bead and settle like a poultice inside her wound. 
“What the hell?” Falcon starts.
In the light, her tissues mend, veins fuse, and her skin stitches together, all while Ophelia’s eyes stay eerily open. She doesn’t cry out in pain. 
The light dims. There’s no sign of a wound, only thin raised lines, like swollen scratches shining gold down Ophelia’s arm. They remind Falcon of bare branches, the way they spider from her inner elbow to her wrist. They look an awful lot like the lumen’s roots. 
Rune makes a noise. “How’d the tree—”
“It wasn’t the tree,” Hart says tightly. “It was her, drawing its power.”
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Whispers will Ophelia to wake. Soft fingers nudging at the corner of her mind, the way the dust led her under a red canopy out of Notting Wood. 
When Ophelia blinks, the murmurs scatter like birdsong. 
What is left are tingles, bubbling across her skin. And a frown in the dark. Bootsteps beneath her. A door creaking shut. A room that looks familiar. Golden light casts into the shop filled with hollow silhouettes wearing empty cloaks.
The tailor’s shop.
“Fellie.” Rune pulls her into a hug that’s both careful and crushing. It brings a bright, comforting scent, not altogether foreign, and the feel of Rune’s heart beating with hers.
A part of her stirs, just as it did when they rode the horse together, at the way they fit.
Rune drops his arms but stays close, a hand hovering near hers on the floor. “Are you okay?”
Checking herself over, she nods. She feels more than okay, physically. 
Hazy images swell and pop in her mind. She and Hart chasing dust through Notting Wood, a tavern brawl, Wick Sneed’s grip, murder in Falcon’s eyes, dizziness, the moons, the whispers, the light, and…
Absently, Ophelia’s hand goes to her throat. 
For the first time, at least that she can remember, she’s met with bare skin, above a dress crusted with blood.
“Sneed took it,” Rune tells her, speaking of the gold locket with rose carvings that doesn’t open. “He also killed Cleo—” 
“What?” Ophelia shakes her head. “No. Trix just got her back. They were going to New York…to be free!”
“I know.” Rune settles a hand on hers. “Trix is hunting Sneed, for Cleo and your locket. Falcon and Hart are searching the area. We’ll get it back.”
At Rune’s vehemence about the locket, panic knocks in Ophelia’s chest. It’s nonsensical. Considering everything, it should be nothing. She doesn’t even remember where she got it. But if Rune sounds more concerned with the necklace than Cleo’s death…
“The locket’s important,” she realizes aloud.
Rune glances at the shop door. “Grimm said we’d need it, when the time’s right.” 
Ophelia’s fingertips press harder at her throat. “What’s inside it?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. Grimm didn’t tell us how to wake you, Fellie. He just told us what we’d need and where to take you.”
“You must know something.”
“I always figured it was tied to the memory of when you used your full magic.” His eyes widen. As if he just realized he’s crossed some line.
Ophelia frowns. Is Rune saying she used her full magic once? Only once, and that was enough to set all of this in motion? 
Her thoughts whirl to her shouting match earlier with Hart. She wonders if the memory of using her magic is what awakened her a year ago, and if it has something to do with Hart—why they don’t work, as he said.
Ophelia’s fingers circle the base of her throat, trying to slow the flood of questions and feelings—frustration, for one, at having only pieces of the truth. 
Alongside the emotion, though, is a dreadful little devil in her ear, suggesting perhaps she’s not as ready for information as she thinks. Would she, in fact, be ready if there was a choice? If armies weren’t hunting her, if this world weren’t plunging toward war, if everyone didn’t think her the key to fixing things… Would she still want to know?
She swallows her doubt. 
She has no choice. She has to be ready. Or not just Cleo will die.
“Why would Grimm put something so important in a necklace? Something so easy to steal or lose?”
“Grimm spelled the locket so you’d never want to take it off. And one of us was always watching.” Rune shifts, so she can better see his eyes, glimmering with earnestness and nothing else. “Besides, it can’t be opened without you. And maybe Grimm. Or a spell. I don’t know. We were going to worry about that once we got to the Constelli.
“If it’s a spell, let’s figure it out here. Now. Once Trix gets back.”
“I think… It has to happen at the Constelli.”
So many layers of protection, just to keep her power at bay.
“We were worried tonight,” Rune says quietly, changing the subject. “It’s horrible, what happened to Cleo. But it’s a relief you’re okay.” 
Rune has so many expressions—light and playful, serious and studious. But this one. He’s looking at Ophelia with the same sort of longing that caught her attention in Trix’s kitchen. 
Her gaze drops automatically to his lips. Curved, pillowed, slightly parted.
The shop door flies open. 
Ophelia scrambles up like her skirt’s on fire, and Rune, even faster, draws a blade.
It takes her frantic heart a moment to realize it’s Hart and Falcon, wearing blood-stained shirts, sweaty brows, and dark expressions in the doorway. 
They’re two people short. One is dead. And the other…
“Trix’s gone,” Falcon says with no preamble. “A passage was closing just as we got there. She must’ve gone after Sneed to the Belly.” 
Defeat permeates the room. 
Rune is the first to acknowledge what they all realize. “The Constelli doesn’t make sense now, not without the locket.”
“Maybe it’s a sign,” Hart offers. “There are other options.”
Falcon stalks back from where he’s been pacing. “Our goal’s the same. More than ever.” He dead-eyes Hart. “We just need another course.”
“We need Grimm,” Rune says. “But Trix could be in real trouble.”
Falcon lets out a long hissing breath. “It’s too dangerous to go to the Belly right now,” he says. “To be honest, I didn’t leave in the best standing with my bosses. And Trix knew the risks. She’s pissed and grieving, but she’s smart. A survivor.”
Guilt snakes through Ophelia. “Can’t you summon Trix? Find out if she’s safe?”
“Already tried,” Falcon replies. “The Belly’s wards are thick. Unless I’ve already got a strong connection to someone, it’s like static.”
Ophelia deflates. “We have to help her.”
“We have to leave Galdur is what we have to do.” Hart turns a scowl on Falcon. “Thanks to those marks on your neck, the next hell storm will be coming.”
“The marks the Shadowcaster left?” It takes Ophelia a moment to put together what Hart’s implying—whoever sent the shadowcasters is tracking them through Falcon. 
“Sneed had similar marks,” Falcon says. 
“I saw them in the tavern.” Ophelia wades through memories. “He was one of them, in New York. Rune, do you remember? At Trix’s shop, one of the shadowcasters had his same blue and brown eyes.”
Rune shakes his head. “I was so consumed with getting you both out, I can’t say for sure.”
“I can,” Ophelia insists. “It was those eyes. And his earrings.”
Falcon needs no more convincing. “Grimm was right. There’s more going on.” He brings a hand to his neck. “The marks burn before trouble comes. There’s nothing now. We should regroup.” He nods to the clothing racks. “And clean up.” 
Behind a curtain at the back of the shop, Ophelia strips off her bloody dress and exchanges it for a new one, in shades of umber and cream, for blending in.
“Wick Sneed said the powers that be in the Belly are interested in her,” Falcon says to Hart and Rune. “That’s why he tried taking her.”
She peeks through the curtains.
Rune’s at the wall, buttoning his vest. Falcon is rifling through accessories on a table, already dressed in dark, fitted pants and his leather jacket. Near the door, Hart stands like a true guard, arms crossed in his blue coat again, though he’s left the buttons undone. 
Rune turns around, pulling on his own coat. “You think the Belly’s trying to intercept her before the king finds her?”
Falcon chews on the question. “It would mean the Belly’s considering a revolt, too.”
Hart releases his folded arms. “Is that what you’ve been hoping for?”
Falcon steps away from the table and puts a hand on his hip. “What are you implying?”
Hart shrugs. “You’re from the Belly. You run in the same circles as Sneed. You both do bidding for the Belly’s bosses…”
“You want to know what I hope?” Falcon asks. “That once she can fight—really fight for herself—we won’t need a place like the Belly. She’s the hope, all right? My only plan has been to give those who are enslaved, indentured, hiding, running—anyone who’s got to make choices that risk their goddamn souls—some hope.”
Hart rolls his eyes. “Right.”
Ophelia pulls a wool mantle over her shoulders and steps out from behind the curtain. “That’s enough,” she tells them softly. Looking directly at Falcon, she says, “If you’re going to hang a world’s hope on me, can we at least eat something first?”
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Famished, the four of them file into a small market store to fill their bellies, pockets, and belts. 
Ophelia walks straight to the back, where an array of dried meats occupy shelves. Following her, Falcon finds a package labeled gnawer jerky and tears into it without hesitation. 
The way he eats is…primal. Swallowing, she wanders to an aisle with a colorful assortment of dried fruits. Plucking a small bag from the top shelf, she’s met with a pair of dark eyes from the next aisle. 
Hart is reaching for a bag of seeds there, and his gaze softens on her. His mouth starts to open. 
Rune appears next to Hart, already chewing something, too. “Do we really think the Belly could be mounting a revolt?” 
Hart blinks away and moves down the aisle. “They’ve never shown interest in challenging the crown.”
Sauntering next to Ophelia with full hands, Falcon tosses a bag of jerky over the aisle to Rune. “Maybe they’ve just been waiting for the right time.”
Hart glances over, a glimmer of comprehension dawning. “At Gray Castle, the king’s commander did float the idea that it might be time to invade the Belly. That it was the last place the armies haven’t searched for…the source.”
Falcon shrugs and moves to Ophelia’s other side to scan the shelves. “The Belly wouldn’t be okay with an invasion, but if its purpose was to find…” He glances at her. “Maybe the bosses want her and the locket to turn them over, to avoid an invasion.” 
Falcon grabs two packages of pink fruit in long, flat strips and hands her one, then he continues down the aisle. “Sneed’s no common thief either. That bastard took her locket because he’s gleaned it’s important.” 
The four move with full hands to the front of the store and pile their packages on a long wooden counter. 
“Sneed’s hoping we’ll come after it, isn’t he?” Rune asks.
Falcon searches his pocket, then slides a stack of silver coins onto the counter near the register. “That’s my guess.”
They dig into the food. 
Ophelia tries the pink fruit, which has the sweetness of ripe strawberries and the bitter tang of grapefruit. 
Rune pops a nugget of something dark, smelling of coffee and chocolate, into his mouth and moans in appreciation. Finishing the bite, he frowns. “How did Sneed recognize her in the tavern? We’ve been careful to remove any traces of her likeness.” 
Hart swallows a bite of meat. Something drains from his face. “Rivmere.”
“Your captain?” Ophelia asks. 
Hart steps back and shakes his head, slowly at first, then faster, angrier. “He saw a drawing,” he grits.
“A drawing…of me?”
Hart’s eyes smolder at her. “I draw to rid myself of things. It was a mistake. I was going to burn it. Before I could, Rivmere found it.” 
Ophelia’s appetite vanishes as she digests his words. 
Hart runs a hand over his cropped hair and glances between Rune and Falcon. “Rivmere is privy to the military’s strategies where…the source is concerned. He knows of the king’s health. And that she exists...” 
The source. 
He means her.
“He’d have to have connections in the Belly,” Falcon says.
Ophelia realizes what that would mean. “The shadowcasters who came for us were ready to kill you all to get to me. Hart, would your captain really see you dead?”
“Rivmere’s been loyal to Grimm for years,” Rune points out. “And he’s in a visible position.”
Hart shrugs. “He’s a good performer.”
Scratching his chin, Falcon sighs. “We need Grimm,” he echoes Rune. “He’s the one who locked everything up. But if the Special Army’s still got him and we can’t rely on Rivmere, it won’t be easy.”
An idea forms in Ophelia’s mind. 
“Train me to wield magic.” She looks at each of them. “If you can’t give me everything back, show me what to do with what I already have. It could give us a fighting chance. I could help us get to Grimm.” Before Hart can object, Ophelia adds, “You’re my keepers. It’s your job to see whatever’s the plan through, isn’t it?”
“It’s our job to keep you alive,” Hart grumbles. 
“Which will be easier if I can protect myself.” She raises her chin. So they understand she won’t relent. 
“You chose this.” Her eyes slide to Hart. She wants his agreement. They need to be on the same side. “I don’t know why you did. But you must trust in your plan and Grimm. Trust that I can handle what comes.”
Hart’s grumpy brow finally twitches, and his shoulders relax as he shrugs them. “Some of your magic has already returned,” he says quietly.
It’s the closest thing to acquiescence she may ever get. 
She tucks the fruit she’s holding back in its package. Studying Hart, she chooses her next words. “In the memory I saw of us as children, I did something with the dust.”
“The particles,” Hart corrects, glancing uncomfortably at her other keepers. 
“Since we got to Magus, it feels like…the particles have been trying to get my attention. Is that normal for Magies?”
Falcon leans against the counter. “You don’t quite fit a mold, Teacup. But at the Constelli you studied and trained with the likes of Rune. As a Matterist.”
“Guild of Influencers,” Rune clarifies, patting his vest near his heart. “Our talents are classified by what we can manipulate. Benders can influence air, flame, or water, depending how their affinity manifests. And you know what most Enchanters can do.” 
Manipulate the mind. 
Ophelia fingers her mantle, thinking of the fabrics she’s chosen recently. “Matterists wear a lot of green. Patterns like this.”
Rune smiles. 
Ophelia’s gaze flits to Hart. It’s not a specific memory that sweeps over her, but a sudden knowing. “And Morphists wear all sorts of metals—buttons and buckles and plated things.” 
“Metals reshape well,” Hart says.
“Witchist.” She looks Falcon over. “You’re always in leather, though. You don’t wear all the color and jewels the others do.” She’s thinking of Trix.
“Smuggers need to blend in, Teacup.”
The knowledge is quenching. But it’s not the whole truth. It’s nuts and seeds and dried meat when you’re desperate for hot potatoes and chicken.
“I don’t influence minds or the elements,” Ophelia says, her fingers finding her arm, where under her sleeve are curious raised lines, evidence of her healing.
Rune catches her eye. “You spent a lot of time in the Spellers Forest your last year at the Constelli. Doing special lessons with Grimm.”
A moving picture winks in her mind, and she braces herself with a hand on the counter. 
There are trees with yellow leaves, casting warm light on an old man’s long-bearded face. He’s nodding at the particles that seem to stand at attention nearby. She closes her eyes in concentration…
“You all right?” Falcon asks.
They’re all staring at her. Ophelia straightens, trying to get her heart under control. “What kind of lessons?” 
Rune shrugs. “No other students were invited out there.”
Before Ophelia can reply, Falcon is cursing, a hand at his neck and eyes full of warning. “Time to move.”
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Ophelia keeps her head down as they hurry into the streets of Galdur, trying not to look too long at the shadows the lumen light makes. 
Falcon has positioned himself behind her, a blade in hand, while Rune and Hart lead in front. 
“My guess is Grimm’s still in Wythe,” Falcon says. “We find a place nearby where we can train her magic while we figure out how to get to him.”
“Dwymore,” Hart suggests. “It’s just woods away from Wythe, overlooking the valley.”
Ophelia turns the village name over in her mind. “Do you know someone there?” she asks Hart, who’s juggling the extra clothing from the tailor’s shop they took. Muted shirts, shawls, and coats that won’t stand out. 
“Not personally,” Hart answers. 
Falcon considers it as they move. “We’d have a good vantage to see what’s going on. The armies don’t waste much time with commoner towns.”
Rune frowns. “Those towns don’t welcome Magies, though.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Hart mutters.
Ophelia wonders if Hart’s pushing Dwymore for other reasons. But the thought ebbs when she sees the dust. 
It’s gone still in the air. Millions of particles suspended in a blushing globe, as if standing guard or awaiting orders. Though she doubts that’s possible. Despite its eagerness to speak to her in Notting Wood, the particles seem free as the wind—chasing, fleeing, lurking as they please. Could there be any controlling it?
“Wythe.”
Ophelia startles at the voice in her ear. 
She turns to her keepers, but they’re searching the streets. 
“Go to Wythe,” the voice urges. 
“Did you hear that?” she whispers aloud to Falcon, Rune, and Hart. They frown at her. Hart holds a finger to his lips.
Then what was it? It sounded nearly…male. And wholly unlike the unintelligible, tinkling murmurs Ophelia heard from the dust before. 
“Hello?” she thinks to it. But it’s quiet now. 
The dust sweeps down above her, drawing her attention. 
“Was that you?”
A cluster of it swirls, agitated. Then come the murmurs she recognizes. They ring with frustration. As if she’s misunderstood something. 
Another thing to do, then—learn to speak whatever the particles speak.
Her keepers wave Ophelia forward. The sounds fade as they run together. Ophelia, who hears whispers from the dust. Rune, who wears hope on his sleeves. Hart, with cracks in his armor he thinks no one sees. And Falcon, a smugger with a prayer she’ll set them all free.
At the carriage, she notices all the curious vents and gadgets set around the enclosed cabin. And its trim is so lavishly painted and intricately carved, it puts to shame the one they rode in to Trix’s.
Trix.
Ophelia’s insides squeeze with fresh guilt. But she can’t change what happened. And behind her guilt swiftly burns anger. At the siphoning king she’s never met. At Wick Sneed and whoever sent him. At whoever has her locket.
Anger feels far better than guilt. She’ll use it, she resolves, as her fingers climb to the throat of her mantle, where there’s no chain but the feel of a smooth button. 
Button…
Colored sunlight, made by stained glass, dances in shapes across a polished floor. Voices are quiet and nervous, chattering in a hall. From a line of young men and women in vested coats, a boy bows his dark head, struggling with gold buttons. When his head comes up, she sees it’s Rune. Ophelia’s fingers reach out to help him. “Your collar is crooked. The sages won’t like that…”
A click sounds beside her, and the memory vanishes. 
Ophelia slides a hand to her throat, where it pounds with her pulse. Hart wiggles their stolen key in a stubborn, complex lock.
That was a memory. Of her and Rune at… It must have been the Constelli.
She seeks him now. He’s squatting at the front wheel, scanning for movement. 
She’ll press him about their academy days later.
A scuff of boots pulls her attention to the rear of the coach. Falcon is checking for any movement, his lightblade unsheathed in his fist. His edginess is as palpable as a dark cloud.
It must be the shadow marks. How unsettling to be attuned to darkness.
More clicks. Grunts of frustration. 
As Hart struggles with the lock—apparently her keepers have stolen few Crat carriages—she checks him over, too. He has no visible wounds, but from his collarbone where the front of his shirt dips to his clenched jaw, every muscle is tight. Maybe there are wounds she cannot see. 
“Were you hurt?” she asks him quietly.
Hart seems surprised by the question, shaking his head as he twists the key. “No.”
It was the wrong question, she realizes, when his expression remains tight. It was Hart who did the hurting in the tavern, she suspects. A worse thing, in both their minds. 
Maybe that’s what bound them as children. That they can’t stand to see innocents hurt. What could’ve put a wall up between them?
“I’m sorry for provoking Wick,” she says to the boy who was once her friend.
“He provoked you,” Hart says simply. And finally, the coach door pops. 
Hart steps back, looking her over. Unexpectedly, he extends a hand, nodding his chin to the coach. 
It feels like a truce, taking it. And something right settles inside her. 
When she slides into the cabin, Ophelia is met with splendor. Gilded trim over every facet. Velveted curtains aside darkened windows. Two wide buttoned seats with plush cushions that face each other. She longs to curl up on one. 
When was the last time they truly slept?
While her keepers clamor in, Ophelia mulls over Hart’s gesture, Falcon’s shadow marks, Rune’s optimism, her locket, and—as she gazes outside—the strange moons.
Anticipation changes the tempo of her heart as Rune takes the key from Hart and inputs coordinates on a panel of knobs and doodads. After Rune takes his seat, the coach’s wheels whir forward, and the magic phaeton leaps with no driver at all. 
Galdur slips quickly into the distance as they soar into Magus countryside, on land that dips and swells and carries a sheen like stardust in that darkening blush of night. 
It’s a day’s travel to Dwymore, where they will train her. Where they will plot their way to the Spellcaster who holds the answers.
Falcon has settled himself opposite Ophelia. Rune adjusts his coat beside her. And Hart folds his arms across from Rune. They all stare into the night, spent, lost in ruminations and the dark hills and forests beyond, wondering what may lurk in places the moons do not touch.
Ophelia clings to the anticipation. The promise of knowledge. But a strange sort of longing grows with the miles. The new terrain makes her feel unsettled. As if she’s traveled the route before. 
She doesn’t want to ask this time. Instead, her mind drifts elsewhere. To times she does remember. It isn’t long before a sigh leaves her lips. 
Rune’s mouth lifts at the corners. “What are you thinking about?” he asks quietly.
She shrugs. “The sounds of horses on the dirt and stone pavers in New York. The sun and heat. That time we spent all day in that bookshop and almost got locked in at closing...” She stops.
Rune’s eyes round at her in the dark. “You remember?” 
She does. A true memory, not just a sliver. 
“I…” She senses eyes on her—Falcon’s and Hart’s—and the cabin air thickens. Ophelia twists the button on her mantle, studying her lap. 
There are no rules about what to say or not say around the men who’ve each gotten parts of her, who each know things the others may not. 
But there are more urgent matters. They haven’t spoken about what happens if they can’t reach the Spellcaster. 
“What if Grimm’s hurt?” she asks Rune. “Or they took him somewhere else?” 
“Even if the army has him, Grimm’s the most powerful Spellcaster in Magus, Fellie. He always has contingency plans. We’ll find a way.”
Plans. So many plans. Devised by a man she doesn’t remember.
Falcon clears his throat. His expression is choleric at Rune and Ophelia, whose heads are bent together. “This is your chance to sleep, all of you. I’ll take watch.”
Hart’s already settled, only a sliver of white from his eyes showing as his chest falls in even strides. 
Ophelia tries to relax. But at the thought of sleeping, even under Falcon’s watchful eye, chills seep through the fabric of her mantle.
Next to her, Rune shrugs out of his longcoat, removing something from a pocket. A book maybe, which he quickly tucks away at his back. He holds out the coat. “Are you cold?”
The question echoes, familiar, and she lifts her arms to let Rune drape it across her lap. 
“Thank you,” she says, trying not to let her frustration and fear get tangled in the words. It’s an odd push and pull, wanting to know everything, memories on the tip of her tongue, yet wary what she’ll learn. In particular, whatever Hart seems afraid for her to know. 
Rune settles back, propping an arm on the window for balance. Before long, he’s lost to sleep, too. 
Minutes later, Ophelia still can’t close her eyes. 
She’s been watching Falcon. His bouncing knee. His face, twitching with each new thought. As if he’s working through plans of his own. 
“The shadowcasters weren’t your fault. You know that, right?” 
Ophelia’s hushed words snap Falcon’s reverie like a twig. But his eyes take their time finding hers. 
After a moment, he shakes his head at himself. “I should’ve found my own way. It’s too big a risk traveling with me.”
“You’re not a risk, you’re an asset. Those marks give us a warning. We’re not splitting up again.” Not until… She finds it hard to finish the thought. Not until what? When, exactly, does their watch end?
Falcon runs a broad finger over the flat surface of the lightblade resting in his lap. 
“Do the marks still burn?” she asks quietly.
“It’s more of an itch now. I think we got ahead of them.” 
With no threats, she notices Falcon’s lightblade is dark. But the motion of his fingers against the blade and his faraway look stir her unease. 
He’s holding things close. Why? Of her keepers, he’s the one who’s pushed for truth. That he may have decided against it now awakens the fiery spirit in her Falcon instigates so well. 
“You’ve decided something,” she says.
His eyes come up guiltily.
“Care to fill me in?” 
“If I do, you’ll only refuse to stay put.”
Feeling bold in the near dark, with the others asleep, she says, “I think maybe you like that about me.”
A ghost of a grin plays on his lips. “You seem determined to end up over my shoulder.”
“If the caveman doesn’t mind.” What is she doing?
Falcon drinks her in, and as she stares back, her need grows palpably to know him. And not just his true life. 
What might awaken in her if Falcon were to sweep across the space between them and press his lips to hers?
Desire courses through her. 
It shocks her, at first. But it’s been building since the night she slept against his chest on the roof in Five Points, though she’s done her best to ignore it. And since the morning after, when Falcon let her tend to his cuts. On the sidewalk where he bent to put a blade in her boot, brushed her ankle, and had the audacity to smirk at her. Later, when his knuckles grazed her back, threading her corset…
Falcon swallows. “You don’t want to go there with me, Teacup,” he warns. “Get some sleep.” 
He leans his blade against his chest, where his shirt flap is unbuttoned. With her heart still pounding, Ophelia traces the curve of his well-worked muscles. Lean but thick. Cut like marble. And his tattoos… There are a few covered by his shirt that she’s noticed never move or leave his skin. Perhaps they’re true ink. Or personal items.
She thinks of the one on his side where smooth, arcing blues lines cradle a jagged piece of something. 
She doesn’t remember when she first saw it, but it was in a boardinghouse. She’d come out from the wash room to find Falcon toweling his wet hair. His shirt was off, and she stood there a moment with a sense of déjà vu, entranced, wishing she could trace a finger along the ink. When Falcon saw her, he smirked, and she spun on her heels, heat coloring her cheeks. 
Heat fills them now, realizing Falcon must’ve let her keep that memory. Her pleasure at that brings a twinge of guilt and other conflicting emotions as her gaze slips to a sleeping Rune. 
But movement in the opposite corner is what flicks the reins to her leaping heart. 
Hart’s eyes snap shut there, and Ophelia could swear his breaths no longer come in even draws of slumber.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

The world is tipping.  
Ophelia floats or flies or flees—she’s not sure which—toward an aching sound she’s only heard one other time. 
Low, torturous cries.
The sound claws between her temples, and as her vision rights she’s met with a thick knotty trunk, black as coal. 
It’s the majestic courtyard tree she dreamed of in Five Points, before she woke screaming in Falcon’s arms, in the strangling embrace of dark stone. 
It’s shed so many of its scarlet leaves, they make a bed where they rest, curled, dead, and scratching at the base of their once-host. A tree that resembles, too much for comfort, the bodies in Notting Wood.
If this is a dream, Ophelia doesn’t like it. Or the moans that sound as if they’re calling to her.
Frantically, she searches the castle walls for escape. In the distance, she expects a plentiful red grove of bounty trees that stood the last time she dreamed of Gray Castle. There’s only a half-dead forest of trees bearing few leaves and little fruit, their limbs covered in something dark. 
Low voices steal Ophelia’s focus. A squeak, a rolling on cobblestone. A chair with thick iron wheels glides past. Neither the man pushing it nor his passenger notice her presence at all, as they halt near her at the tree. 
Slowly, her eyes trail up the emaciated figure in the seat.
Polished boots peek out from under a thick blanket wrapped at a man’s waist. An embellished gold tunic with finely threaded patterns is tucked beneath a slate coat dressed in jewels and buttoned all the way to his neck. Atop that neck crooks a gaunt, pale face, half hidden behind a silver-plated mask.
The passenger’s escort, a gentleman fitted in formal gray garb, bends at the waist to speak quietly. “Does it hurt now, Majesty?”
Majesty. 
This sickly man is a king… The Gray King.
Ophelia stumbles back—or tries to. But it feels as though her legs aren’t working.
The monarch coughs at his escort in reply. The violence that traps in the chambers of his lungs, wheezing with each draw, spirals to a fit so vicious, Ophelia cringes.
The king’s escort extracts a cloth from the belt at his side. Ophelia studies him—the intricate tunic he wears, the furs of silver and gray laid over his shoulders, and his sheathed weapons. 
These men look so real. For a dream.
The king retches once more. In disbelief, Ophelia sees the cloth come away from his mouth with a spew of dark gritty matter. It looks just like rubble.  
“The mask, Jory,” the king implores. “Let me breathe.”
Jory. The name tugs at her mind’s edge. Jory…something like Dragon. Dagon. The knight commander Hart spoke of.
Ophelia is a tree rooted in place, mere feet from the king whose armies hunt her. She finds it hard to breathe. The air here is so dense with that clinging white powder, stinking of sulfur. 
“He siphons. For a long time now. It’s why our capital city of Cirque looks like the color’s been drained and he’s called the Gray King. He siphons magic.”
Gods. It’s ash. The same as in Notting Wood. 
Here there are no bodies, but the death of magic is everywhere. The air, the walks, the sod, the castle walls, pressed to the wheels of the monarch’s chair. More of it here now than in her first…dream?
The king groans as his mask is removed. The aching tree seems to echo the lament. More peculiar, Ophelia swears she feels it, too. A stiff, seizing choke in her lungs, cracking up her throat. 
When Jory moves aside, bringing the king’s mask away, she has the feeling she’s fallen on all fours, stunned at the face underneath.
Half a face. 
On one side, pale skin and a gleaming blue eye. On the other, spidering darkness from the king’s frozen jaw to his scalp. 
There’s no flesh. Gone is half his nose. And where a second blue eye should be gawks a hard, hollow socket, bearing traces of the white film laden here. 
Ophelia’s first thought, after the horror, is a vengeful sort of gladness. Whatever’s happened to him rings of retribution. Something feeds on him the way he’s fed for years on Magies.
Jory wipes the ash away. “This is my fault.” He wars to keep his face from folding in with emotion. “If I’d insisted on posting guards in your room…”
The king runs a veiny hand over a stiff knee, examining the tree. “Half the leaves in one week.” His voice is no king’s at all. Thin and wispy as cobwebs. This is the man breaking Magus?
“The dagger is a death sentence,” comes his brittle voice. “And more than mine.”
Dagger?
“Half the leaves, Jory.” The king raises a hand to hover at his stony cheek. “The daw, the dagger, the moons. The seer did not lie.” He repeats the words in a soft mumble, and Ophelia’s mind bleeds in confusion.
Jory tilts his head. “I told you we won’t give up. Rumors, Majesty.” He implores his king. “Did you hear me on our way out here? At last we have a reason to hope the source is in Magus. And if we have the source, we can cure this curse. We can end it all.” 
Jory looks from the king to the courtyard tree, stone reflections of one another. Before the king’s reply, flapping wings shake its branches. 
The Gray King’s interest lifts sharply to a midnight bird watching, listening. “A daw,” he croaks.
The creature—a daw—twists its keen head. Not at the king. At her. With a flourish, it takes flight. The bird swoops low, landing directly beside Ophelia on the stone walk, fanning its wings and staring up with eyes so infinite, Ophelia can see the reflection in them. 
It’s not her, a young woman wanted by the crown, that the daw sees. It’s golden dust. Particles. The only particles in Cirque at present. 
The daw bird shrills at her, fanning its wings again, then soars, finding a perch on the shoulder of the Gray King. With a quick jab, its beak pierces the flesh of the monarch’s exposed neck.
The king’s head snaps back.
Jory’s hand instinctively goes to his weapon belt. “Your Grace?” 
Ever so slowly, the king’s head turns. Past Jory, to where Ophelia stands. Or rather, hovers. 
And she can guess what this bird—this daw—has just shown him. Her. A waving curtain of particles in the very shape of her. 
This is not a dream. 
Whether her mind has hitched to the dust, or Ophelia is of the dust itself, she has somehow traveled by mind’s eye to Gray Castle. 
The moment is real. This is now. The particles are her eyes and ears, no blood or spells required. Her body is curled in Rune’s coat, safe in the coach, far from this courtyard where Magus itself seems to have summoned her. Where the king has just figured out that the thing he needs most in all the worlds is close by. 
His smile looks greedy. And his hollow socket gapes at her. “Of course. I should have guessed. So much like her mother…”
My mother?
An instant, desperate need to know what he means makes Ophelia start forward. Another force pulls her back, urging her away. It brings the feel of fading. But just as her vision begins to go, something—or someone—makes themselves known. 
“Ophelia Dannan.”
She starts at the voice. Quiet, masculine, belling of hope, with the resonance of broken chords. Ophelia can nearly feel lips at her ear. 
“You hear me then,” it—he—purrs, sounding pleased.
She does hear. And only her, it seems. The voice does not loose from Jory’s tightened lips, or eke from the Gray King’s half-mouth. This voice is closer, younger, intriguing. 
Is it in her mind?
“I’m here. Though, you weren’t easy to find.” 
His words—whoever he is—are a brush of a hand on Ophelia’s cheek, or like fingers trailing around her neck and down her bare back, pulling her nearer to them. 
“I’m going to help you, Ophelia.”
They’re words to lean into.
A frantic tug jerks her in the opposite direction, away, as four more breathy words fade with her. “You’ll come to me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Ophelia’s distress rouses Hart from restless sleep. He was dreaming of this blasted carriage, of Ophelia and Falcon and tangled limbs. Anger burns on his tongue as he’s ripped awake, seeing Falcon braced at the window, Rune on two knees near Ophelia, trying to calm her.  
Gods, her scream. 
“Fellie, open your eyes.” 
She’s just been dreaming. Rune will handle this. It’s what he does. 
Hart instinctively checks their route. The sky’s tipping closer to dawn. They’re still some hours from Dwymore but making good time. 
Hart catches a soft blue glow in the distance when Ophelia’s moaning saws his last nerve. He can take it no more. Shoving Rune aside, he drops to Ophelia’s knees to cup a hand over her mouth.
“Lia.” 
Finally, her eyes come open, taking in Hart first. Then Falcon at the window. And Rune, who’s scowling at Hart from where he’s moved to sit beside her.
Hart slowly removes his hand from her mouth. 
When she judders a full exhale, her eyes clear. They carry the look of a daw. Narrowed and screaming of news. 
An account of what Ophelia’s just experienced spills from her mouth. 
For once, her keepers go quiet.
The wheels still whir. Western Magus still rushes by outside. The coach steers itself south. But everything else seems to stop.
Ophelia rubs at her cheek with the heel of her hand. “The king isn’t just sick. His face, and the trees around the castle… It’s the same as the dead soldiers we saw. And what did he mean about my mother?” She presses fingers to her forehead, her breaths fast. “My mother...” 
Rune glances across at him, and Hart shakes his head adamantly. No. They will not be talking of family now.
Rune touches her arm. “You’re sure the king said dagger, Fellie?”
Ophelia drops her hands. “He kept repeating it, Rune. ‘A daw, a dagger, the moons.’ ‘The seer did not lie.’ He said the dagger was a death sentence. The man he was with said having the source would cure his curse… Do you know what it means?”
Hart sits forward, ready to insist it was all a dream. Magies do not travel on the particles. Not Witchists, Matterists, or Morphists. Ophelia’s mind is trying to force parts to fit.
But Hart has seen her play with dust. It shouldn’t surprise him, her being capable of things no one else is. 
Falcon rubs the hilt of his blade with a thumb. “So a seer sent a daw. Maybe predicting the king’s death. And they see her as the cure.” 
“It has to be the Dark Shadow Dagger,” Rune says. 
Hart closes his eyes. The words echo his own thoughts. But. “I was just at Gray Castle at Rivmere’s side. We marched past the room where the king keeps the relics. It was sealed shut.” 
“Relics?” Ophelia sits straight.
“Primordial relics.” Rune slides a hand into his hair, squeezing, letting it flop. 
But the carriage suddenly veers, and the four of them lurch in their seats. 
Twisting, Hart sees the gauges on the wall spinning erratically. 
Rune leaps across the seat. His eyes dart left and right among the dials, and he frowns as he looks from the controls to the window. “The moons must be messing with the navigation. I need to shut the carriage down to reset the system.” He shoves up a lever, and the carriage abruptly slows. 
Unease knots Hart’s gut as he peers out at the landscape—vast countryside with no nearby villages and only one road. The nearest tree cover is a mile away.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rune wrenches open a compartment at the side of the carriage, revealing a small maze of shimmering metal tubes and switches. 
He’s grateful for the moons’ light, the knowledge he matriculated at the academy, and—for once—that he spent two days in a carriage like this one watching his grandfather work it. 
“This will take a minute,” he tells them from where he crouches.
Hart stalks toward the front of the carriage. 
“I’ve got to piss, too,” Falcon says, heading in the opposite direction, still clenching his blade. 
Rune finds the flat switch he’s after. When it clicks, the carriage hums. 
“It’s resetting,” he calls to the three.
Hart and Falcon answer in grunts, and Rune shuts up the compartment, getting to his feet. 
When he turns around, the sight of Ophelia watching him makes his heart thump. 
“So what’s the Dark Shadow Dagger?” she asks.
His mind flees to the Constelli. To quills and crisp sheets of paper. To Origins of the Moons. 
Working down one of the sleeves he rolled up, Rune says, “It’s one of three relics our gods gifted Magies at the beginning of our world. Fifty years ago, Osiris Lestat used them to steal the throne.”
Ophelia eyes instinctively rise to the moons. “How did he do it?”
Rune tugs down his other sleeve, studying her. She used to know the histories. Well. 
“Before the Gray King, Magies reigned. There was one throne with three seats, for the three guilds: Witchists, Matterists, and Morphists. It was a time of mostly peace, so only a small army was needed. They had a council to represent the non-magic born, and they had the relics to keep power balanced among the guilds. Until Osiris led a siege, stole the relics, and used them to kill and trap the magic of the guild leaders who sat the throne.” 
“Killed them and trapped their magic? Why both?” 
“Because the bastard’s smart,” Falcon spits, coming back around the carriage.
“Because the guild leaders were Descendants,” Rune answers as Hart rejoins their group, too. “They were directly descended from the gods, Fellie. Either Erebus, Selene, or Luna. Any Magie who sat that throne was born of one of their lines. Ruling was their birthright—they had god magic in their veins. And Osiris couldn’t just kill them. Descendants’ magic is immortal. If they died, their magic would pass to their kin—the next in line—and they’d ascend the throne. Osiris knew that and wanted to cut the lines. So he trapped the magic and killed as many in the palace as he could. Then he collapsed the kingdom and took control.”
Ophelia scowls. “He hates Magies that deeply?” 
Rune drops his head, remembering the old stories. “Grimm told me once that the Gray King grew up in Cirque with a wealthy Crat family. His father was highly political and outspoken against the Magie rule. Then it turned out Osiris wasn’t his own son.” Rune looks up. Ophelia waits for him to continue. “The Gray King is half-Magie. An abomination.”
Ophelia’s face softens, surely remembering the story he told her about himself in Trix’s kitchen. But Rune doesn’t want her pity. He walks past her, staring into the distance. “Osiris’s father disowned him. Grimm says he spent years gathering support against the Magie rule, going from region to region, trying to work his way back into his family.” 
He wrings his hands. “The night Osiris took the kingdom, he slipped into the palace with guns like the Magies had never seen and managed to steal the relics.” 
Ophelia touches his arm, and he turns. “What do the relics do?” she presses.
Rune drags his lip through his teeth. “They act as amplifiers or siphons. The dagger, though… For fifty years it’s held the power of the last Witchist guild leader, descended from the god Erebus. A shadow magic more powerful than any in our world.”
Ophelia drops her hand from his shoulder. From her energy alone, Rune can sense the weight she feels. In less than a day, she’s been hunted by shadowcasters, crossed worlds, survived a bone-deep cut healed by lumen power, lost new friends and her locket…and somehow traveled on the particles. 
“Lovely world we have,” Hart says from where he leans on the carriage. “Glad you came back yet?” 
Ophelia smooths hands over her mantel, stepping around Rune, positioning herself between the three of them. “So someone’s freed this god power and cursed the Gray King with it.”
“I’d love to know how.” Falcon huffs. “Like Hart said, the relics were locked up tighter than a Witchist’s tit.”
“Falcon,” Rune chides.
“I’m just saying.”
Ophelia frowns at the sky, and Rune follows her gaze to its darker blush. He can feel the moons’ manic energy under his skin. It makes him restless. He wonders if she feels it, too.
Hart mumbles something, and Falcon shifts his blade between his hands, replying, “The king did steal the relics during a Darkening.”
Ophelia tears her gaze to them. “Darkening?” She looks back to the sky, to the crimson sphere that looks much brighter and closer than earlier. “You mean, what’s happening now?” 
Rune nods. “Every other shift, the red moon changes position in the sky. It becomes the dominant energy feeding Magus.”
“We can thank the bloody gods,” gripes Hart.
“Magus began by their will, Fellie. Erebus, the god of darkness. And Selene and Luna, the twin goddesses of light. The texts paint them as bored with the mortal world, so they pooled their powers, twisted the planes of time, and made a kingdom they filled with magic. Our histories say they populated it by mating with chosen humans. Some of their offspring became Magie. Some, mortal. And to sustain the kingdom, they spelled three moons. Erebus, the red moon, which bore the first pure Witchists—the spellers. And Selene and Luna, the gray moons, which gave us Matterists and Morphists—our influencers and transformers.”
“It’s been centuries,” Rune says, “but the moons still feed our magic, and every other season when the red moon shifts, it feels chaotic and unstable, like anything can happen, till the moons and the new season settle in a couple weeks.”
“If anyone’s going to make a power play, shifting moons are a perfect time,” Falcon says. 
“What do they want?” Ophelia asks. “Whoever has the Dark Shadow Dagger?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Hart glowers. “The king, the Belly, the dagger thief. They all want power. They all want the throne.”
A strange thudding filters slowly to Rune’s ears. It’s not the carriage, which has stopped its humming. It’s the whir of engines, the beat of wheels. 
Something coming.
Rune springs toward Ophelia, who’s already reaching for her blade. But Hart grabs her around the waist first and shoves her into the carriage.
The sound she makes in response is nearly a growl. “I can do it myself!”
Rune climbs up quickly after them, then Falcon, who fills the cabin with a veil of expletives. 
“Hell storm,” Hart seethes.
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The shadow marks throw Falcon no bone. Nothing burns. But it isn’t nothing kicking up dirt in the distance, scattering particles behind them like waves. 
Falcon sticks his head out the window. A convoy. At least six coaches flying guild patterns. “Special Army,” he calls, ducking back inside. 
Hart grits his teeth next to him. “Officials. They’re the only ones who travel off horseback.”
Rune dives for the throttle on the controls, shoving a lever forward. The coach slingshots, throwing Ophelia against her seat. 
“There’d be shadowcasters with them, yes?” Falcon asks Hart. 
“Always. Why?”
The hair on his neck pricks, but not the marks. “I don’t feel these, but I felt the ones in New York. Which would mean those weren’t Special Army.”
Hart doesn’t look surprised. “Finally, something we agree on.”
Engines sound louder. Falcon ducks his head out and back in again. “They’re gaining. I can’t tell if they see us yet.”
“Even if they do, this is a Crat carriage,” Rune says. “Maybe they won’t search it.” 
Hart’s laugh is a bitter reply. “With our good luck, they’re searching anyone they find.”
“They’ve got to be headed toward Wythe,” Falcon says. Was it seriously just this afternoon they saw Rivmere there with Grimm?
“Push it faster,” Falcon bites.
Rune throws the throttle again, but the coach is tapped, already floored. 
Falcon grounds a fist into the seat. They can’t lead the army to where they plan to lay low. They can’t be caught. There’s protocol, if they are, and it isn’t pretty. 
“We can’t outrun them,” he says. “We’ve gotta get off the path.”
Just then, Ophelia winces, throwing her hands to her ears. 
At first, Falcon thinks it’s him, talking too loud. But she’s rocking where she sits, shaking her head, and her blade drops to her lap.
Falcon slides in his seat to slowly retrieve it. “Teacup?”
“I don’t understand. I don’t—What are you saying?” she hisses. But she doesn’t seem to be talking to him. 
He’s at a total loss when Ophelia drops her hands. Blinks. 
“We have to hurry,” she mutters, scrambling for the window nearest her. Unsatisfied, she throws herself the other way, to the window opposite Hart. “There.” She taps her finger to the glass, to a cloud of particles racing toward the horizon. “It wants us to go there.”
It? Falcon dips next to her. “I’ll be damned.” 
A forest shines in the distance like a rippling pool, due west. It’s so dim, he might’ve missed it.
“Shift our course,” he tells Rune. 
Beside him, Ophelia grips her seat as the coach veers sharply west and they soar to an approaching blue forest that stretches with dark, climbing shapes. 
“What is that?” Ophelia asks. 
“The Glow Woods,” Hart replies. “A large Syca forest.”
“Water trees,” she whispers.
Just a little farther, the blue glow creeps into the carriage. They’re so close, when Falcon hears it again. Drumming wheels. 
A bellowing command cuts the early dawn. “Stop your carriage, by order of King Osiris!”
Falcon goes feral. Beside him, Hart’s eyes turn murderous, and even Rune’s gentle nature vanishes. 
The three share knowing looks. They’re warriors. Watchers. Keepers. Each would die before they let Ophelia be taken. If they’re forced from this coach, there’ll be no surrender, only bloodshed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ophelia jostles as the coach dips onto uneven ground, its wheels vibrating against the friction of this final stretch to the Glow Woods. 
When the nose of the carriage breaks the tree line, they plunge into a whirlpool of blue light.
Rune twists controls. “Hold on!” he warns.
The coach lurches right at a diagonal, cutting through the trees.
Lose them. We have to lose them, Ophelia thinks, sending the desperate wish, the prayer, the whisper into the night, into the forest, to the trees. 
Stop them.
It was only a thought, but before she knows what’s happening, a guttural cry pierces her mind. And a crack—several booming cracks—belt through the forest. 
Her keepers bend to look out a window. Ophelia whirls to the other, peeking her head out to see two towering Syca trees come tumbling down to bar the way behind them, sending a wave of shuddering light through the wood as they flatten a red army coach with a deafening crash.
Ophelia grasps her seat tighter. 
Did she do that? Make trees crush a coach of Magie officials? With her mind?
It can’t be possible. 
Can it? 
Whether her keepers wonder the same, they’re focused on navigating. 
Ophelia puts her head between her hands. 
No one could’ve survived that. She killed Special Army officials. Killed them. Ophelia is someone who inflicts leg wounds, not fatal blows. Someone who threw a knife at Trix’s bonnet, not her flesh. Someone who chooses mercy. What did she do?
“What you had to.” 
At the voice in her mind, Ophelia inhales sharply. But a faint glow pulses from her sleeve, drawing her worry there. 
Breathing hard, and before she can change her mind, she pushes back the fabric to find…nothing but the ridged lines scratched into her skin.
She must have imagined the light. 
Deep in the Glow Woods, the moons disappear. After several more veers and no further sounds of the army, Ophelia’s tight muscles begin to relax as dark hills grow large around them.
“What are those?”
“Caves of Selene,” Hart answers at the window.
“Selene… As in the goddess?” 
“One and the same,” Rune says, bracing as the coach lurches down and back up a ravine. “It’s one of a few small sanctuaries the gods created centuries ago. I’m not sure many know they’re here.” He peers ahead. “Okay, here we go.”
Two immense boulders appear in their path, and the coach narrowly slips between rocks that reach higher than Trix’s hill house, with only inches of space to spare on either side.
When they slow near the center of the wood and she gets a closer look at the Syca trees, goosebumps rise on Ophelia’s skin. Dripping with an ethereal blue moss, the trees stand on tall, waving, hook-like trunks. It has an effect like glow worms dangling from soft spindly limbs. 
Concealed between the trees and interconnected caves, it’s nearly silent. Ophelia can’t hear water flow through the roots of the Sycas, but she swears she feels it move. Everywhere. As surely as magic pulses, aching to be drawn and released from hidden places in her. 
The coach shudders to a stop beneath a snaking tree. Air hisses. Buttons spin. 
Falcon hands Ophelia her blade back, and as she sheaths it, he pushes the coach door open.
A gentle hum meets their ears, and when Ophelia’s boots hit soft sod, a calming energy blankets itself around her.
“We’ll cover the coach with moss,” Falcon says. “Keep it hidden.” 
Falcon and Hart go to work. When Rune moves to help them, Ophelia takes hold of his arm. 
He looks at it. At her. 
She doesn’t know what she was about to say. That she feels on the verge of something immense and terrifying. That she wants—but doesn’t want—to know what she did with Grimm in the woods at that academy. That she thinks she made those trees fall. 
Instead, she ducks back into the carriage, retrieving Rune’s coat, holding it out to him.
He studies her as he takes it. Then, like he knows she still can’t shake her chill, he slides it around her shoulders. 
It’s Rune who takes her hand once the coach is covered. And all four of them make for the caves. 
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Rune learned the hard way not to be afraid of the dark.  
When he shivered at the night, his father grabbed a lantern and walked him out to forests, caves, and old sheds. Jack Ethera was an Enchanter, too, and he was convinced that fear was the root of what plagued the kingdom. He believed that if you just stared it down, you could steal its power.
To prove it to Rune, his dad left him in a ceres field once, where high grasses thick with seeds waved like sickles. He was six. 
“Close your eyes and feel your way out,” Jack told his son, before he walked away. 
Panic swallowed Rune’s senses, and he hugged his knees, afraid the dark might be a living thing that could hurt him. But he was alone with no other choice. After a while, Rune cast out his gift. Emotions came back—from creatures, from his parents, but not from the dark. And he learned, or convinced himself, while the dark is a playground for mischief, the dark itself doesn’t feel. It doesn’t hold grudges, or desires, or ill intentions of its own. 
But when the four approach the mouth of a large cave, Rune wonders if Ophelia can sense something he doesn’t. 
At the entrance, where natural shadows stretch from the cave’s clenched teeth, she raises a finger and marks her forehead with a circle. 
She’s always done that, even before the resets. Though the Constelli doesn’t have a chapel to pray to their gods, Rune remembers all the reading Ophelia once did about the deities, late at night in the library. Some may believe the gods abandoned Magus, but she never seemed swayed by mere speculation. He’s only known her to make decisions based on…deeper instincts.
They crane their necks up at the structure.
He’s contemplating how they’ll get inside when Ophelia reaches a hand out to touch the cave’s mouth. Curiosity besting fear.
Her hand goes straight through the jagged wall.
The scholar in Rune puzzles. “It’s an optical illusion.” Excitement stirs in him. He’s read about the Caves of Selene but never thought he’d actually see them. They defy mortal logic and look carved from a glacier, with walls of wind-smoothed dark ice that form high mounds, right in the middle of spring. 
“We’ll go through first.” Falcon nods at Hart. 
With Ophelia at his side, Rune watches Falcon and Hart step through. When they disappear, their emotions curiously vanish, too. 
After a long moment, Falcon sticks a hand back out, giving a thumbs up. 
Ophelia steps forward next, pulling Rune after her. 
Something calm and cool slips over them as they enter. When they’re through, Rune is flooded with Falcon’s and Hart’s emotions again.
It’s a veil, he realizes. Good. A veil is good. It means no one can sense Ophelia inside, which has been at the back of his mind since they left Galdur. That whoever has her locket—Sneed, or someone else now—could latch to her vision, as they did in Trix’s attic to find Grimm. 
But Grimm’s spell was arcane, not found in just any book. Even with Sneed, someone who’s met Ophelia, and a personal item, they’d need the spell and the right caster.
They pace farther inside, where a sparkling blue light emanates from arched rock all around them. Ahead, a channel flows with water, still as glass. Alongside it, they follow a narrow path that slants deeper. Soon, the walls open to a vast chamber, and the rock under their feet goes soft. 
There’s sod in the middle of the cave, and tree light filters through slats in the cavernous ceiling from the Glow Woods. 
Ophelia’s whole face smiles. It might be Rune’s favorite sight. 
“Is that the sky?” she asks.
“What do you think is out there, Rune? A whole other world?”
While Falcon and Hart circle the cavern to confirm it’s secure, Ophelia drops Rune’s hand and drifts back to the channel.
Rune rushes to grab her arm. “Careful, Fellie. That’s looking water. It chooses a truth to show you. But you should be ready.”
Ophelia’s lips part in wonder. Her face lights, assessing the water a long moment. Then she swallows and steps back. 
A thud of wood in the cavern draws their attention. 
Falcon and Hart have found fire logs scattered inside, the only real sign anyone’s ever been there. They make a small fire and eat, enjoying the warmth and a moment of respite.
Rune doesn’t have many friends. At the Constelli, he keeps to himself, given he’s gone half a year at a time and can’t say why. But if this were a friendly camp and they weren’t hiding, if it weren’t for the awkward tension between him and Hart and Falcon, Rune might think this nice. He might be convinced that they’re all friends.
After a while, Falcon can’t sit still. He’s a storm, sauntering around the cavern in the firelight. He comes back to the curse. Someone with the Dark Shadow Dagger. “Whoever it is must have the power and motive to make the Gray King suffer.” 
“Who doesn’t have motive?” Hart grumbles.
Rune adds another log to the fire. 
There’s still uncertainty about the Belly, too. And Hart’s knight captain. Rune’s not convinced Rivmere’s an enemy, but he’s equally unsure they could trust him if it came to life or death in Wythe. 
Falcon shakes his head. “There’s no telling what else they’re planning right now, while we just sit here with the only Magie who can change things.” He kicks a jagged rock, and it ricochets across the cavern, down a tunnel.
At the fire, where she’s been quietly watching the pops and snaps, Ophelia straightens. “Let’s start my training.” She watches Falcon return to the fire. “I don’t want to wait until…Dwymore. I need all the training I can get before we go for Grimm, if you don’t want me getting everyone killed.” 
Ophelia looks to each of them. “Help me figure out my connection to the dust.”
Rune can’t answer her. He wasn’t lying in New York about some stories not being his to tell. He doesn’t know how Ophelia does what she can do. 
Falcon doesn’t speak either. He’s made no secret of trying to keep her strong, teaching her to fend for herself without magic. But Hart’s the one who knows the most about her abilities. 
Hart stares at the embers of the fire, where the blue sparks dance. Finally, he says, “After we rest.”
Ophelia starts to protest, but Hart lifts his eyes from the fire to her, and not with his usual derision. She nods.
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What brushes her cheek instead is soft wool. Well-worn, smelling of boy and fresh air and grasses. What she sees is Rune, comfortable in the sod with an arm crooked to cradle his head. 
His eyes are closed, but she can’t tell if he’s sleeping. 
Her gaze snags on his shirt, hitched just so, revealing a slip of golden skin. Strangely, it makes her think of cool air and the taste of pine burning her tongue. 
She pushes up on an elbow, letting the dream of a home go. The light through crevices suggests she’s missed the whole day, and half of her is pins and needles from sleeping on the ground. It’s quiet, too. Devoid of bickering.
Falcon and Hart are gone. 
She hurries to her feet, gritting against a needling sensation in her limbs, recalling Falcon’s demeanor in the carriage—how he implied that he should go—and she’s desperate to catch a glimpse of his long hair.
She sighs in relief when she sees the odds and ends, still set by a fizzling fire. Falcon’s leather coat. Their coach key. Some food. Clothes. 
And Rune would not look so relaxed, if something had happened.
Not wishing to wake him, she creeps to the fire and warms her hands. 
She hasn’t been able to keep warmth in her bones since they left Trix’s. Perhaps it’s taking her a while to acclimate to Magus’s spring. Or whatever season is coming.
A glimmer across the cavern catches Ophelia’s eye. 
Water. 
Her head is silent, mercifully, aside from the cavern sounds. Drips. Pebbles slipping. A gentle burble. No crying murmurs. No strange, lulling voices.
She studies the channel. Looking water, Rune called it. Truth. But she has to start facing things that scare her, doesn’t she?
Ophelia takes cautious but quick steps, before she loses her nerve. Edging near the channel, she crouches to sit under the comforting light of the icy walls.
Slowly, she leans over, a racing flutter in her chest at the thought of what it may show her. 
The water looks silver. More like a mirror. As she looks into it, she sees…herself. Dark hair, springing here and there, loose already from her long braid. Disappointment pulls her lips down.
This is what the looking water wants her to see? 
She studies herself closer, the commoner clothing that doesn’t feel like her. But she’s also not quite the would-be swindler of Falcon’s Five Points anymore. Or the mischievous daydreamer in Rune’s stories. And she’s nothing like the obedient Magies with patterned dresses and lowered eyes she pretended to be with Hart.
So who is she?
Her hands tug her messy braid free, letting the thick curls spill around her shoulders. On impulse, she braids two small sections of hair, one at each temple, and knots them together at the crown of her head. By rote, she adds two thicker fishtail braids at the nape of her neck and ties the ends.
Minutes later, when she’s finished, she sees a young woman with more confident brows, her hair half down and full of texture…of life. 
It feels more fitting. Somewhere between a girl with no memory, a girl in hiding, and the one who holds to dreams. A woman still learning her heart, finding courage, and seeking the wits to weather or win what may come.
She smiles.
Then the water ripples. Colors bleed on the surface. 
Ophelia’s stomach lurches as the picture shifts and slowly resettles on a woman with bronze skin, Ophelia’s freckles, dark umber eyes, and braids laced with a prism of color at their ends. 
Outside a white house, the woman kneels before a small girl. Her sad smile kisses the child’s hand, and cool fingers adjust the hood on an unremarkable brown coat. 
“Don’t go,” the child cries.
As the woman leans in close, the soft bumps of her braids brush the girl’s cheek. “I have a quest, little dove. It’s the only way to make you safe,” she whispers in the child’s ear. 
Pulling back, the woman removes a locket from around her neck and places it in the child’s palm. “To remember me.”
She sends the child off then, to a waiting couple with kind smiles and slightly salted hair, and… Why do they look so familiar?
As the couple leads her away, the girl turns to watch the woman with the braids, the woman in a green cloak who looks like her. She watches until the woman disappears into a moons-full night that vibrates with change.
“…Fellie?”
At Rune’s gentle shake, Ophelia snaps to, her pulse speeding where her hand clutches her chest. 
Rune glances at the water, tugging her back with him against the cave wall. “What did you see, Fellie?”
What did she see?
She swallows. 
There’s no reason not to tell Rune. All of it. About hearing whispers. Her worries she made the trees fall. That she thinks the looking water just showed her… Her mother. Her mother who left her. Her mother who the Gray King thought she’s like, even though all he saw was dust.
For some reason, this only makes Ophelia yearn for Hart. 
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Hart raps a knuckle against a Syca, listening for an answering bubble, when a body whirls around the twisted trunk. The point of his blade is at their neck in a breath, his chest hammering. 
His eyes blaze at Ophelia, then Rune, as he just as quickly yanks the blade away.
“What’s she doing out here?” He doesn’t buy into every myth. But he felt the cloak. It’s safer in the caves.  
Ophelia steps forward. “I needed to talk to you.”
Rune glances around. “Where’s Falcon?”
Hart nods through the dimming wood, in the direction Falcon stalked a few minutes ago to walk off his restless energy. 
“I’ll get him. We’re still hours from Dwymore. We should leave at first dark.” 
“Agreed,” Hart replies.
Rune backs away with a long look to Ophelia. But it’s Hart he tells, “Be careful.” As if Hart needs that reminder. 
“Five minutes,” Hart snaps at her. Then shuts his eyes. 
This close to her, something always takes over. He lashes like a whip. Distance has been his defense to keep from instigating her for so long now, it’s hard to stop. 
Ophelia tips her chin up to the trees, then down to the flasks he’s meant to fill. They sit by the nuts and seeds and firewood that he and Falcon procured earlier.
She motions to a Syca tap. “Tree water?”
It’s only a question, but her smile digs at the past. 
He can’t stop looking at her. And here, among woods curtained by the twilight he detests, with moons shifting and magic stirring, something splits and shifts in Hart Aurum, too.
He backs away, stepping to another tree to catch his breath. 
Laying a hand against the bark, he drives a carving blade in. At Ophelia’s wince, he slows his assault and considers the tree, her reaction, and his blade. 
“Do you feel them?” he asks quietly, gesturing to the Sycas.
“That’s why I wanted to talk.” Ophelia’s hand draws up to twist a button on her mantle. “I think the dust is trying to speak to me. And maybe the trees. I think I made those Sycas fall and crush the army coach. And… I think I just saw…my mother…in the looking water.” Her words trail like fog, and all the things that worry them both seem to fill up the space between them.
“My locket was hers once,” Ophelia says, rubbing her arms. “She gave it to me right before she…gave me up.”
Hart drops his eyes, his pulse too fast. This truth is inevitable. But she’s not ready for it. 
“We didn’t meet until you came to the Dannans. Your great aunt and uncle,” he admits. “They owned a small farm behind my home, just through Notting Wood.”
Ophelia hangs on his words. “The burned farm we passed?”
“Yes.”
She absorbs this. “Where are they now?”
“Grimm arranged passage off world for them, after we were taken to the Constelli. You’ve seen them since.”
“A safe place for our people,” she says. 
Hart recalls the words. He supposes Falcon Thames’s intentions, returning Ophelia to Magus in order to keep the armies out of the mortal world, weren’t entirely selfish. 
Hart should feel guilty for wanting her to stay there. It would have risked off-worlders—Magies in hiding and humans. But he doesn’t regret it. Her other keepers may have many reasons for taking their oath, but he has only one. And she’s standing in front of him.
Ophelia nods. “The trees and the dust. I can communicate with them?” The question is hesitant. Her eyes shine, raw and vulnerable. 
Hart splits open more. Too wide. And there’s the boy he shut away, who once lost everything but a girl. The boy who’s kept his distance to keep from losing her, too. 
That boy looks at Ophelia now. He’s missed her. He’s tried to keep away. Not because he wants to. Because she’s the only kind of family he has left. 
Unsteadily, Hart moves to the tree he’s put a hole in and points to the tap.
Ophelia looks confused at first. “Do you have a spile?”
“You don’t need one, Lia.” She didn’t need a spile as a child. And she doesn’t need one now.
Her eyes widen. Maybe at the name he’s resurrected—Lia. It was how she introduced herself, the first time Hart saw her. She’d been staring down a furry rat stealing up a bounty tree with her fruit haul. Sod on her dress, purple buds behind her ear, she’d tipped her head and swallowed him whole with intent dark eyes, declaring, “I’m Lia Dannan. If you give me a boost to catch that gnawer, I’ll be your best friend forever.”
He helped her then. He’ll help her now. But as a veil of particles rushes near, his fist still tightens. Some hate cats. Some hounds. Hart will always loathe magic. 
But he can’t convince himself to loathe the girl who calls it.
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“How did I used to talk to it?” she asks Hart.
He keeps a hand near his belt, as if the dust unsettles him. “You told me it only takes a thought. Sometimes less.” 
“I want to talk.” She thinks the words. Tries to feel them.
“We stood at a Syca like this in Galdur.” Hart motions to the tree without a spile, and Ophelia moves closer to it, closer to Hart.
“Like this?”
He blinks down at her, so she can clearly see the twining lines on his neck, beneath his collar. Gold against beautiful, rich ebony. 
“Then what?”
“Then you held out your hand.” Hart reaches to lift hers. His skin is just shy of calloused from wielding weapons, but warm. “You said you invite the particles. They know your intention. And they come.”
“I’m here,” she thinks to the dust. “Come to me.”
A long moment passes and nothing happens. The dust simply stays. 
“What am I doing wrong?”
Hart looks down at her. “You always said it knows your heart. If you’re not ready, or you’re afraid to call it, it probably knows.”
Disappointment stabs.
“I have no choice. I have to be ready.”
She looks at it. Shimmering with patience.
“Okay,” she admits. “I’m afraid. But I don’t want to be.”
It’s another long moment. She’s about to give up. 
Then it happens, abruptly. A flood of frantic energy trills in the fiber of her being. 
She straightens so sharply, Hart’s other hand rushes to her side, holding her up. The murmurs come, tangled, overlapping. Not words… Emotions. Excitement, curiosity, and urgency.
Her breaths are shallow as she studies her palm. Hart’s hand still rests beneath hers, and it feels like home. 
His other hand hovers at her side. “Now invite it,” he tells her. “Ask it for what you need.”
“Come,” she wills, letting go of the ache of her magic that’s been demanding release for days. 
In Notting Wood, the particles sniffed curiously at her palm. This dust, taking on the blue shimmer of the Glow Woods, races eagerly to curl itself into her cupped hand. 
The sensation is warm. A comfort. A hug. 
It’s only a small handful. A sprinkle of dust among the vast storm of it whirling to its heart’s content around them. But with it in her hand, Ophelia swears she can feel what all of it feels. Wind on her face, soft moss grazing her fingers. And in her mind, she can see the Glow Woods. A bird’s eye view. As if the dust is in her bones, her muscles, her brain.
It’s a triumph. Until she sees Hart’s expression fall from a would-be smile. Them, tapping trees as children, flits into her mind. Hart was not smiling then either—he was shaking his head at her, telling her no. Because… Because…
Shadows slip like cuffs around her small wrists and drag her from a porch. The heat of a burning house laps at her back. She screams and kicks and wrenches against the Shadowcaster soldier’s restraints. 
Children cry out from a wagon that looks like a metal cage, shouting for their parents. As she’s pulled by the shadows, she sees a boy ahead, caught in the same manacles. As he’s tossed into the wagon, his dark eyes widen on her. “Lia!”
As her palm closes, the dust takes off. 
Ophelia shakes with the terror of the memory. “I’m the reason we were taken as children.” This is why the woman she saw in the looking water—her mother—left her in plain clothes, so as not to mark her as Magie. “Our families were trying to keep us safe, and I used my magic, and it brought the Special Army.”
A tear wells in her eye and slips down her cheek. Is this why he can’t stand to be near her? Is this why he thinks she’ll get everyone killed? 
“Hart,” she starts. “What happened to your family, after we were taken?”
She needs to know. 
She is terrified to know.
She doesn’t want to know.
But Hart doesn’t answer the question, and perhaps that’s worse. He drags a full lip between his teeth, then lets it go. “Don’t blame yourself, Lia. You were always going to be too strong to keep hidden.” 
Too strong?
She’s glass. Feeling worse, not better. At the way he steels his eyes, the wall he retreats behind again. Her hand flies to his arm, another awful suspicion rising in her. 
“The drawing of me your captain found. Why’d you make it?”
Slowly, Hart steps out of her hold. “It doesn’t matter.”
“It does to me.” 
He must hear in her voice that she won’t relent. He finally says, “It was two weeks ago, after I returned from 1876. When you were with Rune.” 
“I thought you took turns with me.” She grimaces at how that sounds.
“There was a fire. I was summoned to intervene.”
“A fire.” 
Ophelia had a vision of a fire. When the tailor in New York handed her a receipt and there were suddenly other words on the paper in her hand, red boots, flames making pictures in her mind.
Hart would only intervene if her life were in danger. If something happened and Rune… If Rune couldn’t... 
“I would’ve died in a fire if not for you.” She digs her fingers into the fabric of her mantle. 
“Coming back to Magus after seeing you can be difficult,” Hart says, his eyes softening a touch.
She’s shocked at the confession, and he steps around her. As if being this close to her is difficult now.
Ophelia has wondered very little how her keepers feel about hiding her, lying to her, and leaving when their time is up. She’s been focused on herself. Her frustration with both wanting the truth and being afraid of it. If anything, despite things like heat and flutters, she’s assumed she was just a job to them. A means to some end. That they were hired to order her around, watch her, and keep her from doing something stupid. Until the time came to enact a plan she had no say in. 
Has she been wrong? 
“Your five minutes are past,” Hart says, walking away.
“Hart.”
He pauses, knuckles tightening at his side, and slowly turns back.
“We were all we had, weren’t we? In all the world, once upon a time. We were best friends. Is there any hope of that again?”
Hart’s eyes narrow. “That’s not how I—”
A shriek tears through the night, cutting off his words. 
The dust spooks in every direction, and Ophelia feels a rush of electric heat and light burn up her arm as bright as twinkling stars. 
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They are not stars.  
White-hot flames lick up Ophelia’s arm. Through piercing heat, she works up her sleeve. Hart stands in front of her, lightblade bared, shielding her and scanning the low light for the source of the terrible screams that ricochet off the hook-shaped trees. 
He’s so keen on the shrieks that not even the gold light racing down Ophelia’s arm makes Hart turn. 
She presses a hand to cover the light. But it’s as brilliant as the blades her keepers wielded to slay shadows in New York. 
The heat ebbs at her touch. But more wicked cries around the woods make the light pulse. And not just the light. The dust, too, as it begins to gather, storming in from the edges of the Glow Woods to swarm in a circle above them like angry bees protecting their queen.
“Ophelia.” Hart’s voice is low, quiet with warning. 
And she sees them, in the near dark. Two unnatural things that hunch in bowing trees. Large, sinister shapes that look like beastly birds, though they’re featherless and far bigger, far blacker, than any bird she can imagine. 
They have no eyes. Only long, twisted beaks. Yet, they watch with hunger. Hart. She swears they’re watching Hart.
Ophelia slides a hand for the blade in her boot. And for one eerie moment, as the moons show their faces through the blue moss and the twilight deepens to a purple-wine hue, nothing happens.
The dust still circles.
Hart still crouches.
She hears her own ragged breaths. In. Out. In… Out.
The beastly creatures made of shadows dive from their perches. Straight to the forest floor, like they desire death. There, however, they only puddle. And in the span of a few heartbeats, Hart leaps in front of her, and the darkness rises. 
A beast with no face or fur.
Terror is the shape of four charging legs. Claws that curve. A snapping jaw twice the size of her head. A silhouette, barreling straight for them.
The ridges swell on her arm. 
Millions of little screams from the dust fill her head.
Whether they want her to run or fight, she can’t tell. Not in the second it takes for the beast to close the distance. 
“Run!” Hart commands. And she catches gold lines glint to life on his neck—the light lines of his tattoos—thick veins welling, something cracking. 
It’s too late. The beast is too close. 
Hart throws himself forward. Light slices the night as he brings the blade across the beast.
It splits in two halves, spewing a scream and falling in sheets to the sod in separate pools of ink. Ink that immediately begins to gather. Dark to dark. Making that horrifying sound they’ve heard before.
Hart grabs hold of her arm as the shadow reforms, as another shriek sounds farther off in the wood. “You can’t die. Do you hear me?”
“What about you?”
“I don’t care about me. Go. Go to the caves, Lia!” he roars.
Then he’s letting her go, sucking air between his teeth, and something is cracking again. It sounds like bones.
She doesn’t want to leave him. But last time she didn’t listen, Hart was met with angry villagers. Wick Sneed stole her locket. Cleo was killed. They lost Trix. 
Ophelia spins in the opposite direction, searching for signs of the caves. Or Rune. Or Falcon. She ignores the pricking heat on her arm, tearing as fast as her legs will move in these skirts, Falcon’s blade still in her fist.
The Sycas’ snaking trunks and moss, like fountains, make the plunging night harder to navigate. Gravity suddenly shifts, and she’s tumbling down the length of a ravine, and the snipping, screeching sounds come closer.
More beasts.
A dark shape races between trees at the top of the ravine, and she shoves back on her hands, dragging her knife. A scurry of paws, a snarl, a snapping from above. A howl. But what flies into view isn’t made of shadows. 
It’s a towering white wolf, fangs dripping with ribbons of darkness.
She can’t outrun it. Whatever this one is. She gets to her feet. The blade in her hand may do nothing but slow it, but she will not just let the wolf have her.
Gripping the blade’s edge between her fingers, she roots her stance, preparing to throw…and realizes the wolf is not attacking. It licks the air, baying at her with a low growl that sounds quite human. Slowly, it lopes down the ravine until they’re a few feet apart. 
Its eyes are black as night and so sentient. 
When another shriek calls near, the wolf huffs, then whips its meaty neck around. Stamping its paws, it whines at Ophelia. 
“Hart?” She moves a step closer.
It whimpers softly, glowing brighter. It is him. In there somewhere. 
Something zips between the trees above them. And the white wolf leaps, back to the top of the ravine, toward the sound of snarls.
What if Hart dies?
Would it come for her next?
What if Rune and Falcon find them both dead and, with them, whatever hope they had of changing history?
“Ophelia.”
She gasps at her name, sounding in her mind. 
“Don’t be afraid.” 
A chill shivers up her neck at the words. At the sudden feel of lips near her ear.
“They won’t hurt you.”
It’s the quiet, intriguing voice. The same that made itself known when she traveled on the dust to Gray Castle earlier. The voice she didn’t yet tell her keepers about.
“Who are you?” she whispers. “Where are you?”
“I’m close.”
A fresh cry—a yelp—spooks the night.
“Hart!”
“I’m sorry about your friend. He’ll be an unfortunate casualty.”
“No! Whatever this is, stop it!” With moss in her hair, pain lancing her knees, Ophelia hurries up the other side of the ravine. Where now? She can’t run in circles in a wood full of…shadow beasts.
An answer comes as the dust returns from wherever it’s been, winking urgently. It dashes away into the distance, where Ophelia recognizes two silhouettes. 
She chases the dust. 
The moment she crests the ravine, she sees the light from two longblades, bobbing through the forest, disappearing and reappearing from amidst the maze of trees that is the Glow Woods. 
It’s Falcon and Rune. Their shouts reach across the wood. And Ophelia realizes they’re trying to draw a beast away from Hart. 
But it lunges and snaps, relentless. With a thirst only for Hart, it ignores their faraway taunts. 
“They won’t hurt you.” That’s what the voice said.
Ophelia pushes her legs faster.
Hart in his glowing white wolf form springs at the darkness. Fangs gnash the fleshless beast. In his lightform, Hart is vicious, swift, and feral. Showing no fear of death, he tears at the shadow’s throat. 
But the beast does not die.
An awful, growing feeling pounds in her chest with every frantic step. 
Ophelia crashes to a stop, clutching the bark of a curved Syca as the shadow beast drives Hart backward. Her fist grips the heel of her blade, but an ordinary knife stands no chance against a shadow beast, not if Hart’s fangs can’t wound it.
Magic. She needs stronger magic. 
Something eager sits up in her. 
She can feel the dust urging her on. But something could go wrong, like what went wrong when they were children that got them taken away. She doesn’t understand it yet, and she definitely can’t control it or she wouldn’t have begged to have it reburied a year ago. 
A ferocious snarl sends Hart’s lightwolf rearing up, howling a cry that makes the dust scream between her ears. Hart’s wolf falls to his forelegs, and the beast is on him like a blade through Ophelia’s heart. 
Ophelia staggers as the shadow’s jaws snap around Wolf Hart’s paw. The darkness seems to leech from its form, its silhouette no longer resembling a four-legged creature but a stacking mass of shadow that begins to envelope Hart Aurum. 
A scream traps in her mouth.
It’s going to kill him, like the men in Notting Wood. Hart will die protecting her, and she’s doing nothing to stop it.
Ophelia straightens on her feet, lit with fury. It sounds as if Falcon and Rune are drawing closer, but she doesn’t have time to wait for them.  
The dust stirs in a frenzy above her, blinking in time to her angry heartbeats. 
The white wolf’s dark eyes flash at her from under the shadow beast. Desperate for her to run and…resigned. 
There’s a goodbye in his gaze.
Ophelia’s anger takes full hold of her. The emotion itself is a call, and the dust leans in to answer. To hear a single wish explode in her mind. “Destroy it.”
A brilliant light flares on her arm. 
The dust spirals. Not a thread this time, but a cloud of raging fireflies careening at her command. Up, down, through the hooking trees, around the white wolf, and into the shadow’s bottomless snarl. 
Sun seems to fill the night. Then the light is sucked back, and the darkness implodes. 
Ophelia’s hands fly to her ears at the violent sound that rings through the wood. It sends Falcon and Rune tripping on their feet and throws Ophelia to her knees.
Roiling with power, she catches herself with a hand on the sod. The skin on her arm is still hot. Breath whooshes in her ears and dust fizzles in the air, falling like snow, settling in a soft coat on the forest floor between her and the white wolf, who whimpers as his body spasms, whose glow slowly fades.
The shadow beast is gone. There are no ribbons. No puddles. As if it never existed at all. 
Silence whistles in the woods, and when the light dims and her sight adjusts again to the night, the image of Hart carves a hollow in her ribcage. 
She races on her feet toward him. 
He’s far too still under the blue light of the Sycas. Not a wolf any longer, he’s curled, naked and vulnerable, on the sod.
Ophelia collapses at his side, shucking off her mantle to cover his lower half. His arms are limp, his eyes shuttered, and his angular jaw gone slack. She shakes his bare shoulders. “Hart!” 
He doesn’t move. 
It’s unfathomable, really, how quickly panic steals reason, squeezes the heart, pinches thoughts and throat and eyes. The possibility he’s gone overwhelms her, causing tears to well and spill. 
They reached a truce. He showed her how to call the dust. She felt his walls fall. Felt how close they’d been once. They were on their way back to that, whatever it was. And now he was gone.
“No, no, no.” She rests her forehead against his cooling skin. “Wake up. Please, Hart.”
She lifts her head, ready to shake him once more. His body rolls toward her, a moan escaping his parted lips. 
He’s not dead.
Her eyes go closed a moment, the relief is so profound. When she opens them, though, she sees what she has done. 
Sweeping Hart’s left side is a wide patch of angry, blistering skin. Deep burns scorched nearly to the muscle. A boy caught in an explosion of light. A light of her making. That’s what her intuition tells her.
She braces a hand on the sod, the other still on Hart’s shoulder, as the woods seem to spin and Hart moans again, clutching a hand to his chest. The hand—or paw—the shadow beast had latched onto.
She bends to inspect it, but Hart rolls the opposite direction and heaves the contents of his entire stomach. His body racks as it empties before going still again. 
The dust circles protectively, but Ophelia pays it no attention. She barely notices when Falcon and Rune finally reach them, or senses how truly quiet the woods have gone.
As Falcon pulls her away to see to Hart, all she hears are Hart’s scraping breaths, too shallow, sounding in her ears like a hushed word. Death. 
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Through the silent woods, the moss pushes Ophelia along, lashing  go. The sod springs beneath her boots like rush. The dust brushes the ends of her hair, imploring leave. 
Even the cave seems to yawn a warning as they hurriedly breach its mouth. They need clothes for Hart. Their key. But they will not stay in the Glow Woods, trapped in these caves, awaiting shadows that may return. Not with Hart hurt. Not with him possibly…
Dying, her mind supplies.
In the cavern, Hart’s a stubborn doll, barely conscious as her keepers dress him. Ophelia stares numbly at her feet, giving him privacy. 
Her boots are half-soaked from a Syca tap funneling frigid water to rinse Hart’s burns, where she apologized over and over till Hart lifted a groggy head and told her to stop with her sorries. As if his injuries were par for his duty. As if this weren’t another thing that was all her fault.
Back in her wool mantle, Ophelia pulls the fabric tight against a chill. One of guilt and remorse as much as the cave that retains little heat. Her gaze crawls aimlessly about the cavern, across jagged rock lit blue by the forest through the slats. She hears her keepers whisper assurances, to her or themselves.
“Half of this has to be the shift…”
“A lightform drains a Morphist...” 
“He just needs time.”
But she’s no fool. She saw the festering blisters. “No,” she mumbles. “He needs to be rid of me.”
The smallest wisp of light catches her eye. 
It’s a flicker, if she’s not mistaken, from one of the tunnels near the back of the cavern. In her exhaustion, she paid no real attention to the tunnels when they arrived. Or later, when her curiosity dragged her toward the looking water.
She creeps toward the wisp, her feet soft skids on the dirt floor. At the edge of the tunnel, she hears one of her keepers calling her name. But something else, a familiar energy, calls her forward. 
Halfway inside the tunnel, she stands before a wall that welcomes her with a ripple, and then begins to whirl and glow, from somewhere else in Magus.
She barely hears the pounding boots before an arm is spinning her around against hard muscle. 
“Gods.” Falcon cradles the back of her head, hugging her to him in relief. He’s a shield between her and the wall, calling for Rune, and the name fills her head in echoes as it does the tunnel. 
Before it stops reverberating, Rune approaches. 
Falcon points. “Domestic passage.”
Ophelia perks. A faster way out. The first bit of good news.
“They were all down when we got to Magus,” Falcon says. “Why’s this one running?” 
“Could this take us right to Dwymore?” she asks.
Rune inspects it. “It would get us close.” He shrugs at Falcon. “These caves are a sanctuary. I don’t think they’re tracked. We missed it earlier because we were focused on hiding, not scoping a way out.” 
A skidding of rock makes the three of them turn back to the cavern. Hart’s stirring, restless. 
“We’re taking the passage,” she tells Falcon and Rune. 
Mercifully, they don’t argue. When they fetch their injured and set him against a tunnel wall, shallow breaths eke between Hart’s teeth. His face is too sharp and his eyes roll, agitated, behind their lids. 
Crouching, Rune unravels an object from a cloth in his longcoat that’s round and emerald and small enough to fit in his closed palm—his Enchanter stone. 
“Passaging will be smoother if he can hold himself up,” Rune says. “I need a few minutes.” His eyes close, and an intense focus pervades him.
While they wait, Ophelia stares at the passage.
Hart was right. She’s dangerous. Their childhoods, their families, four years of their lives—look what her existence has cost. There’s Cleo, too. And Trix, gone to the Belly. Probably other things she can’t remember. Who else would she lose? Falcon, Rune, Grimm, all of Magus? 
She bites her lip, wishing she could feel anger instead of a cold, vast chill. 
What if, at the very end, it’s her alone at Gray Castle, a prisoner to the king, haunted by the sacrifice others have made? What if, in the end, she’s nothing but a tool to keep a king alive, to help him win his wars?
It’s hard to breathe under the crushing weight of it. But the parts of Magus where magic lives are marching steadfastly toward war, as surely as the moons move in the sky, with no pause to allow for grief. She has to be strong. She has to move forward.
When Falcon’s shoulder brushes hers, sparking warmth, she fights the urge to lean into him.  
“You did good, Teacup.” His voice is low, rough, and soothing as the cave itself. “I know this feels like another hit, but—” 
“I did this,” she whispers, so she doesn’t disturb Rune. “I destroyed the shadow and almost Hart with it.”
“You saved him.” Falcon turns to her. “Hart’s alive. It could be worse.”
“Worse.” Her voice sounds dulled of emotion. Please, no. Nothing worse. “The reason he was attacked is because we were forced to the woods. Because the army saw us.” She can still hear the drumming wheels, the crack of the Sycas crushing the Witchist coach. “And they saw us because they were en route to Wythe, to possibly torture Spellcasters to find me.” 
She can feel the sparse contents of her stomach, still undigested, considering their own revolt. 
“Teacup—”
“Don’t say I did well. You said those words to me less than a week ago in Five Points, and nothing good came after.”
Falcon’s usually confident eyes round. His lips, framed by gentle scruff, open with no sound. He looks uncomfortable at her raw, untethered emotion. 
Ophelia studies her hands, as unmoored as she can ever remember. 
Falcon takes her chin and turns her head to look at him. His blue eyes are so blue, so intent, that her breath quickens.
“I’m not going to tell you this gets easier, but we’ve all chosen this path. No one’s going anywhere, and I meant what I told you in New York. You’ve got what you need in you.”
She opens her mouth. 
Falcon leans closer. “I don’t mean magic. I mean your fire. Your empathy, for one, which never feels like an advantage when you’re in the thick of things, but it means you won’t stop fighting, even when it’s hard. Like now.” Slowly, he lays a broad hand just above her heart. “That fire you’ve got is bigger than what you’re missing, memories or magic or otherwise. Maybe more powerful than what you’ll get from Grimm. It keeps you going. It knows when to fight or sacrifice. It decides what you do with what you have.” 
Ophelia stares wordlessly at him, even after he drops his hand. 
He motions to Hart. “This isn’t how it ends, Teacup. It’s only starting. You’ll see.”
And she believes him. Or she would, if it weren’t for that incessant chill creeping deeper in her skin. 






  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  [image: image-placeholder]

The night claps like thunder when Darkness retreats to a canopy of pink leaves.  
From a phaeton painted slick as oil, the Darkwielder steps down to meet his alighting shadows. Five silver rings catch in the moons’ light, splayed on his hand. 
The door is shut up, and the dagger is there, glinting sharp as onyx from a belt beneath a hooded black mantle.
Darkness heels. 
Hoofbeats stir the blushing woods from the east. Before long, a siegehorse rounds a path, its horns as sharp as spears, carrying the Darkwielder’s companion. 
Jasper Salt wears a gray cloak that reads of where he’s been and, as always, a face that’s been guised. He dismounts, eyeing Darkness with caution, and draws next to the Darkwielder, bending to bow. “Am Kosost.”  
The Darkwielder makes no reply, in Magiesian or the mortal tongue. His attention is fixed upon a road across a field, beyond grasses that tangle under the moons, where four figures have appeared out of nowhere at the outskirts of a town twinkling with lights.
“They’re here?” Jasper Salt strides quickly to his master’s side. “You could end this now.”
The Darkwielder shifts his interest to a set of trees with dying leaves and trunks strangled with stone. 
“No,” he replies. “We have one more guest to arrive.” The Darkwielder lifts a steady gaze east, in the direction of Cirque. 
Slowly, he turns, considering his waiting shadows and twirling a silver ring that bears a forged black crown. “One more guest, if we’re to fix what got away from us.” His hand goes to the hilt of the black dagger. 
If Darkness had a spine, it would shiver at the touch. But the ancient relic remains where it rests, a serpent in the brush. 
The Darkwielder’s arms raise.
And while Darkness does have a mind, it races eagerly through the air. Every coil floods its wielder, seeping through skin, warm muscle, and comforting bone. 
Dark to dark.
Its wielder shudders with the surge of shadows. Of becoming one with them. 
And Darkness imagines what Jasper Salt sees… A man whose eyes darken the deepest shade of slate, whose skin swarms with shadows, whose will draws the night around him like a cloak as he tips his face to the triple moons. 
A man who’s stayed hidden, whose name is only whispered in streets. Whose heart has beaten with a single purpose, confined to self-made walls for years. 
We’ll do what it takes to make the kingdom safe again, the Darkwielder thinks.
And Darkness smiles.
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Hart hides a throbbing hand in his coat.  
His mouth is cotton, his veins are straining, his head drums like siegehorses, and the burns on his side breathe fire. Tree water. It’s a Morphist’s friend after a shift to a lightform. Hart can’t say what would help the rest of him. 
Glancing around for where he might find privacy, he notes they’ve come out on the fringe of Dwymore, where the town gives way to a vast field, only a few thick trees to hide behind.
“Leave me a minute.” He shakes off Rune and Falcon. Then struggles to remove the flask in his coat one-handed. Slamming against the side of a tree, he lurches into the night.
“Hart!” Ophelia calls after him. And then, “We can’t let him walk off alone.” 
Falcon’s quiet curse follows. 
Hart rounds a fat tree, leaning at its side, and heaves for the third or fourth time since they peeled him off the ground in the Glow Woods. 
“Aurum.”
“I said leave me.” Hart throws what he hopes is a harsh look at Falcon. He needs a minute. Or hours. “Keep her away.”
A long sigh later, he hears Falcon retreat. Not far, but far enough. No, he doesn’t want her seeing him this way. Nothing good happens when Ophelia Dannan worries about Hart Aurum.
Groggily, bones still malleable, he drinks, wipes his mouth, and fists the flask in his good hand, resting it on a shaky thigh. The sound of fiddles float across the road. Merriment. Lights are strung along a pathway just wide enough for carts. 
Hart gulps the last of his drink, hoping his stomach holds. Through straining eyes, he tries to take a real look at the landscape. To the west of this speck of a commoner town are the Hollows, black hills bearing halfling trees with too little fruit to entice the crown. To the south stretch tangles of briar and whipping grains. And to the east, a thick, blushing-pink Cibus grove. A shortcut to Wythe. 
Hart’s eyes fog, then clear again. Over his shoulder, Rune is busy gathering their things, which have ended up scattered across the ground after whatever hellish passage they managed.
Falcon bends to Ophelia’s ear, pulling her a ways off to talk. Hart can’t help it. He glances under his arm, tracing the two of them. After a moment, whatever Falcon says makes Ophelia sink against his chest. Her uncouth keeper is taken off guard, left figuring out what to do with his hands, with Ophelia under his chin. 
Hart gives them a haggard look.
And his vision spins again.
It’s not just the effects of a shift or the passage or his side. Or the chaos of the moons, which are framed now like an ominous painting in the reddened sky.
From his coat, Hart slowly removes his hand. 
It’s stiff, aching. Worse than days on horseback for Special Army raids. It’s hard to tell in the night, but his skin is punctured in the shape of fangs. Something dark has run down his fingers and pooled at the tips. Where the skin is no longer soft. 
“Hart.” 
He stuffs his hand away.
Rune’s come out of nowhere. Hart’s eyes cross, trying to keep the Enchanter in focus. His balance goes, however, and the tallest, largest, most uncooperative of Ophelia’s keepers slumps against the tree. 
Rune’s face is suddenly close, worried. The Enchanter pulls something warm around Hart. A brown cloak for over his coat.
Of course. In Dwymore no one has magic and everyone shuns it. It keeps them off the crown’s list. Out of wars. Neutral. Hart has a vague notion they should feel guilty, bringing the weight of their fight here. But Hart can’t stand on his own legs. And there’s the fact of the king, the Belly, the dagger. Shadow mutts. And the girl who just undid one. 
“No one’s staying out of it now,” he tells Rune, who’s looking confused.
Did Hart slur?
Rune tries to look where Hart cradles his hand. Hart reefs it away and falls straight to the sod. Where he gets a sideways view at Falcon and Ophelia. 
Falcon’s figured out where to put his bloody hands—on her back.
He hates even more now that Falcon Thames was right. They need the Spellcaster. Hart is lethal, trained, good at hiding, and standing on two feet usually. But he’s no match for god magic.
His body rolls, and Rune helps him sit. 
“Bloody magic,” Hart mutters.
The throbbing in his hand ebbs. Rune’s expression is focused, concentrating. Vaguely, he hears the Enchanter call for the others.
Across the street the lights look like stars. A celebration. 
Perhaps John Winter had the right dream. A simple life. Because look what magic got him instead—strung up in a tree with his guts splayed, killed by shadow mutts. 
Dark spots edge at Hart’s vision. Falcon and Rune are saying something about finding a bed, a healer. Hart focuses on two travelers, singing to one another, stumbling up the dirt road across from them, into a cozy tavern. 
A tavern that teeters in his eyeline and echoes of stories in Privfir John Winter’s voice.

      [image: image-placeholder]The door to the Weeping Bell blows in two men more.  
The innkeeper slaps a sweaty ale on the bar and curses the moons and magic and superstition. Every one-house commoner town around Dwymore is coming for the festival, which sprang up like a midnight circus as if the town were planning it for months, or magic were involved. 
The latter, of course, is unlikely. 
Now the superstitious fools keep coming. 
Some bring only appetites. Some, like Dwymorans themselves, cart talents to entertain. In the town center, there are fire breathers, troupers, probably performing rats. 
The innkeeper narrows her fair brow at a barman of hers, fancying himself a minstrel tonight. 
“Shepherd!” she calls over the din, craning her neck around bodies. “Lazy oaf,” she mutters. “Shep! Get off your lump and give me a hand back here!” 
He’s two hands older with all the charisma of a cat and the work ethic of a slug, occupying table space when there’s barely a corner to stand in. The Bell’s filled to the nuts.
“Shepherd!” 
“Aw, let ’im finish his song, Willow love,” calls Tuck beside him, a wink stuck in his leafworm brow. Tuck, a handsome, rough fellow, who’s sat at that same bench for a year trying to woo Willow into courtship. 
“Aye, another minute, Willow love.” Shepherd’s red beard grins at her over his guitar.
The other six men at the table cheer, raising ales to a girl they’ve known most their lives. The innkeeper’s daughter. No, the innkeeper, with her father gone. Willow, who’s fiercer than her wispy name and slender frame, who cuts them off at six pints each and sends them home to their women and beds.
She’d like to do that now, as Shep’s song resumes. 
“Hear, god Erebus, 
Scatterin’ mists of scarlet light. 
Serpent heart, ram-horn’d, 
Rovin’ Magus night…”
They’re so sure singing in chorus will bring summer, these men who’ve never seen one. 
Willow’s more curious about autumn, but anything’s better than winter. They’re not prepared for that. And she wasn’t too young when the last ended that she doesn’t remember the brutal frost. A kind of cold that scorched fields, sent Sycas to slumber, and forced families to the inn to huddle for warmth. It lost a few men their toes.
A young woman with wheat-silk hair comes sullenly to the bar, interrupting Willow’s woe, tucking away a letter she’s folded no less than a hundred times in two weeks.
Willow glances around. “You shouldn’t carry those with you, Cora.”
A heartsick sigh replies. “He’s sent nothing new.” 
“I know.” Willow wipes a cloth across the bar. Willow is who fetches the mail, holding her breath, hoping the carrier has a special parcel.
“Your brother hasn’t missed a single week.” Cora turns handles on the ales she’s meant to deliver. “Could something have happened?”
“I don’t know, Cora.” 
Willow can’t acknowledge the welling in the girl’s eyes. They don’t talk of kingdom business openly here. Dwymorans aren’t hostile, exactly—and they aren’t keen enough to recognize magic in their midst—but they welcome Magies only a rung above soldiers. 
If her brother comes back, he’ll have to hide both parts of himself.
But something tells her she’s getting ahead of herself—a feeling she’s had since men came through two days ago, gossiping over potted meat of what they’d found in the woods just north. 
Things she hasn’t shared with Cora. 
Willow almost pats the girl’s arm without thinking, but pulls quickly away. “Keep heart. And tell your customers those ales are their last. No men under the tables tonight.”
Cora gives her a sad smile and disappears into the crowded room. 
Which is when the door to the Weeping Bell breathes open again. 
Above the door, a bell rings. 
Willow nearly drops the glass she’s holding. 
Recovering herself, she puts the pint to the tap. While it fills a nutty brown, her eyes discretely lift, blood rushing to her ears. 
There are four. A muddled bunch. Three men in new-looking cloaks. A young woman with bronze skin, hood up. They’re about her age, give or take a year, and most certainly not from Dwymore. Their cheeks are flushed bright cherry from the night. Their eyes shine, like every other traveler stupid with drink. 
But they’re not every other traveler.
First, the bell chimed. Willow had it spelled for her ears alone after her brother left. So she’d always know for certain if a Magie walked in. Lest the Special Army return for the girl they missed. 
Second, they’re not drunk. They stand too straight, with astute eyes, in clothing far too clean. 
When they start into the tavern, a throaty shout at Shep’s table stops them. 
“Hey!” Tuck is loud enough that the singing halts and half the Weeping Bell’s bleary attention pulls to the door. 
The travelers root their stances. And Tuck, self-appointed law enforcer, hauls to his feet, adjusting the suspenders over his shirt. 
“You aren’t from these parts.” Tuck’s tone and his bulbous biceps are an accusation. The man prides himself on remembering faces and has a suspicious streak that keeps Willow on her toes. 
Fortunately, he has a soft spot for her.
“You ain’t crown or Magie, are you?” Tuck asks outright, tipping forward. “If you are, you better say now.”
Crikes. 
Willow wipes her hands on her apron, taking a full ale with her around the bar. Passing Shepherd, she hisses a final warning to get back to work. Then she steps in Tuck’s eyeline, putting a pint in his empty hand. 
“Stop scaring my customers, will you?” she implores, trying for coy. And it pains her to do it, but she blinks her long lashes. “Finish your song and ale, Tuck, and get to bed.”
As she walks away, Tuck calls, “Maybe you ought to help me to bed, love.” 
She ignores his parting quip. Nearing the door, she forces her lips into the widest smile her face can manage. 
“Welcome to the Weeping Bell,” she says loudly. 
The traveler with long, wild hair starts to speak. The bronze-skinned girl with pleading eyes beats him to it. “We need a healer.”
Willow frowns at the young man in the middle who looks well in the bag, or sick, considering how he’s swaying on his feet. His hair is cropped short. And the way he tries to stand straight…
She thinks of John. 
His friends hold him up, but Willow sees no gaping wounds. As she’s assessing, his head swings up. He searches her face, as if he’s discerning something familiar. A second later, his head crashes, and Willow glimpses a blue uniform coat under his cloak, and twisting gold lines on the skin beneath its collar. 
“Oh! Fallen off a wagon, you say?” she feigns. “Shifting moons aren’t an excuse to drink yourself to death.” Quietly, she warns, “You shouldn’t have come here.”
“Please,” the girl begs. “He’s hurt.”
From the side of her eye, Willow spots Tuck, still unsettled and pointing their way. Others have bent heads together around the room. 
“Just down from Kit, you say? What a trek!” Then, under her breath, she says, “Come with me.”
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It’s been too long since a place smelled this good. Pies and ale and happy ignorance.  
Rune holds his breath, though, bracing Hart against him, as the four maneuver around tables through the inn. Patrons are nursing ales and singing with half-closed lids. Some eyes squint with suspicion.  
The innkeeper motions them around a set of stairs and through a kitchen. The aroma of garlic, thyme, potatoes, chicken, and nuts hit him in his hungry gut. At a fire, there’s an old woman, layered in scarves and a long frock, stirring pots. She looks up through her thick, wrinkled lids at them and doesn’t say a word about them sneaking through her kitchen. 
“Mammy,” the innkeeper says. “We have a few new friends. Some plates and fresh water?”
The old woman nods and sets to the tasks.
Leaving the warm kitchen, Hart stumbles out of Rune’s grip. Rune’s Enchanter stone—and Rune himself—putter on fumes now. 
Falcon takes Hart’s full weight under his shoulder, and Rune catches his breath, falling in step beside Ophelia as they lurch into a night that’s brighter than it should be, with all the gaslights torching.
“This way,” the innkeeper says in a rush.
Ophelia touches Rune’s arm. “Thank you,” she whispers, nodding to his stone. “Are you okay?”
“I will be.” He meets her eyes. They haven’t had a moment alone since Galdur, given the bigger problems at hand. This little touch—this little moment—makes Rune’s heart bump. 
The innkeeper motions them on, past a man on a wall fiddling an old song. They wind through a town center thick with people drinking from open mugs and throwing their heads back in laughter. Even the children are up late, batting sticks and chasing cats under the moons.
The innkeeper throws a look over her shoulder. “I’m Willow, by the way. Where’s he hurt?”
“It’s his side, mostly,” Falcon tells her. “Burns.”
Beyond the town’s center and a large stone well, its bricks blackening from age, past metalsmiths hammering and potters packing wagons, they round on a grouping of dark tents. Inside them are several cots. 
The innkeeper points. “You three can clean up there. Bring your friend this way.”
Willow waves them to a small, peaked cottage made of wattle and daub. A flame blinks in a lantern near the door. A triple-cross forged in steel hangs above it. 
Inside, there’s a large bed, an ashen hearth, and a kitchen with copper pots. 
“Put him there,” Willow instructs, pulling bowls from the open shelving above a bench full of bottles and herbs.
Rune takes up Hart’s other shoulder and, on the count of three, he and Falcon lay him down. 
Straightening his shirt, Rune steps back into a powerful smell—the scent of apples in summer, baked sun, and wheat—that plucks at chords of his past. 
Ophelia goes to the bed beside Falcon, looking wrecked with worry for Hart. She leans against him, arm to arm, and after a second’s hesitation, Falcon’s hand goes around her shoulder, squeezing it.
The gesture is a kick in Rune’s gut. And with Hart in that bed, a reminder that nothing is promised, he feels like time is running out. Can he wait until Wythe for Ophelia to remember him?
Hart begins to thrash at the same time that his shirt blooms red, and Falcon curses.
From either side of the Morphist, he and Falcon each catch an elbow. As Falcon pins one of Hart’s legs down, Rune discretely closes a fist around his Enchanter stone and tries to squeeze a drop of cooperation out of it.
Ophelia worries her hands at her mouth. “He’s hurting.”
“And ornery as usual.” Falcon grunts. When the innkeeper returns with supplies, setting them by the bed, Falcon warns, “He’s gonna be a terrible patient.” 
Willow looks undaunted. “I have something for that.”

      [image: image-placeholder]When Hart wakes hours later, he’s shirtless and strapped to a bed. 
His wrists strain at leather cuffs. His legs thrash and catch, ankles bound, too.
“Shh,” a soft voice says. “This is the last one.” 
Gaslight falls over a young woman’s ashen hair, onto a delicate nose, and into eyes the color of a jade forest. 
Her hands are warm as she presses something wet and smelling of oil and liniment to the bare skin of his side. He wrenches at the sting. 
“Those are for your benefit.” She nods to the cuffs. “You wouldn’t stop moving long enough for me to dress these burns.” Her voice is honey and wind. Soothing but strong. 
Hart slowly relaxes. Where the hell is he? Where are the others? Ophelia?
He can’t see the young woman’s face squarely. She wears a long-sleeved dress the color of dried roses. By all accounts, she’s small in stature. But there’s something about the way she works that suggests there’s nothing else small about her. 
Whoever she is.
“Willow,” she says her name. As if she senses his curiosity. 
When Hart doesn’t answer, her lips tug. “You’re friendly.”
“You do have me strapped to a bed.”
“For your own good.” She sets aside two bowls. One with cloth strips. One with a solution turned pink with blood. 
Her gaze sticks on Hart’s bound hands. She gestures at the cuffs. “May I?” 
Without waiting for a reply, she leans across his chest. Long strands of silken hair brush against his collarbone, and Hart tries to avert his eyes. She doesn’t seem concerned that her bodice is so close he can see the soft swells of her breasts.
A cuff loosens and falls. 
Hart’s good hand snatches her arm. “Where is my group?”
She doesn’t flinch, but instead lifts her chin. Now he has a clear look at her face, so like her brother’s that Hart would fall off the bed if he weren’t tied up. 
John Winter’s gaping mouth and dead eyes cloud his mind, and he drops the young woman’s arm, his head falling against a pillow with the pleasant scent of cotton and flowers.
When he suggested Dwymore, he knew John’s family was here. He’s not sure what he planned to tell them. A gentle version of the truth, maybe, to not leave them wondering. 
He didn’t expect Willow to look so much like him. They can’t be twins. Can they? If that were the case—
“Your friends just left,” she interrupts his thoughts. “I encouraged them to clean up in the medical tents.” 
Willow undoes his ankles, then moves to Hart’s other hand. The one that looked wrong earlier and feels tight now. The one she’s put a glove on.
She frees it, and every thought shows in her twitching mouth. It has the same optimistic curve John Winter walked around with at the Pyre. Only, the curve’s upside down now.
“Some travelers came into Dwymore a couple of days ago,” she says quietly. “Talking about bodies they found in woods up north. A unit of soldiers.” She studies her lap. “A survivor spoke of a demon that left strange blights on the bodies, like a plague.” 
Hart makes himself stay still, while staring at a beam that holds the ceiling up.
“The survivor had blights on his neck,” Willow says. “Hard as stone. By the next day, it spread to his chest.” Her eyes stray to Hart’s hand. “I don’t know if he…”
“He won’t survive,” Hart says flatly. 
His insides unmoor with her story, its parallels, its implication. Hart is going to die.
How awful that his first sense is relief. 
But he’s always thought the worst part of death was wondering when and how you’d go, if it’d be painful, if anyone would be there to hold your hand or if you’d die alone. 
There’s a strange relief in some certainty.
After the relief, a great sense of urgency sweeps in. Hart nearly let Ophelia tumble his walls in the Glow Woods. And there’s more he should tell her, before it’s too late. He starts to sit up, but his side seethes. 
Willow’s hand presses at his chest to lay him back. His heart thumps against it. Then she pulls it quickly away, blinking hard.  
“You need rest. Weeks for burns that deep, but maybe just a day or two if I can get some caster ointment.” Her focus drifts to his neck. “You’re a Morphist, aren’t you? Special Army.”
Hart’s brows pinch. “You know a lot for living in a commoner town.”  
She takes him in, her gaze openly roving his features—his hair, his chin he’s been trained to keep straight above his shoulders. 
“My brother’s Special Army,” she says. “John Winter?”
Hart returns his eyes to the ceiling. He tries not to remember John. His eternal smile, the plans he made. And he tries not to hear himself cut down the dreams of the Fabricater he could never admit, until now, was a friend.
Maybe he was wrong about telling John’s family the truth. Perhaps it’s better that she thinks he can’t return because of his duty. In a way, it’s true. 
“It’s a big army,” Hart says.
He can feel a swell of her disappointment. “John’s been out of touch.”
Hart drops his gaze. “The armies are deployed. There’s a war starting.” 
Like she needs to clear her head, Willow fetches a glass of something. “Drink this.”
The smell is sweet. Right away, he knows what it is. The pink tonic goes down easy. 
Willow sets the glass aside. “I’ll let you rest.” Once at the door, though, she turns. “You’ll have to decide about that soon.” She motions to Hart’s gloved hand—his dominant hand—resting on his stomach.
His fingers stiffen when his thick head catches her meaning. 
He could have it cut off. Maybe it would stop the spread. Maybe not.
Pictures leap to his mind, though. His hand tightening around Ophelia’s in the dark at the Constelli. Wielding a lightblade to protect her in the woods. Brushing blue on canvas to paint the sea. Grasping chalks to set her face to paper.
“You should tell your friends.” In the open door, a mingle of moon and lantern light frame Willow’s silhouette. Her fingers crawl the edges of her apron, a motion that reminds Hart of his mother pressing ruffles into savory crusts of pie. “Also… My brother worries that we judge him for the things the army makes soldiers do. If you ever happen to meet him, will you tell him we don’t? Tell him… Tell him we’re grateful for what he’s sacrificed.”
Their eyes meet and she holds his gaze. 
“Tell him he’s a good man.” 
And Hart can’t speak.
It’s like Willow Winter sees him. Her words are for him as much as John. 
For the first time in a long time, Hart thinks of an afterlife. Heaven. His father had a book about it once, kept it in a carved-out hole under his mattress. A mundane relic.
John was good. If Heaven exists, he’s there. 
Hart looks at his hand, feeling the stiffness climb. “When we meet, I’ll tell him.”
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The innkeeper’s heart is a racing rabbit.  
It beats with truths as she leaves the cottage, goes to get plates of food, fetches water, and carts it all to the medical tents. 
Something’s killing soldiers. And on the cusp of shifting moons, war is brewing. A war John was sent into. Willow can’t shake the notion something’s at their doorstep. She should’ve asked Hart why they came here. Why he’s with these three and not with the army. 
Willow updates Hart’s group on his burns while they eat. She’ll worry later when she’s alone. She’ll get in and out of the tent and back to close up the inn. That’s the plan. 
Except, when she sets down the pitcher of water, it does not set. 
Before she can stop it from falling or warn the one they call Ophelia not to touch her, Ophelia is coming to help, putting a hand on Willow’s before the innkeeper can shield her own mind. Now Willow’s heart is a rabbit again at one more truth.
Ophelia’s mind is an unwelcoming house. 
It’s new and strange here. Memories usually play for Willow as moving pictures, with her inside them. This is different.
The grass, sky, a house of wood singed halfway down its side—all of it is gray. And on the top floor of the house in a single window are blurry faces. Mouths screaming, fists banging soundlessly.
Then Willow’s in the house, wading down a foggy hall with many doors. Some are cracked open, and slivers of light press against the gloom in the hall. Some are entirely open, offering snapshots and clarity. 
Why Hart, Ophelia, the other two men, are here in Dwymore. 
What they’ve just run from.
Willow would stop to catch her breath, but the house presses in, pushing her along. It does not want her here. 
She’s suddenly on the next floor, where only a few doors gape. By the third, all are shut up. And on the fourth, there is one door at all. Tall, arched, with scorched black wood. Brick crumbles around its frame. Smoke curls at its margins. Behind the door come ear-splitting screams.
Willow hits something hard and invisible. 
Shaking her head to clear it, she sees a figure sitting on the floor in the shadow of the door. It’s slender, rocking, and the longer Willow stares at it, it resembles a girl. The one whose touch dragged her here. Ophelia. 
The figure stops rocking when it sees her. Then it’s on its feet, blazing at her. And with an unexpected force, Willow is driven out of the unwelcoming house. 
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“What’s happening?”
“She’s seizing.”
“Keep her still.”
Ophelia doesn’t dare touch Willow, not again. It may be coincidence, but the innkeeper collapsed the moment Ophelia’s hand met hers. 
Willow’s eyes roll, then jolt open. At first, her expression is as wild as a cornered stray. Then an eerie calm passes over her and she holds up a finger at them. Taking long breaths, she drops her gaze. 
Whatever this is, it’s happened before.
When Willow looks up again, her eyes are focused and clear. “The four of you are in real trouble, aren’t you?” She looks directly at Ophelia. “You in particular.”
After Willow explains what she saw, Ophelia sinks to the cot.
Willow knows they’re Magies. About the beasts, the Glow Woods, the tavern brawl in Galdur, the bounty on Ophelia. 
“You can see memories?” Hope leaps in Ophelia. “Can you help me remember the ones I lost?”
Willow shakes her head. “I’m a seer.” She presses two fingers to her forehead. “I can’t force memories out.” She drops her hand and looks directly at Ophelia. “And you should know there was one in you that really doesn’t want out.”
Willow describes it. The charred door. Ophelia listens to her account, watching Falcon and Rune trade wondering looks, and the past two days come rushing in at her. It’s too much. Everything that’s happened. 
“Excuse me.” She bolts outside, needing fresh air.
“Fellie!” Rune calls after.
Ophelia races behind the medical tents and braces against a short stone wall that splits the edge of town from sweeping fields.
How cruel is the hope that can blossom in the span of a breath and be slayed in the next? She shouldn’t have hoped. She still needs the locket or Grimm.
And what can she make of the charred door? 
Something hostile that looked like her—a spell or other powerful thing—guarding what must be the memory. The one that unravels it all. Something tied to Hart, she’s put together. Possibly the one time she used her magic.
Ophelia hears boots draw near. Falcon and Rune settle on either side of her.  
“Willow’s sorry she scared you,” Rune’s voice is velvet, soothing.
Ophelia rubs a finger across the rough, cool stone of the wall to hold onto her brooding. “I think I’m the one who scared her.”
“We’ll train while Hart rests up,” Falcon says at her other side. “Willow gave us notes on where it’s safe. She’ll do what she can to help.”
“No.” Ophelia shakes her head adamantly, at both of them. “I’m grateful she’s helping Hart and letting us stay, but she’s one more person to be hurt in this.”
Rune looks down at his hands. “She’s been hiding a long time, too, Fellie,” he says quietly. “She has a brother in the Special Army. She wants to help. I think she needs to.”
Ophelia shuts her eyes against images of dead soldiers. But then she only pictures Hart, fighting off the shadow beast, and thinks of the trees at Gray Castle and the king’s face, covered with stone. 
Like an omen, the gaslights in town start to dim. She can hear Dwymorans trickling to bed.
“We should get some rest,” Rune says. “It’s late.” 
But none of them move. They stare through the fields to where another strange forest waits, gleaming like watery pink carnations. 
Wondering what prowls, Ophelia’s hand presses to her arm. “We haven’t talked about the trouble those beasts could pose.”
Their heads turn to her. 
“In the Glow Woods, my arm lit up like your lightblades,” she remembers. “Before the shadow came. Somehow, I made dust kill it. But it happened so fast, I don’t know if I could do it again.” 
“You could.” Falcon picks up a pebble off the stone wall and rubs it between his fingers. “Willow told us about another incident up north. Seems the shadow beasts have a taste for soldiers. They might be doing us a favor, picking off the king’s protection.”
Ophelia is stunned. “How can you say that? Hart—” 
“Is a soldier, by everything the shadows see.” Falcon throws the rock to the field, looking back to her and Rune. “As long as there are armies that fight for the monarchy, all Magies are under the heel.”
“You think the Belly’s behind the attacks?” Rune asks Falcon.
“Maybe. I’ve never seen that kind of power, though,” he answers.
“So is that how you see us winning?” Ophelia blurts. “You’ve never actually told me how we free Magus. Are you counting on me killing the king as well as his armies?”
Falcon looks away, not denying it. 
“Falcon, that’s murder! How would we be any different than the Gray King?”
“No one’s saying that, Fellie,” Rune reassures. “Let’s just focus on Grimm.” 
“Rune’s right. Grimm first. And when you get your memories back, you’ll know what needs to be done.” Falcon studies the woods. “Wythe’s a couple miles. I could go see where the army’s camped, get a feel for the ins and outs, how many there are. I’ll be back in a few hours, and we can plan our way in.”
Ophelia’s insides sharply protest. When Falcon starts to climb the wall, she grabs his arm. “You are not going alone in the middle of this…Darkening.”
Falcon steps back down and sighs past her to Rune. “Do I bother telling her to stay put?” 
“No, you don’t,” she answers, dropping Falcon’s arm. 
Rune’s eyes fall amused on Ophelia, shining her favorite shade of green. Like crystals that glitter. Like dust.
An idea shapes. If she did it once—transported her consciousness to the Gray King—perhaps she can do it again.
“Yes.”
Her spine straightens at the hushed voice in her head. 
“You don’t need keepers, Ophelia. See for yourself.”
She should tell Falcon and Rune what she’s hearing. But she’s more eager right now to see if it’s right.
She looks to Falcon. “You don’t have to go anywhere. Let me try.”
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She sees nothing in her mind’s eye, feels nothing, from where she’s planted herself between the tent and stone wall ringing Dwymore. 
“I need to see Wythe,” she tells the dust. Whatever dust may be out there. 
But there are no particles moving about in the town where magic is not welcome. 
“I need your help,” she tries again.
It comes slowly. A prickle. A soft answer to the call. Somewhere…away. But she’s distracted by Falcon and Rune, stirring the night with their agitated pacing. 
“Stop,” she whispers. “I sense something.” 
When the pacing ceases, Ophelia calls to the dust once more. She imagines the tiny specks, feeling for the vibration, whatever part of her is like them.
“I need you. Please. Take me to Wythe.” 
A hard wall erects in her mind. 
She doesn’t speak what the particles do. But it’s clearly a no.
“The Spellcaster,” she insists. “He can free my magic. Take me to where he is.”
The wall in her mind doesn’t fall. It quakes. With a nervous sort of energy.
“We have to try. We can’t be afraid.”
Whispers answer. The unintelligible ones. 
Without warning, as kites take sudden flight, Ophelia is thrust from her mind, not merely sitting in the dirt but belting across the sky over a canopy of rosy trees. On the dust or of the dust. 
It’s terrifying at first. Dizzying. But soon, her fear fades like a distant memory along with the worry about whether she can do this, whether her magic and memories will ever come. There’s no room for doubt on the wings of birds, let alone on the mane of moon dust.
She feels free.
Her mind careens toward what she hopes is Wythe, feeling the particles—herself—dip and swirl and dance in the chaos of the shifting moons. 
It’s magic. Or it’s the fire in her that Falcon spoke of. Either way, she’s doing it.
As the dust sails higher, speeding the way wind does, she prepares herself at every swoop for the particles to dive below the treetops. She’s seen them do it, often. They seem to relish the challenge, weaving amongst the foliage. But the dust never breaches this canopy. And before long, a valley stretches below her, surrounded on every side by multicolored forests. Here, the dust circles. And the tingles she’s felt since her mind took flight intensify.
“Can this be Wythe?” she asks the dust. 
It’s so quiet.
A few moments later, she realizes why. 
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Adrenaline spurs his drained muscles to throw open the flap to the medical tent, to clear a way to the cot for Falcon to set a slack Ophelia.
She was there one second, admonishing them to be still. Then, she wasn’t.
His panic rushes him back to close the tent. They don’t need curious townsfolk looking in.
“Ophelia,” Falcon says. “Can you hear me? Ophelia.”
Falcon’s anxiety washes over Rune, which distracts him from tying the canvas tight. 
Enchanters are prone to distraction as it is, and it’s getting harder with the volatile sky.
Through the tent slat, Rune’s attention diverges to men ambling by, grabbing their bellies with laughter. One teeters sideways into a wall. 
“O’er here, Tuck.” His friend settles a steadying arm around the man’s shoulder, and Rune’s thoughts veer to brotherhood, joy. Things his mother made him promise to look for, even in times of darkness, before Rune was taken from her and stuck at the Constelli. 
Where is his mother now? Still in Cirque with his grandfather?
And Rune’s father… He’s sure he was taken to the prison. Running away with a Crat, getting her pregnant—it wasn’t just frowned upon. There are laws about Magies and mortals, and they’re enforced in the capital. Rune swallows. Up to the night of the raid at the Constelli, he’d been working toward a life that might include his family. 
He shakes his head, trying to still his mind, get his fingers to latch the flap. No, the moons don’t help.
Maybe the imminent Darkening explains 1876. Ophelia’s wanderlust came faster. She ran away from him the morning Hart intervened. Then there were dreams, the slivers. She’s Magie, even off-world. And she has a deeper connection to magic than most. Maybe a part of her knew something was coming.
Falcon murmurs while Rune’s fingers finally do up the last of the ties. He spins for the cot. And stops. Falcon has a hand on Ophelia’s forehead, brushing her curls, talking urgently, softly. Falcon, who’s taken men apart with his hands. 
Ophelia’s eyes blink. And blink. Rune’s at the cot on his knees in a moment. “Fellie.”
Wincing, she sits up and runs a hand along the back of her head. When it comes away, her fingers are red with blood.
Falcon and Rune spring at the same time for a towel, knocking heads. They give each other seething frowns. Even without Hart brooding up the place, more than two’s a crowd.
Ophelia waves a hand. “It’s okay, I’m just dizzy.”
Falcon fetches the towel, while Rune goes for a ceramic pitcher.
“You smacked your head on the stone wall,” Falcon tells her, pressing the cloth to her wound. 
She takes water from Rune, pressing the cup to her lips, letting it linger there. “I traveled. It was the strangest feeling.” She sips, deep in thought.
“What did you see?” 
“The dust wouldn’t fly low enough for me to see much at first. Like it was afraid.” Ophelia rests the cup in her lap. “Then I saw a line of wagons come out of the woods filled with soldiers in blue uniforms.” She looks at them, worried. “They had men and women with them, and children.”
Rune’s stomach drops. “Rivmere’s following orders to gather Spellcasters, any who could’ve been aiding us in hiding you off-world. What then?” 
“They were wheeling across a clearing,” Ophelia recalls. “And they just disappeared. Into thin air.”
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Osiris Lestat doesn’t trust the looks on these faces.  
Their gazes don’t lower as they should outside his carriage window, and they gleam with something other than obedience. Stepping from alleys and shops, the people gather in thick crowds to watch the royal convoy leave eastern Magus.
Commander Jory Dagon surveys them, too, from across the spacious cabin, aside the king’s newest Enchanters. 
Beside Osiris, blood waits on a boy’s wrist. His mouth waters, but the wind that should whistle in him—a siphoner’s breath—is only a gasp that stirs then dies. The Dark Shadow’s hold is deep in his lungs.
In his lap, Osiris clenches the one of his fists that’s still flesh and bone. The one that still commands Magus’s military, which at this moment is shifting course from snuffing flames of revolution to finding the source. 
The king beckons the boy—his meal—nearer. A singed scent funnels through the holes in his mask and catches in Osiris’s lungs. 
“Don’t let me drain him,” he tells the Enchanters. He doesn’t want the mess of ash.
“Yes, Majesty,” the pair reply, and Osiris knows he was right. These two, though young, will make loyal attendants. They were so helpful recently. 
To think. The source in another world this whole time. While his armies scoured the outlying regions, while Osiris drained Magies for refusing to talk, the tyrants responsible for hiding the girl were right under his nose.
Magic is just filling his sunken, sallow places when something cracks like a whip against the side of the carriage, rocking it on its wheels. 
The Enchanters tumble. Osiris’s bleeding meal slides in his seat. And Jory Dagon draws a small but mighty gun, ordering the driver to halt. 
“Uprisers,” the commander seethes. And to the Enchanters at his side, “Brace your king!” 
Jory springs out, shouting for soldiers to fire on the hoard of insolent Magies who’ve gotten quite clever stuffed in fine gray suits or, conversely, brown rags, posing as Crats or commoners.
In the cabin, the Enchanters tug the body of the paling, bleeding boy away. (Osiris did get too much of him, curse the mess.) As the body flakes to ash on the cabin floor, the Enchanters slip opaque green stones from their coats and flank the king’s sides. 
Osiris is pleased to see how the pair handle the uprisers. From inside the carriage with him, they’re able to stall two in the street. A moment later, guns find the uprisers’ foreheads and brain matter coats Royal Army uniforms.
But the Magie uprisers keep coming. Flames arc from their hands at Osiris’s soldiers. Gusts of air clear a few of his men’s weapons. But untrained magic is no match for his Royal Army.
Only one upriser skirts the line. 
Wind slams the carriage. In a pair of desperate Magie eyes, speeding this way, Osiris can almost see himself as a young crusader, on the precipice of taking the kingdom, nothing to lose but everything he believes.
A shot smokes. The cabin jostles and rights. The Enchanters hold their king. And the upriser crashes against the cabin window, eyes wide. Blood spurts from his mouth. And when he slides to the ground… Mess. Thick red matter drags the window in his wake. 
Not every man is cut out to lay siege.
Osiris does not smile as bullets rain through the rest of them and bodies become ash. He may take lives to keep himself alive, and to remind the world magic will never overtake this kingdom, but the waste of magic is unfortunate. 
The rest of the citizens scatter. 
Jory Dagon opens the door, and a swirl of ash flees the cabin. Dusting the seat, Jory slips aside the king with an expression on his face he’ll carry to his death. It’s one of penance. As if this opposition, the king’s curse, all of it, rests on his shoulders. 
But guilt will be settled later.
As the convoy resumes, city to country, the hardness under the Gray King’s silver mask clenches and moves. Like the hands of a clock. But things are different in this eleventh hour.
Two days ago, when the particles appeared sentient in his courtyard, new possibilities stretched before the king. 
He can still save his reign. And someday, perhaps, strengthen his house. 
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Steel rings up Ophelia’s arm and into the late afternoon.  
She and Falcon spar, wearing down the grasses in a meadow on Dwymore’s edge near the Cibus grove.
Meeting his merciless thrusts, she squints against the light of day that’s also, strangely, night. The sun didn’t banish the triple moons at daybreak, so the deep blush of them claw at the sun’s buttery yellows above them, setting Magus’s vast ceiling afire for what may well be spring’s grand finale.
The Settling. 
All day there’s been something in the air. The hope of summer on the lips of the people feasting and singing and drinking. And Ophelia keeps asking herself, the longer they’re witness to it, is the world truly heading to war? 
The only evidence here is Hart. 
It’s been two days since he took to bed. Two days since she traveled on the dust. 
Every moment since, they’ve been preparing. While Hart slept this morning, blankets to chin, Ophelia whispered their plan for Wythe in his ear. Willow swears he’ll be up tonight. Thanks to her fetching caster’s ointment, his burns should be healed. Tonight it will be time to act. 
Yet when she left the cottage and Hart sleeping, foreboding clung to her back. It persisted into mid-day, through her training with Rune on the stone wall, where she’d searched for the dust and tried to feel the trees, roots, and water, along with the edges of the magic she already has. 
It persists now.
“Focus!” Falcon crashes down his blade. 
Metal clashes. Falcon swings relentlessly, one eye to the horizon for signs of trouble. Ophelia senses it’s the shadow marks keeping him vigilant, though. They’ve mysteriously gone cold.
Falcon stalks like a predator and swings like an enemy. With every ring, every answering step, she repeats her mantra. Keep them alive. Stay together.
She forces him to the edge of the meadow where six-point leaves throw their spines straight, casting pink shade across their skin. The air is sweet on her tongue and tickles her nose. 
Falcon’s furious swings steer them away from the woods. Ophelia grunts with another clang of their weapons.
“I have to admit, I thought you’d be slower in that dress.” His shirt, diving at the neck, sticks to his chest where his skin glistens.
Falcon’s right—the dress, with light sleeves and skirts that hover above her boots, is freeing compared to the frocks of New York. 
“Getting tired yet?” he taunts.
“Are you?” She thrusts. 
“Not a chance.” 
And like that, amid running for their lives and fighting for Hart’s, Falcon’s swagger returns from sabbatical. The Falcon she still knows best of all her keepers. The one who confuses her least.
Ophelia’s muscles remember something. Her feet stop as instinct makes her bold. She looks to the air and sails her sword high, over Falcon’s head. 
He’s too surprised to reach for it, watching it fly. 
Ophelia races forward as fiddles play across the field. Just behind him, she grabs the hilt of the weapon as it falls, wraps an arm around Falcon’s taut waist to catch herself, and draws the sword’s edge under his chin.
A low chuckle vibrates through him. “You remembered,” he says. She can hear his pride.
“I remember you sticking the tip of your sword to my neck not long ago. Scoundrel.”
Falcon turns in her grasp, but she doesn’t lower her blade. “Remember anything else, Teacup?”
Ophelia looks where her hand’s ended up, on the swell of Falcon’s hot, carved chest.
“I remember.” She drops her hand but not her chin. “It was hotter that day.” 
This near, she gets a close view of Falcon’s irises. Each blue striation. And if it weren’t for the voices that sound in the field, she may have gotten more. 
She drops her sword, and they whirl to see two townsmen trudging up the hill with buckets. 
Without a word, Falcon grabs her hand, and they run to the cover of the trees. 
They’ve managed to keep a low profile, but training would draw interest.
Willow said the meadow was safest because it would let them see anyone approach, as long as they were paying attention. 
What was it she said about the Cibus trees? 
Falcon pulls Ophelia down behind a large dark trunk. That intoxicating aroma, stronger now, washes over her. Her lips relax to a soft smile. Curiously, she rubs her fingertips together, liking the sensitized feel of her own skin. 
Falcon shifts, drawing her back. The Dwymorans are pulling bunches off of branches. “What are they doing?” she whispers. “Do they cook the leaves?”
“No.” Falcon looks at her like she’s grown two heads. Then he seems to remember she’s still working to recover one. 
“The berries are harmless once they’re cooked down, good in sweets. But the leaves lower inhibitions, even in strong Magies.” His eyes drop to Ophelia’s neck, then he looks quickly back to the men. “I shouldn’t have you in here.” 
Ophelia’s interest climbs to the pointed leaves. Alluring, but sharp enough to cut if one isn’t careful.
“I think they’re my favorite.” 
They must be what Trix used to make her elixirs. And the Galdur tavern, their pink ale. 
Falcon shakes his head at her. “You’re determined, aren’t you?”
“To what?”
“Play with fire.”
Laughter rings from the Dwymorans. They’ve filled their buckets and dawdle in the meadow, in no hurry to get back down to town.
Falcon sighs and helps Ophelia up. A shiver, not unpleasant, tingles at his touch. 
“Have you tried the leaves?” she can’t help asking.
Falcon raises his brow. Of course he has.
He motions for her sword, tugging his collar aside. A silver glow ignites on the skin over his heart. She swears she can feel it, radiating in her, a new sensation, while their swords melt into Falcon’s skin and the ink snakes across his chest and down his arms.
He doesn’t seem to mind her curiosity.
Shrouded here, under leaves smelling of candy, things like shadow beasts and armies and sparring moons fall away. Ophelia has the odd sense she’s as safe—and as in danger of something—as she ever was.
She watches Falcon straighten his shirt. “I never asked what you are.”
“Are you asking now?” His mouth works a true smile in its corner, and Falcon walks nearer the edge of the forest, an eye on the men who’ve decided to pluck Cibus berries from their haul in the comfort of the meadow.
When she steps beside him, he says, “If you want to reduce a man to his magic, I’m an Animater. Our skin’s born spelled, obviously. We summon and…run a little hot, among other things.”
She ponders the word. Animater. Animate. Bringing things to life. Whether weapons or revolutions, she muses. His ink can deliver tools, tell stories, and probably harbor plenty of secrets. 
“Mm,” she nods. “So there are more of you keeping trinkets in your skin pouches.”
“Skin pouches?” He makes a face at her. “It doesn’t sound very manly when you put it that way.”
She tilts her head. “Do you need to feel manly, Falcon? Should I search my skirts for compliments?” 
He grins at her dress, at her low neckline and fitted bodice. “I don’t know.” His eyes shine a dangerous blue. “Do my skin pouches impress you?”
Her breaths drag to the shallows. She tries to cover it with a shrug. “I might be impressed if you thought to stash a hairbrush in there. Or a straight razor. You’re starting to look well and truly like a caveman these days.”
He grins harder. “There’s that fire.” 
But he does run a hand through his thatch of long hair. It always seems an afterthought to him. She, on the other hand, has observed well the way the light makes a prism of his dark and light and golden strands. 
Ophelia’s hand trails to her neck, which heats, and she wonders if it’s the trees, the moons, or just him.
Downfield, the fiddling has quieted. Something sweet rounds into the air. 
Piano. The faint tinkling of hands on ivory keys. Absently, her body sways to it.
“You’re not going to start dancing, are you?”
Ophelia stills. When she looks at Falcon, his eyes roll to the canopy. But he seems amused. She hasn’t seen him truly smirking since New York. Before spinning walls and shadow marks. “I like to dance?”
“Oh, you do. Like my sister used to.” Regret fills his wistful smile. “Like the world’s not watching. Especially after your first swindle.”
She stares at him, disbelieving. “You’re lying.” 
“You remember part of that day. How you got your nickname.”
Her cheeks flame. Every time he says Teacup in front of Rune or Hart, she knows she should tell him to stop. She doesn’t because, secretly, she stands a little taller when she hears it. Strength. Somehow, the name gives her strength.
Falcon goes on, animated as he speaks. “That guy you busted a teacup over had taken every game hall around Mulberry. After you cracked him, we made off and you led us up to a roof—always a roof…” 
She smiles. Roofs are better for seeing the stars in New York. She knows that.
“You were high on adrenaline and threw your hands up, twirling all around with your eyes shut. Then you made me dance with you.” 
Her eyes widen. “I didn’t.”
Falcon glances to the meadow, then swiftly yanks off his sleeved shirt.
Her lips tumble open at the sight of his sculpted chest and the scrawls of abstract ink on it. Heat, actual heat, rolls from him. It drives an ache down her belly. 
His skin begins to glow again.
Falcon steps closer, his expression serious while his gaze traces the freckles on her cheeks. “Come here,” he says, his voice low. 
She looks down, where skin slides over skin as his broad hand takes hers.
Falcon presses her palm flat against a particular stretch of ink on his side. The one that always stays. 
A sharp inhale parts her lips when something smooth and blue and hooked begins to rise into her palm, ink pulling from his skin to form something she can hold. 
A broken teacup with a pattern of delicate petals.
She looks up, heart thrumming so quickly she worries for her balance. 
This is a relic in its own right. Precious porcelain. Proof of a memory. 
“You saved the teacup?” 
He shrugs. “The teacup saved me.” His words breathe between them—there isn’t space for much else—and Falcon takes the memento gently from her hands, brushing a thumb across it. He presses it back into his skin, and when his gaze returns, her chin tips up to him. 
There isn’t a thing in that moment, in any world, she wants as much as his mouth on hers. To know what he tastes like. 
“Don’t look at me like that,” he says. But the same desire catches in his eye.
Her lips part. “Falcon...” 
A low growl shudders through him when she says his name. And when his forehead falls against hers, it feels like no turning back.
The side of his nose brushes Ophelia’s cheek. Their hot breaths meet. Then Falcon Thames’s hands are on her hips, in one quick motion pulling her into him, where she can feel the shape of him against her. 
As her breath catches, he whirls her round till her back meets the bark of a Cibus tree. Sweetness rustles from its quivering branches, and Ophelia is a kite again, taking off in the sky.
She waits for his lips. And waits. It’s delicious torture, Falcon’s breath at her neck. Shivers dance to her ear. He groans there, in her nape, as if warring with himself. 
“Ophelia, this can’t happen.” But his words are more heat, and neither of them move.
“You have me against a tree, and it’s Ophelia now?” she whispers.
He lifts his head to look at her, his eyes serious. “You don’t know what you’re getting into here.”
“We’ve been in dangerous situations before.” Her eyes trace his scar down his cheek, to the peaks of his mouth.
“This isn’t fun and games. We can’t take this back.” 
“I won’t want to take it back,” she says, feeling the truth in every fiber of her that coils with lust.
The vehemence that blazes in Falcon’s eyes confounds her, though, and he trembles with something. “You don’t know that.” 
Tentatively, she reaches for his jaw. 
Falcon flinches. In his eyes, Ophelia can see him battling his thoughts. But he lets her hands take the sides of his face, one at a time. Her thumb traces the soft stubble up to his faint scar. 
There it is again. A flicker of another emotion. “You’re mad,” she realizes.
“Yes,” he shouts, exasperated.
“Why?”
“Because I should be with your keepers going over every detail of tonight, not putting you up against a tree!”
And still his skilled hands grasp with need on her hips. Still she can feel the length of him near her belly. And it’s all she can do not to writhe against him, to wrap her legs around his waist...
She wets her lips, tipping his face down to hers. “We don’t know what will happen tonight. Where we’ll be tomorrow. What state we’ll be in. Can’t we just have now?”
“Now?” He shakes his head. “All this is the trees talking, Ophelia.”
But, no, it isn’t.
“This began before Dwymore, Falcon. Every time you smirked at me or your knuckles brushed my skin or you pushed me to fight harder than I thought I could and never doubted, for a second, that I can save us—” 
“Ophelia…”
Her arms wind boldly around his neck. Her fingers tunnel in the softness of his hair. “It’s not just the trees,” she breathes. “And don’t call me Ophelia.”
He stills, his eyes flashing with a carnal need. “We’ll regret this,” he warns.
But when her hand caresses his cheek, he leans into it. 
“Tell me not to touch you,” he grates, though his eyes stare eagerly at her lips.
“Kiss me.” She arches into him.
And Falcon gives. 
His mouth collides with hers in a kiss that’s pure heat and chaos, a tangle of lips and teeth and desire so intense she might combust as Falcon’s tongue strokes hers. 
She fists the fabric of his shirt, drawing his bottom lip between hers, sucking and nipping it with her teeth. 
“Ophelia,” he groans, and maybe she does like her name on his mouth, when he says it like that.
In a breath, his hands slide to the back of her thighs and haul her against his hips, her back pressing firmer to the soft grooves of the tree. Her skirt hitches up, and she doesn’t care. She lets her head fall against the tree to deepen their kiss, wanting to hear him say her name again.
A snapping sound echoes down the edge of the wood. 
It’s dizzying, how fast Falcon breaks off their kiss, sets her down, and spins to shield her. 
The moment is broken. 
And whoever was there, watching, is already gone.
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Rune is a rumbling storm stalking toward the tents.  
Stalking isn’t his usual gait. But what he just saw has snapped a tether in him, and his legs move in quick, impatient strides.
He bends glimmering eyes at three round men blocking his path with their drunken dancing. “Move aside.” 
He watches his words spread through them, carry them out of his way, then ignores their suspicious eyes on his back. 
Rune makes for the tents, wishing he hadn’t gone looking for Ophelia to tell her their story. He’d decided tonight was the night, before they leave for Wythe. 
Now he can’t stop seeing them together. A wagon has run him over. A wagon steered by a girl who doesn’t remember him and maybe never will.
He throws up the flap to the medical tent, pulling the ends of his hair. 
Waiting has always been hard. Every time he returned to the Constelli, he tried not to think about Ophelia’s time with the others. He got through it by believing that once the hiding stopped she’d somehow know. It would all be worth it.
Now he wonders if he’s built it into something it’s not. If all he’s been is her whipping boy, clinging to a life that’s only existed in a bubble. If her remembering him would even matter.
The past is a quiet life where Ophelia’s safe, has space to dream, and Rune is wrapped around her finger. The present is a six-foot-four Witchist with dazzling tattoos that she clearly desires.
How does the past hold a candle to the present? 
Rune combs the tent, spiraling. 
He’s been calm. The voice of reason. For years, he swallowed his jealousy and worry. Now they come clawing up the back of his throat, and he lets them explode. One desperate, angry cry no one can hear over the pitching music in town. 
His throat burns. His air runs out. Then, like ripples on the Looking Lake, Rune Ethera churns from the picture of jealousy to the image of heartbroken.
What did he expect? 
Her keepers don’t talk about feelings. There was no gentleman’s agreement before this started—just an unspoken rule to stick to their oath. 
If he could fall for her, why not the others? 
And now what?
Like it holds an answer, a flicker catches his eye—a lantern set on the supply table. Rune blinks at it, considering something he keeps in his pocket. A thing he carries everywhere. 
Maybe burning it would free him, as much as her. If her heart’s already elsewhere.
But when he takes it out, the thing fumbles from Rune’s hands and skids across the floor. A little white book stares up at him, mocking him with Ophelia’s soft scrawl.

      [image: image-placeholder]Heat still fans Ophelia’s sails from the lingering feel of Falcon’s mouth and hands on her as he walks her to the stone wall at the back of the tents.  
Merchants selling fine metalwork and pottery call to the crowds, orange light pops in lanterns, and townsfolk mingle in…decorated masks. 
Of course, the final day of the festival.
She and Falcon scale the short wall. 
“Rune’s inside.” Falcon motions to a silhouette on the other side of the tent, pacing about. “I’ll go check on our patient at Willow’s and clean up there.” He looks her over slowly. “You ought to sponge the Cibus from your skin.” 
Never, she thinks. Her hand comes up to trace her neck. “Maybe I like it.” 
Falcon backs away slowly, shaking his head. She doesn’t miss the smirk, a simmering of what else might have happened. 
She lingers under the fading sky, which is tipping toward night already, watching him go and hugging her arms—is it the heat going with him or has the temperature dropped? Either way, she tries to steady her heart. 
She wants to know what might’ve happened with Falcon. Even though this isn’t the time for distractions. Not if they’re to extract Grimm, get her magic, and use it to draw the monarchy’s surrender. 
Keep them alive. Stay together. 
Ophelia lets her hands wander to her hips, pressing softly at the places where Falcon touched her, biting a giddy smile she can’t suppress as she rounds to the tent’s entrance.
There, her Cibus high plummets. 
Agitation is powering Rune’s clipped pacing, back and forth through the lantern light. Anguish twists his mouth. His long fingers tug at his hair. 
He looks like a boy undone.
“Rune?”
He whirls on her. “What?” 
She falters at the word, slung hotly. Something’s wrong. She rushes in, past little tables, to where he stands at the back. “Is it Hart?” 
His gaze flicks over her, from her hips to her collarbone to her mouth. It makes her stomach pit, the way his eyes shine so hot.
She swallows. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
His mouth parts, then closes. “Never mind.” He steps around her.
“Rune.” 
His silhouette frames in the lantern light as he gives her his back, his shoulders rising with long breaths. 
Trepidation drives her to him, to lay a hand on his arm. “Rune, did something happen? Is it Hart? Is he—” 
He turns abruptly, his proximity forcing Ophelia’s head back to look at him. He burns at her with passion. 
“‘Did something happen?’” Rune pins her eyes with his, and butterflies beat against her ribcage. “Something, Fellie? Gods. Yes, something happened. Despite me trying, for almost four years, something happened. Because I convinced myself we’d figure out a way past resets. If I just gave you time, you’d remember.” He throws an arm toward the tent’s entrance, his nostrils flaring. “And tonight I find you in Falcon’s arms.”
Falcon. 
Her lungs go too tight for breath to offer any relief. 
“It was you in the woods,” she realizes. It was Rune who interrupted their kiss, their almost-more. 
Rune’s expression is a study in pain. The peaks of his lips, pulled down to pinch between his teeth, his eyes full of longing. 
Realization makes her shoulders fall. “We had something once. That’s why you’re jealous.”
His eyes narrow. “Jealous?” His balled fists tremor with his emphatic words. “I’m sick with the image of his hands on you, Fellie. I want to tear him apart, and I don’t care that it isn’t fair.” He gusts an exhale, swiping a hand into his hair, taking a fistful before dropping it again. He looks so earnest. “I wanted you to remember. And then choose.” 
Rune moves past her, and Ophelia’s breaths feel like bruises going in and out. 
Her mind spins to all the times this past week when Rune’s mouth would open to tell her something and stop. At Trix’s, when he cleaned her cut hand and hinted at things. In the tailor’s shop, after he carried her from the lumen. Moments her heart fluttered.
It isn’t the all-consuming fire Falcon forces to her surface. It’s a quieter, deeper truth, tucked behind her heart. 
Ophelia’s eyes rove the tent, searching for words. They trip on the table, over a square object there, charred in one of its corners. As if someone changed their mind about burning it.
A little white book.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hart dreamed for two days of shadow mutts, twinkling lights, and dead soldiers. And a girl with dark hair whose arm lit like the sun. In brief flashes, when he woke for more reprieve in a cup of Cibus tonic, there were gentle hands and silk ashen hair. A young woman who looked like an angel.  
But Hart isn’t dead, not yet. 
Upon waking, he finds his burns healed. But also a heavy, pervading weight, like a vessel slowly filling with water. 
There’s also a smugger in a suspiciously good mood filling the cottage with all he’s missed. What Willow saw inside Ophelia. Ophelia traveling on the dust again. What she saw in Wythe. And a suicidal plan.
“Why are you so happy?” Hart accuses Falcon Thames.
Falcon looks out the window, his attention split. “I like our odds.”
“A long shot at best considering it’s a trap.” Pulling on a shirt, Hart eyes him. “The Special Army with hostages, lying in wait under what’s surely a veil. Grimm just there for the saving?”
Falcon turns. And Hart would swear he grins. “Knowing it’s a trap gives us an advantage.”
Hart finds it hard to bend the hand on his leg. The one still stuck in a glove. “And this is causing your good mood?”
“It’s nothing,” Falcon dismisses. “Training went well. Ophelia is…determined.”
There it is again. A twitch of Falcon’s mouth.
Hart shrugs on his longcoat with a scowl, then adds a thin, hooded cloak over top. 
Sweat still shines on Falcon. And Hart knows that scent. He’s been drinking it for two days. Cibus.
Training.
Hart scowls harder. Oh, he can imagine what training entailed. He hasn’t forgotten the conversation he overheard in the Crat coach leaving Galdur. The heated banter. 
It leaves a tang like sour milk in his mouth. 
If he’s going to his grave, he has little say in Ophelia’s choices. But still. He will not die with pictures of them in his mind. 
He works on his boots one-handed, then notices a pair of new gloves someone’s left on the bed, made of brown leather.
Hart rubs a thumb over the soft, worn material. Slipping into the kitchen for privacy, he thinks of jade eyes and Willow’s words…hinting he’s a good man.
Gritting his teeth, he frees the black glove and stops short at the sight of what two days has done. 
“Shit, Aurum.” 
Hart spins, stuffing the hand into the brown leather. 
But Falcon’s already seen it. The hard, dark trail climbing past his wrist.
“Leave it alone.” Hart goes around him, yanking up the glove with a wince.
He hears Falcon follow. “Seriously? Gods of Magus, why didn’t you tell us days ago! I could’ve…I…”
Hart turns. “Yes, I hear you’re good at divesting a man of his limbs. But there’s no time for that kind of healing, is there?” Even if it weren’t too late. “You’ll be needing me.”
“Alive,” Falcon clarifies, dragging two hands down his face. For someone so used to death—for someone who barely tolerates Hart—the regret in the motion takes Hart by surprise. “Ophelia’s been blaming herself for your injuries. She’s going to…” Falcon trails.
“Survive,” he finishes.
“You’ve known her since you were kids. You’re not going to tell her until you can’t hide it anymore?”
A look passes between them, keeper to keeper.
“Wait,” Falcon starts. “Tell me you’re not planning—” 
The cottage door cracks, and both men whirl. 
A shower of ashen hair spills through the doorway. Willow, ducking her head in. “You’re up.” She pushes inside and Hart’s eyes go unbidden to her bodice. In his defense, the neckline rounds low on a frock that flows like autumn leaves. A mask is pushed up on her forehead, decorated in shades to match.
“You look better,” she tells Hart. For now, she doesn’t say.
When her gaze lingers, Falcon cocks his head between them.
Willow worries her fingers at her sides, and Hart asks, “Is there trouble?”
She shakes her head. “It’s just the inn. The Bell’s hosting the dance. I’m trying to round up my help but they’ve gone missing. Bewitched by the stupid moons, I guess.” 
Before Hart can analyze why, he’s offering assistance. “For your trouble,” he quickly amends. 
“Are you sure?” She looks between them. “I could use a hand moving around tables. And of course you should all come eat.” She pauses, eying Hart. “Before you go.”
Falcon looks between them again. “Sounds sensible. Right, Aurum?”
Hart forces a smile. Right, food. He’ll need stamina.
Outside, Willow hands them masks. “May as well blend in.” The crowd is thick on the pathway, shoulder to shoulder, and she sighs. “These moons better settle soon.” 
Hart hesitates, trying to get a look to the tents. He’s eager to see Ophelia now his head’s clear. There are things he should tell her, and not all the time in the world to do it.
But John’s sister… Guilt twists. “All right, let’s be quick.”






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

A man nearly falls into a well.  
He knows every inch of this town—that it’s twenty-two paces to Old Pete’s metal shop, that every day when the sun notches due north Mammy hangs out laundry, and that the wagons from Inri leave the widest grooves in the dirt tracks when bringing oats to trade for Cibus. 
He also knows where the blasted well squats. 
Still Tuck walks into it when he sees Willow Winter cutting round to town center, looking cozy with two gents in masks. 
Even in a costumed crowd, with a song in his ears and a mask on her face, Tuck would know her. She promised him a dance tonight, and he plans on that and then some. 
But seeing her accompanied, he stumbles, drops his ale, and nearly bites it. 
“Whoa there!” Shep grabs his coat sleeve, yanking him upright. 
Tuck’s heart pounds and settles. He pats his belt, feeling the roundness of the ring he’ll finally put on Willow’s finger. Then he laughs in that way men do when fortune’s smiled on them and they’d rather not think how close it was to going the other way. The way of the grave.
By the time Tuck’s straightened and heart-steadied, Willow’s disappeared. 
Shep claps him on the back and hands him another pint. “Meet you inside, brother. Willow’s probably missing me, and I gotta get my guitar.” Shep winks.
“Aye!” Tuck calls. “Have my song ready.” A minstrel will be icing when he lays his heart on Willow’s bar.
By the time he finishes his bravery ale, his back teeth are floating. And Tuck, who knows everyone and sees everything, ambles down the stretch, glad he didn’t lose his bladder back at the well. 
Rounding the baker’s, he decides on a quiet spot where wagons are parked. Were there this many just an hour ago? 
He squints. But the last ale makes things spin a bit. “Oops,” he says, pissing on his shoe. 
Sighing, he leans an arm on a tree and gazes up toward the Bell’s window. 
Inside is the girl he’ll wed. He’s taking a chance surprising her this way. But what can he say? Maybe it’s the moons. He’s known Willow since they were ten. When he found her at the bottom of the town well, in fact. Cold, somehow unhurt. The day her brother disappeared from town.
Tuck mumbles to the song in his head. The one Shep’ll sing inside. 
Doing up his pants, his keen eyes catch on an emblem. It’s familiar and folded on top of itself. 
And Tuck, who has to know everything and everyone in his town, moves closer to investigate a gray coach with wheels half as tall as a man and flags on top. 
Tuck knows the look of the Royal Army. They come once a year to collect taxes. The day Dwymore keeps its guns ready. But today’s not tax day. 
The door clicks open.
Tuck retreats a step as a pair with porcelain-pale skin step out. The green threading on their longcoats strikes him. 
The boy of the two tilts his head at Tuck. “Yes, he’ll do.” He steps forward, and Tuck steps back. “You will not move.”
Tuck’s muscles go rigid, and he freezes on his feet. 
“We’re here for a special girl. A Magie,” the boy says evenly. “You’ll cooperate, and we’ll be on our way without incident.”
Magie? 
Tuck’s neck pounds with the force of his heart. They must be talking about his girl. 
Willow Winter thinks no one knows what she is. But Tuck’s observant. Smarter than he lets on, when he’s sober. And loyal to those he loves. 
Are they here for Willow? 
Tuck tries to run. He manages three steps before something pokes his brain, making him want to stop. And he turns toward whatever invisible string is pulling his thoughts. 
“You can’t have her!” he grits out.
The boy looks bored. “Shall we try again?” he asks the girl with him. 
As she considers Tuck, Tuck realizes what’s happening. What they are. And he takes a chance as they tip their heads together. He lunges, counting on surprise and being twice their size.
“Stop.” 
And Tuck does. 
“Shame.” The boy steps to him, clucking his cheek. “But maybe you’ll persuade others to be more helpful.” The poke comes again, swift. “Get out the knife in your belt,” the boy says.
Tuck digs in his pants, past the ring, to the switchblade Old Pete made him last year for his birthday, even as sweat breaks on his brow and his hand shakes. 
His mind, and the boy controlling it, tells him to grip the blade. 
Tuck fights against the order, trembling, raising the knife, trying to twist it, willing it to jab at the boy with creepy eyes. 
The thing controlling his mind is stronger.
In one quick motion, the knife in Tuck’s hand slashes clean across his throat, and his body slumps to the ground.

      [image: image-placeholder]Willow puts up a round of ales on the bar, barely able to keep up now. “Cora!”  
Patrons swing on the floor in long dresses and suits and masks. Elbow to elbow. 
Willow cranes her neck around the crowd, watching gratefully as Falcon—and Hart, who refused to listen when she said no lifting—heave the last table against the wall to make space for everyone. Then, on one last errand, the two disappear into the kitchen to get another barrel of ale.
As they do, Willow finally sees Shepherd come down from the inn where he keeps a room, his guitar in arm.
She throws her hands on her hips to yell at him. 
But Cora comes, grabbing for the mugs. “It’s so eerie outside.” She glances to the windows, her face like a wary bird as she loads the drinks onto the tray. “Will the sky stay so blood-red?” 
“No,” Willow assures. “Mammy says it’ll look the same as before. Only, not spring.”
Cora’s eyes cloud, and Willow can sense she’s going to say something about John. But the door to the Weeping Bell throws open. 
The bell chimes. 
The glass in Willow’s hand can’t be saved this time. It shatters, eliciting a gasp from Cora and a cheer from nearby patrons. In their celebration, they don’t see what Willow does, not at first. Two Magies in pressed coats with green stitching, collars straight as razors, flanked by a dozen royal soldiers.
She’s certain who they’ve come for.
Nudges start in the crowd. Shepherd, nearest the door, sets down his guitar. A hush ripples through the room so quickly, Willow has no way to tell Cora to get to the kitchen to warn Hart and Falcon. 
Soldiers bearing arms clatter into the tavern past the Magies. Something heavy drags behind their loud boots, leaving a trail. Something that makes the eyes of the patrons widen in horror.
Willow is a fly frozen in the silk fingers of a spider’s web as the feeling of death crawls toward her.
At the bar, the soldiers stoop and brace a bulky weight between them. When they rise, Willow is faced with a man she’s known half her life, who’s sat at the same table every night in her inn. 
He grimaces at her with a smile stiffened in rictus, a neck cleft open. 
Tuck. 
A song skitters and warps in her head—Tuck’s lilting voice—chased by the sound his body makes when it slips and falls hard on the slab counter, like a tree trunk lopped off. Willow jumps against a cabinet, knocking bottles to rattle like bones. 
Tuck’s dead eyes stare at her, frozen in a lost fight. A river of heart-red liquid from his neck pours itself out on her bar.
A soldier sets a hand aside Tuck’s face. “Are you the owner of this inn?”
Willow can’t make sense of what she’s seeing, let alone speak.
The soldier slams a fist on the bar, and Willow jolts, making her head bob yes, trying to unknot thoughts burned together.
The soldier wears winged shoulder plates, a hallmark of royal kingsguards. He lifts his fist, studying where Tuck’s blood clings there. Like a badge, he wipes it across his armor. 
“This man was given an opportunity to do a service for his king,” he tells her, his voice cold and hard. “He chose not to cooperate.” 
The soldier flicks his head. Others come to remove Tuck from the bar. His body piles to the floor, and Willow feels the thick thud behind her rib bones.
“Now,” the soldier starts, turning to address the patrons. “Who remembers a girl come to town traveling with three men? All Magies?”
His gaze sears the room, and the crowd looks at one another in confusion. “For every minute I stand here waiting, another of you ends up on the floor.”
“Sir,” Shepherd calls from near the door. The soldiers all turn, and for one lengthy second, Shepherd meets Willow’s eyes.
No, Willow thinks. This isn’t the time to help! Shut up!
“There’s a festival here.” Shepherd gestures to the costumed crowd, to the table of food and all the drinks. “They mighta been here, who you’re lookin’ for, but people been comin’ and goin’ all week.”
The two cloaked Magies descend on him, eyes keenly narrowed, and Willow sees Shepherd mumble. His face is smooth, and his focus slips away. Then his large frame teeters for the door. 
No! 
The Magies give a knowing nod to the kingsguard at Willow’s bar before following Shepherd out.
“Go with them,” the guard tells his other men.
Willow watches in rising panic as the soldiers stomp out of the inn. Two remain, hovering at her bar. One minute. Two. Three. They survey the silent room, and she despairs that she must leave her inn, full of her people, to warn Hart and Falcon that only a crowded town center stands between the crown and Ophelia Dannan.

      [image: image-placeholder]At the sight of the little white book, Ophelia stumbles back, straight through the tent flap. 
A rattling begins in the recesses of her mind. Knocks and taps and urgent jiggles of knobs. The shuddering of splintered wooden frames. They drown the sound of Rune calling to her. The hard ground meets her knees, and she’s flung from images of a jealous Rune and thoughts of Cibus highs as multiple doors fly open in the halls of that unwelcoming house. 
Memories flood in thick yellow streams, a summer’s light illuminating dark corners. And Ophelia remembers chapters of time.
They’re living in 1854 on a small farm. She’s just sixteen, longeing a stallion around a circle on a cool morning, and Rune is tipping a smile at her from behind the fence.
Reset.
They’ve brought her to 1868. She’s seventeen, lying in bed with a headache the size of New York, and Rune is sitting in a hand-carved chair, reading to her from a book…from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Her favorite.
Reset.
It’s 1852. Ophelia is eighteen, plucking an apple the color of lips, stealing a bite, slipping from a ladder into a pair of taut arms. Then, heart racing in the curious quiet, she’s leaning in…before Rune Ethera can stop her…pressing the heat of summer, the taste of apple, between their hungry mouths.
Reset.
A calendar on a kitchen wall says 1835. She’s nineteen, twirling string on her finger, liking the feel of its soft prickle as she writes in a make-believe language in the little white book. So they won’t forget, Rune tells her—though she wonders how they could forget—the words that just passed between them. “I love you…”
Ophelia’s head is swimming in memories. She can hear Rune saying something. But the memories speak so much louder. 
They laugh, unspool, breathe out of their musty prisons. Months-long chapters, over three or four years, in which her round cheeks slope, her form shapes, her fiery spirit grows restless, and her interest pulls harder to horizons. 
And her heart grows bigger for a boy with mischievous eyes. A boy who wanted her to have a life. A life that was safe, so it could be about more than surviving.
“I love you…”
The house spits her back to the present, and Ophelia’s fingers rake in cool dirt. Her lungs gasp for air as Rune’s hands take her arms. Fellie is in her ears. It’s a dizzying moment before the night, the gaslights, the faces in masks around them stop their tilting and lurching and Ophelia realizes what’s happened.
She understands his anguish now. 
A part of her recognized Rune the moment he leapt through the passage in New York. But this is more than familiarity. It’s something else entirely, and Ophelia is shaking so hard with knowledge, Rune mistakes it for a chill. He slips his coat around her shoulders. 
She takes Rune’s face between her hands to pull him close. “Do you never go off duty?”
Rune stills, eyes wide, and she can tell he remembers the words. An echo from a wheat field where they shared a bottle of gin in 1876.
She nods at the unspoken question in his eyes, trying not to compare the feel of his soft cheeks to Falcon’s scruff, or think about what she wanted so desperately to continue in the Cibus grove an hour ago. Or, for that matter, the connection she began to mend with Hart, before that.
She doesn’t know how to define the feeling of being split. And Rune is waiting. He’s been waiting…
Words bubble from Ophelia’s brain to her lips. “I remember us.”
The us is cut by the sound of metal clicks, just behind her head. 






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

By the time Rune Ethera looks up to two sets of glass-blue eyes, it’s too late. One second, he’s overwhelmed— she remembers, she remembers, she remembers—analyzing the depth of feeling radiating from Ophelia. The next, Lux and Nori Locke have Rune in their sights, leeching poison into his thoughts. 
They wear the same judging smiles as when they were pointing Rune out to the Royal Army in the library window at the Constelli.
Now, a mess of armored soldiers have long copper barrels on them. The hooked blades mounted above the gun’s metal noses glint like needles. In the distance, at the edge of town, a convoy of carriages is coming around. 
“Up!” Soldiers haul Ophelia by the arms, before Rune can blink. 
“Rune!” Ophelia pulls against the soldier’s hold. 
Leaping to his feet, Rune’s muscles feel like sand. 
The harsh moons’ light shines at him from the wide pools in Ophelia’s eyes, and her elbow flies up to nail a soldier in the chin. It earns her the butt of a gun at the back of her knee, and she buckles. 
Rune grits, trying, trying to move.
In the streets, people notice the soldiers, the guns. And they run. 
All the while, Lux and Nori smile silently, fingering mossy stones in their pale hands. Stones. The twins don’t need to speak or even look at Rune. Their wills reach inside and put his in a chokehold.  
He and Nori wear clothes befitting regal positions. Rune always knew their allegiance was to the crown. But this?
“What have you done?” Rune asks them, fighting to reach for his pocket, for his Enchanter stone. It’s then he realizes it’s in his coat, again, which Ophelia wears.
Lux’s head angles to one side. “You’re not looking so well again, Apprentice.” He spits the last word, so it has the flavor of traitor.
Nori’s lip twitches. And she speaks. “Yes, brother. I think it’s time for that adjustment.” Her words harken to the library, when Rune empathized with the children who’d lost parents.
A threat starts out of his mouth—though Rune’s never murdered anyone, he could if they harm Ophelia—but the threat dies in a gurgle at the back of his throat. As Nori squeezes her stone and all he feels is pain.


      [image: image-placeholder]Falcon smells smoke. As he and Hart drag a wooden barrel upstairs and roll it to the landing, they find an empty kitchen and pots overheating on a stove.  
There’s only a small woman Willow calls Mammy, who’s got a gun aimed out the kitchen door into the night. A flurry of people run around in chaos.
“What the hell?” Hart says, abandoning the barrel and adjusting his mask. Falcon touches down on his, grateful for the anonymity it’ll offer if something’s happened. Carefully, they swing through the door to the tavern. 
Willow is behind the bar. Patrons huddle in the back of the room. There’s a dead man on the floor. Two Royal Army officials confer, watching the front door with sleek guns at the ready. 
Willow’s eyes widen when they fall on Hart and Falcon. After a quick glance at the soldiers, she raises her eyebrows in the keepers’ direction. They both nod, and she hurls a heavy mug across the room. It shatters against the tavern’s front door. A bell clatters to the floor. Patrons duck as soldiers whip their guns in the direction of the noise. 
As one, Falcon and Hart unsheathe blades with razored edges—Hart having to grip his left-handed—and in a jaunt, they’re behind the soldiers, yanking heads aside, driving blades through corded necks. Falcon’s steel makes a sick, slushing sound coming back out, and two more bodies fold to the floor. 
It’s bedlam. Men and women rushing, shouting for the exit. 
“Get yer guns!” an old man yells. A roar erupts in reply.
“Ophelia,” Willow shouts at them. “They went after Ophelia!”

      [image: image-placeholder]Dwymore burns with anger as well as fire.  
Townsfolk have unhooked lanterns from porches and wagons to curve their fists tightly around the brass handles. Guns have come out of hidden holes. And the people bear them surely, as if they’ve defended their home before. They march down the crowded pathway toward the road where unwelcomed soldiers have stowed their carriages. 
These people know how to celebrate in blissful ignorance. And how to survive, Falcon realizes.
Under the crimson sky, he and Hart weave through a throng wearing masks. A man leading the group shouts, “Come out you bloody crown bastards! Try to come for us now!”
There are flashes of silver as shots are fired. Here and there. Between buildings and screams. A chill licks Falcon’s face as they sprint toward the tents. 
Halfway there, Hart cries, “Go back!” And Falcon realizes Willow’s followed them. But there’s no time to convince her. 
When the medical tents come into view, they all slow. 
A notion knocks Falcon sideways. The feeling they’ve already lost.
He’s let things slip through his fingers before. Time spent taking Crats for hauls at gambling tables. A trophy for Vesh Derringer. Ace ripped apart by Wick Sneed’s shadows on the edge of Ghastly. Chances to tell people what they truly mean to him. 
But what they find at the tents makes the monster in Falcon rear. Heavy boot prints. Heels dragged from the medical tent across the pathway. The stout man on the ground looking dazed and remorseful, contemplating a knife in his hand. All evidence of a scuffle.
While Hart races into the tents, Falcon hops to the stone wall and peers to the road, where he catches sight of the royal convoy leaving Dwymore.
She slipped through his fingers. Ophelia, who makes him crazy, who doesn’t truly know the hope she is, has slipped through his goddamn fingers.
He strides back to where Willow sits with a man in the dirt, saying, “Shep. Shep!” She pries the knife out of his hands, then shakes the stupor off his face. “What happened? Did they say where they’re taking them?” 
The man blubbers, “They took the girl and a boy. It’s my fault. I led ’em here. I couldn’t help ’em, Willow. What were they? The two Magies with mean eyes?”
Goddamn Enchanters. 
Falcon claws his face, then his eyes rake the dirt for answers. What now?
A small, white book lies half-buried in the dirt. Falcon’s seen it before on Rune. He grabs it and stuffs it in his coat. 
For some reason, he thinks about her locket. And realizes something important.
Hart comes rushing out of the tent. “She’s gone. They’re both—”
“Headed to Wythe,” Falcon says coolly, turning to him. “The king wants everything she’s got in her, but he can’t siphon the power Grimm’s hidden. That bastard’s gonna find out real quick that he needs her awakened as much as we do.”
Falcon turns to the red night, the pink woods. “We need a coach.”
Willow scrambles up from where she’s been crouched beside Shep. The distant echoes of shouts still linger. “I have a faster way to get you to Wythe.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Hart leans over the town well, holding a rope taut as Falcon works his way down it. Grunts echo up, then a pad of boots hits the bottom. 
“All right!” 
Hart turns to Willow, the one who tied him to a bed, healed his burns, and gave them sanctuary, despite it only bringing her pain.
Cradling a gun nearly half as long as she is, Willow nods to a family passing by, hurrying home with their weaponry and two small children, now that the army’s departed.
“Sometimes all I can think of is returning, having a whole brood with my Cora. See my sister and family. Help run our little pub. Just a simple life...” 
“What life in Magus is simple?”
Hart’s conversation with John haunts him, just as Willow Winter will. Maybe beyond the grave.
“I’m sorry.” The words slip from his mouth like a deathbed confession. “Your brother…”
Willow’s chest rises and falls but her gaze is unwavering.
She knows. Without Hart saying it.
“I’m sorry,” he says again. Two words that do nothing to bring John Winter back. Nothing to change the fact that Hart couldn’t protect another girl so long ago from the things magic steals. And somehow, it feels as if this moment, right here, arcs all the way back to then, bookending his life. 
Willow reaches a hand to cup Hart’s face. “Just stay alive.” Her gaze lingers on his lips a long moment, then her fingers trail down his jaw. 
Her eyes shine like nephrite with a warning. “I’ve seen inside your friend’s mind, how she made a shadow like it never was. How the king looks just the same as that hand of yours. She could change things, save you, if you let her.” 
He startles at the thought. Save him. It’s probably true. He’s seen what Ophelia is capable of. It’s the thought of the consequences to herself that’s kept him from entertaining the idea, he realizes. All he’s done, since this began, was to put Ophelia in a glass box. To avoid her hurting herself or blowing up the world and living to regret it, he’s tried to make her delicate. But that’s never been who Ophelia is.
Willow swallows. “And Hart?”
Her worried eyes give him pause. “What is it?”
“I didn’t say before, because I wasn’t sure, but I could feel…something else in Ophelia’s mind, too. Like someone was watching.”
Hart frowns at her words, puzzling. 
“Aurum!” Falcon calls from the bottom of the well. “Let’s go!” 
“Okay then.” Willow checks that the rope’s still tight. “The Syca dams are closed. Take the middle tunnel—it comes out right in the Casters Woods, just on the fringe of Wythe.”
He lays his good hand on the well’s rough stone. “We shouldn’t leave you here. If the army comes back angry…”
“Some of us have survived worse, and we’re still standing.” Willow sticks the butt of her gun in the dirt, looking at Hart like she means them—her and him. “Besides, I couldn’t live with myself, knowing I ran away.” 
The smallest twitch curves her lips. 
“I hope we meet again, Hart Aurum.” And Willow Winter tips onto her toes to leave a kiss on Hart’s cheek, before turning on her heels with her gun. 
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For the first mile, Rune fights it.  
It isn’t true. They’re lying. Remember, anything they say is a lie. It’s enchanting they have stones. Don’t believe. She won’t die it’s okay hold on. They’re telling you the worst don’t. Push it away you can fight can’t fight. Their words don’t they don’t make sense. 
He wouldn’t hurt her no. Ophelia was just she was here she was looking at me like. Ophelia isn’t hurt is she hurt? The enemy the real enemy. Not a traitor no he wouldn’t is it true? Ophelia. Where is she was looking at me they took her I have to stop it. Where is she? 


      [image: image-placeholder]Royal army soldiers are no gentlemen. 
Hauled from one carriage and marched toward a second atop a hill outside Dwymore, two soldiers roughly jerk Ophelia forward and metal pinches at her bound wrists.
“Move your feet!” barks a hefty one with the manners of an ox. “Consider it lucky your transportation’s being upgraded. ‘Sa long ride ahead.”
Ophelia’s eyes widen at the carriage. Lavish frame, high-reaching plumes, murals painted on the lower half, a sculpture of three robed men elevating a crown on its top.
A chill snakes through her. If she climbs in there, she may never see Rune or Falcon or Hart again. It makes her mouth bold. 
“Lucky to be a prisoner?” She reefs against them. “Were you dropped on your head as a child and whipped for it?” 
She drags her boots and calls for Rune. She’s in his coat—when did he put it on her?—but she can’t see him, and he doesn’t call back to her. 
It’s the Enchanters. Ophelia got restraints. Rune got two twisted Matterists bent on making him suffer, as if they have a personal grudge.
She wanted to die watching them murmur in his ears, the way his pupils grew large and he shook with horror. It wasn’t enchantment. It was torture. 
“Rune!” 
A man steps from the lavish carriage to meet her. He takes up the doorway with broad shoulders, silver leathers, winged shoulder plates, and a belt tucked amply with blades that could pry an eye loose. 
Ophelia recognizes him instantly. And the pin on his breast—a two-headed daw with a crown and gilded wings that form a knife point.
“Careful,” Jory Dagon snaps at the soldiers. “You don’t know who you have in your hands.”
“Yes, Commander.” 
“Give her to me.”
Released and confused, Ophelia stumbles to him. Tilting her head back, she meets his crystalline eyes.
He examines her like a creature he’s never seen before. Her anger wobbles to unease, until he takes her arm and leads her toward the carriage. 
“No. Please,” she pleads. “My friend. Your Enchanters are hurting him.” Rune, whose hands she remembers warm on her back, whose laugh could melt snow in a New York winter. 
“He’s joining us at Gray Castle,” Jory Dagon assures. “It’ll go better for him if you cooperate.”
Still, Ophelia’s feet resist. They’ll never be free again. The king will use Rune to make her obey. The revolution will be over before it starts. And what of Falcon? And Hart, who she hasn’t seen since he healed? Are they captured? 
A primal urge knocks in her. A tap, tap-tap-tap, tap-tap that sounds like, Fight. Call the dust. Do something. 
She can do none of it. 
They have Rune. They have guns. She has unpredictable magic that’s hurt people, that takes every ounce of concentration and courage to wield. 
Jory Dagon hoists her into a dark cabin. She lands against a plush seat, and the door clicks shut, bolting with a tremor. Ophelia is alone with a sweet scent of decay. 
Her eyes scrape the dark for its source. She hears only her breath. And then another, whistle against stone. 
The darkness sits forward. There’s a shape in it. A thin silhouette. Then a curtain is drawn and a silver mask covering almost all of a face half-reflects the red night.
Being looked at by the Gray King feels like peering into a cave and finding a pack of starving wolves staring back. The king’s eye, the one not hidden by his mask, bores through her. The collar of his regal coat cuts sharply at his throat. The woolskin blanket on his lap looks freshly skinned. 
Ophelia feels the urge to cower. But there’s a stronger, more deeply rooted instinct that makes her spine stack and straighten. She stares back. 
The king is more statue than man. And under his arms are leather straps, tightly bound. 
Unfathomable. The Gray King, tied to stay upright. Yet armies obey him. He wields that much control, rules Magus with such fear, that he needs barely breathe to keep his throne.
Is fear so powerful? 
“Hello, Ms. Dannan…I was beginning to think…we’d never meet.” 
She flinches, first at his voice, like chewing rocks, second at the wheezing breaths he sucks between his words. 
“Such a brilliant plan…hiding off-world. You’ve made…quite a fool…of us.”
The carriage jerks forward. The metal clasps bite her wrists, and she stifles a cry as they break through her skin.
The king leans forward at the scent of her blood, as if pulled by the smell of savory meat. “Just a taste,” he mutters to himself. Through holes in his mask where nostrils should be, air draws into the hollows.
Smelling her. 
She buckles at the waist, reeling against a piercing, foreign sensation. A leech pulling at veins, scouring her insides, nibbling at muscle, sucking bone. But wherever its greedy mouth roves, walls seem to harden, keeping it out. 
The pull abates. 
Ophelia slumps against the seat, out of breath. 
The king’s face levels. “What are you doing?” 
She isn’t sure what he means. “You have me bound, Your Majesty. What can I be doing?”
“Where is it?” His voice is stone grinding.
She’s about to deny it once more, when that soft voice speaks in her mind. “Tell him, Ophelia.”
She nearly cries out in odd, desperate relief that she may not be entirely alone. Real or not, the voice has returned. She’d thought it was gone.
“Oh, I assure you I’m real, Ophelia. And you’ll never be rid of me.” She can nearly hear a smile in the words. Then more come, lulling, whispering what Ophelia must do to stop the king from taking her to Cirque. To possibly save their plan. 
The voice was right about the shadow beasts not hurting her. So she listens. 
“I’m sorry to be a disappointment after you searched for so long,” she says to the king. “I just learned I had magic at all.” She considers her next words, realizing what she must do… Give him a name. “The Spellcaster Grimm locked it away in my mind. I believe your army is holding him in Wythe.”
This is the only way to get to the hamlet. And hopefully Falcon was right. That she’ll know what to do when her magic returns. 
The devastation of this news, then fury, dilates the king’s eye. He raises a hand to touch his mask. 
He’s not a patient man, given the way he trembles. He intended on having his cure now. 
“Take me to the headmaster. Free my friend who your Enchanters are torturing, and I’ll go with you willingly.”
His look could scathe. “Your Enchanter will have to pay penance to the crown. You will go regardless.” 
He lifts a hand, as best as he can, and thwaps at the window. The carriage slows, and the thud of boots brings a driver round. A daw perches on his shoulder, glaring glass eyes at Ophelia.
“Wythe,” the king commands. “Send word ahead.”
The convoy shifts. 
She breathes in relief as they change course. “Will you drain me? Is that the idea?” She can’t help asking. There’s ash on the floor, and he keeps licking his mouth. 
His eye glints with unspoken plans. “You think me a monster. You wish to kill me.” 
“Of course not, Your Majesty.” But she can’t hide the revulsion curling her lips.
“You wouldn’t be the first…to try,” he says. “But I’ve done…what no other dared…Ms. Dannan. Under Magie rule…this kingdom was bled of its morals…poisoned of reason. And it was mortals, innocents…who suffered. I deigned to challenge…the very chaos corrupting Magus…and restore balance.”
“Balance for who?” She glares at him. “From where I’m bound, you’ve only thrown the scales the other way.”
“And would you…kill your king?” he rasps. 
She considers it. Wiping out entire armies feels unquestionably wrong. But this mad king who commands them? In this moment, she could take his life and not call it murder.
He coughs. “There are truths, Ms. Dannan…that may change your mind.” The king’s head swivels to the window. “Have you seen the trees?”
She looks to the dustless night, to a forest colored by the harshening sky. Breaching the canopy, from the whistle-quiet of the cabin, sounds pulse in her ear. 
Far away, she could swear she hears a screech. Closer, gloomy moans. And as the carriage slows to take a narrower path, she understands. Something is smothering these trees, too, same as what plagued the trees at Gray Castle, same as what’s killing the king, same as the shadow beasts whose bites made stone of soldiers in Notting Wood.
Her blood thickens. 
Hart once said that the trees are tied to magic, fed by it to provide food, water, and light. The same magic Ophelia can call. Magic she used to heal herself and vanquish a shadow. Magic that is…dying.
Somehow, when the Dark Shadow Dagger cursed Osiris Lestat, it also cursed Magus. As the king becomes stone, so do the trees that bear everything Magus needs.
Which means she cannot just kill him. 
“Well?” the king asks.
“I see,” Ophelia answers flatly. “If you die with the curse, Magus dies, too.”
But how did it happen? How is the king bonded to the trees?
The king’s eyeball twitches like a smile. As if reading her mind, he muses, “Someone once attempted…a siege against me…years ago,” the king says darkly. “How fortunate…I had the foresight…when the seer predicted this curse…to bind my very life…to the trees.” 
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Falcon’s cheek flattens against damp sod.  
His hands are chilled clean through, and his lungs are on fire after a long sprint. He heaves himself out of the tunnel into the Casters Woods thinking of his last month in the north, in Jagst near the icelands. When he was seven and sharing a wool blanket and barn stall with his mom and sister, biting his knuckles to bring life into his fingers, staring through slats at Sycas frozen over. Trees like glass.
“I don’t like the feel of that wind.” He shivers through his coat. 
Hart’s jaw flexes when he drags his frame to stand, feeling it, too.
The good news—they made it. 
A few minutes’ walk and they meet the steep hill that watches over Wythe, an ancient hamlet of moss-covered stone and the oldest trees in Magus. They’ve come out of the tunnels just overlooking Grimm’s place.
Hart’s head sweeps left to right. “So where are they?”
That’s the question. 
The homes are dark. Falcon can’t make out a single silhouette. Just a sheen of windows in the moons’ light and old staircases that wind up the tree homes. Falcon happens to know Spellcasters hide passages at the top of those stairs. Passages to everywhere, if they’re still open and if one’s brave enough to leap. Falcon came through one the last time he left the Belly, to catch a connecting passage off world.
But where are the mazes of stone bridges, the stepways, gardens, the temple, and whatnot? In their place is now just a clearing. 
A flicker catches Falcon’s eye. Then it’s like the air cuts open, and a wagon rolls out. “Is that…?”
“Special Army.” Hart squats forward, peering at the uniforms.
And behind the curtain—a veil—they see exactly what’s hiding. Canvas tents. Lanterns. Wagons. Soldiers for days—maybe the whole Special Army. The hamlet’s missing architecture.
“They’ve got burn barrels. Food carts. A whole setup just waiting. If they’re baiting us, why not keep Grimm in his house and stash soldiers nearby?” 
Hart’s teeth rake his lip. “I doubt they’re hiding under a veil from us.”
Shadows. Falcon’s marks itch at the thought. It’s been days since he felt anything. Since after the Glow Woods. 
Down the hill to the south, horses tugging a carriage shoot from the tree cover, wheels spinning out like there’s been a chase. Another coach comes. And more.
A different kind of chill runs through Falcon. There’s no mistaking the royal convoy. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Hurry up,” Hart snaps, watching the hamlet for movement.  
Falcon Thames unbuttons his shirt. “Let’s run through it again.”
“We’ve been through it enough,” Hart says. “I shift you. We get in. I do the talking.”
Falcon eyes Hart, fully clothed. “Sure about this? What if they know you helped her?” 
He’s sure. And he knows his limits. He doesn’t have the stamina to shift Falcon and himself.
“If there’s trouble, you leave me.” Hart reaches into his coat for the crisp paper, folded into a square and sealed shut with wax, that he’s been carrying since the Pyre. “Before you shift, stow this.” He holds it out to Falcon. “And give it to her. After.” 
Falcon doesn’t take it. “This isn’t a suicide mission. How do you think she’ll feel when she remembers?”
“Relieved. That there’s only two of you tripping over yourselves to be with her.” 
Falcon scoffs. “Not what I meant.”
“But true.”
Falcon shoves a hand through his hair. “Aurum—”
“I don’t want to be around when she remembers again.”
Falcon’s whole body stiffens. “You didn’t just say again.”
Hart eyes close, then open. Angling toward the clearing, he sees carriages lining up. No one on foot yet. No Ophelia.
“Aurum!” Falcon barks.
“It’s nothing.”
“Nothing?” He stalks around Hart with eyes that could skin him alive. “She awakened? She goddamn awakened, and you hid it?” 
“She did, and I did.”
With no Rune here to step between them, Falcon combusts. The smugger’s fist slams his jaw with a force that makes Hart’s ears ring. And whether he wants it to or not, the soldier in Hart stirs, returning the favor with a pound to Falcon’s gut, a swipe to his legs. 
Falcon grunts as he hits the ground.
Hart’s over him, practically spitting in his face. “You’ve wanted an excuse to lay me out since New York.”
“Because you’re irrational and can’t see what needs to happen!” Falcon grabs a fistful of Hart’s coat and pulls hard, yanking Hart down next to him. In a minute, the smugger has rolled him over and has a knee on his chest, pinning Hart down. “She woke up ready to fight, and you put her under again? Goddamn your fear. We could’ve freed Magus by now!”
“She wasn’t ready.” Hart’s voice is so flat, Falcon loosens his hold. They stare at each other, their tempers cooling faster than they would’ve two weeks ago, and Hart realizes it’s because their fight was never really with each other. 
Falcon lets go of his collar, pushing back to sit, and Hart’s head falls to the sod. He stares at the canopy that rustles moon red. 
“It was my last rotation, a year ago. Ophelia and I were living with two casters near a school in Brooklyn. As adopted siblings.”
It was a story Hart tested to keep her close, but not too close.
“It was wrong from the start. Too many similarities to the Constelli. But we had limited options at the time. She fixated sometimes, watching students outside come and go.”
Hart sighs, pushing up to sit, keeping watch on the hamlet below.
“I was painting on a rainy afternoon. She’d felt off and was sitting in the window reading. Then, she fainted. Caught my blasted mug of water and crashed it to the floor. We both managed cut fingers.”
Fingers he can’t move now.
“I didn’t see she was bleeding, too, until our hands touched. It was like peroxide on a wound, the way the blood tingled. And that was it. She looked strange, so far away, eyes stuck open. Then the questions started. I wasn’t her brother—why was I lying? And where were you and Rune? And what had she done?”
“It only got worse from there.” Hart drags a hand over his cropped hair. “I was calling for the casters to summon Grimm, and she was screaming, I want it all gone. I want it…”
Hart can still feel her pain, and his own. A lifetime of it between them.
“Things started to disappear as she said those words. They just…evaporated. Table, clock, pillows. I knew how much worse it could get. When we finally reached Grimm… If you’d seen her… She wanted it gone, so Grimm did it.”
Hart looks desperately at Falcon. “She wasn’t ready.”
This is why he thought Inri was the answer. Living alone, pretending his magic away, keeping a distance from Ophelia. He provoked her, didn’t he? Just by being near her too long? There were certain memories he was tied up in that would always find a way to surface with him close. Memories with dangerous consequences. 
That’s what he told himself, anyway, as the years ticked on. If that was all he could do—make himself a person she wouldn’t want to be near—then he’d do it. And when she awoke that day, one year ago, it felt like confirmation. She would be safer from herself, safer from discovery, if Hart stayed away.
He feels the wrongness of that now. The wrongness of abandoning her. He should have told her the truth in New York, trusting she’s no longer the fearful girl she was. He should have found a way to help her use the magic instead of simply fearing it. Now there’s fighting to do. And they’ll need it. 
Falcon is quiet, absorbing the story, when the dark seems to jump around them. 
They’re each on their feet, poised, waiting as still as the trees for something to form in the natural shadows. 
Nothing leaps or even moves, except the carriages below. 
Hart uncoils his stance, takes a deep breath, and makes himself look directly at Falcon. “If things go wrong, get her out. Forget plans, Grimm, and the revolution. Don’t wait for anyone. Take her somewhere safe where she can train.”
It’s a test as much as a plea. Would Falcon Thames forgo his chance at the monarchy? What would he sacrifice for what Hart suspects could be love?
Because Hart would sacrifice everything, he realizes. If he hadn’t already.
Just as he thinks there’s no way, Falcon nods and takes the paper from Hart. When it disappears in his tattoos, gratitude and jealousy split Hart in two equal halves.
A minute later, he lays a hand on Falcon’s shoulder. The lines on Hart’s neck flare, lighting the air. Falcon’s veins catch it, and every inch of his skin shines beneath its surface as golden light heaves against his borders and breaks through, spreading like liquid, enveloping him whole.
Falcon groans as his bones snap. Muscles and skin split and stretch. His body is remolded—reformed—in a frenzy. When it’s over, the light fades, and there stands the ghost of a man.
“You’ll answer to Privfir John Winter.” Hart pants from the effort of holding the shift, but he makes himself look at the dead soldier’s face. The upturned lips, the optimistic brows. 
The army may not know yet that John is gone. And somehow this feels right. 
A chance for Winter to get what he wanted—a mission that doesn’t risk one’s soul but may just save it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The king likes a spectacle. And so, Ophelia is paraded like a prize steed through the army camp.  
A ruckus of carts, conversation, weapons clattering on belts, and boots clicking quickly give way as she passes to long and quiet stares. Hands still bound at her back, Ophelia is towed behind the Gray King and Jory Dagon, along a stone path with torches set on either side.
Their little procession is guided by two Special Army soldiers with coats stitched in blue, who lead them past a garden of buds with a small lumen sapling that reminds Ophelia of Trix. Was it only a few days ago she disappeared? 
At a squattish tent marked OFFICIALS, someone lifts a quartz-gray flap. A soldier tells Jory Dagon, “Wait inside.”
Ophelia’s gaze flies over U-shaped tables laden with papers, mechanical devices, and an array of food. While the king is seen to with drink, she listens to voices outside, longing to hear Rune’s. Even those of the evil two. Any sign he’s alive and close. 
A burst of air splits the tent flaps apart. It reaches the ends of her hair and dies there. Her view is blocked by armor, but she sees tall black boots and a gray cloak, the points of blades pinging at the man’s waist. 
“Majesty.” A dramatic bow. She catches a head of coiffed brown hair dip and rise. “Only three days since I sent a daw. And here you are with her.” His voice sounds like a secret, pleasant but unreadable.
“Captain Rivmere,” Jory says, his words puckering.
Ophelia starts at the name of Hart’s knight captain and tries to see past soldiers between them. 
What did he say? 
He sent a daw? Rivmere alerted the Royal Army that she and her keepers were in Dwymore? He turned them over? Her mind trips. If he were a true ally, he never would’ve given them up! She searches her memory for faces from town, anyone who might have looked like him, or a coach out of place that could’ve been spying.
“I trust the veil will keep holding,” Jory comments.
“We do have a plethora of Spellcasters at our disposal, thanks to our good king. The veil will hold as surely as their loyalty.” Rivmere’s tone has a patronizing air, a notion of rivalry and little respect. “Good fortune, too,” he lords on. “Considering recent incidents with shadows in the woods.”
The beasts.
The king’s wheezing breath attempts a response. 
Jory saves him the trouble. “We know precisely what plague has been set upon us, Captain. It’s why we’re here. Now where’s the headmaster?”
“Under spelled lock. I thought it best, given his role in eluding you.” Is that a smirk she hears?
This time, the withering king speaks for himself. “I want him brought…before this entire camp…in chains…to unlock her mind… And once he’s served his purpose…he’ll bleed for treason.”
Bleed for treason.  
Ophelia nearly shouts no! But Jory turns. “Your Grace. Perhaps we ought to do this privately, carefully. The girl’s had no command of her power—”
“I won’t have my cure…in a measly tent,” the king snaps. “Both armies will watch!”
Ophelia’s nails bite into the fleshy part of her palm where her hands are clasped. She may be looking for trouble, but that angry little instinct pushes her to her toes, and she opens her mouth. “Why do you need people to see me?”
A meaty hand jerks her to her heels. 
“Let her come,” the king gravels.
Chainmail, leather, and weapons shift as soldiers begrudgingly move aside. She feels their hatred, for Royal Army soldiers are mortal, and she, being magic-born, is something to muzzle. But Ophelia refuses to wither under their daggered frowns.
She faces the king. Her own reflection raises its chin in his glossy mask. 
“The armies will watch,” the king says, pulling breaths, “so they understand the full power…this monarchy wields. What will happen…to anyone who challenges it again.” His eye blazes. “I will have no more traitors. And you…will help me quash the uprisings…by showing them all that the crown and Magies…are aligned. That your power…serves only this throne!”
Her skin gives to goosebumps, the way the king measures her. 
There’s more there, more he isn’t saying. 
“You want to use me to make Magus more obedient,” she infers. And the king only blinks. She shakes her head. “No. That’s not going to happen. I won’t let you. Even if I have to die!”
A violent, smothering fit racks the king’s body. As attention pitches to him, she worries she’s done something or thought something she shouldn’t. Something that hurt him.
“If you die with the curse, Magus dies, too.”
Concern alights on faces all around her when the king doesn’t stop coughing. As he’s wheeled from the tent, Captain Rivmere calls after Jory, “Get His Majesty stable, and he will have his ceremony. I’ll see she’s under guard until then.” 
The royal guards file out behind them until all that remain are Rivmere and four soldiers with coats stitched in red swirls. 
Rivmere’s lip curls on one side, and he exudes arrogance as he strides toward her. “Well, you’ve bought yourself some time.” 
She glowers. “Some ally,” she whisper-yells. “How could you give us away? They all trusted you!”
Rivmere smiles tightly, then redirects his attention to the pair of royal guards who’ve positioned near the tent’s entrance. “You may go with your commander. You’re not needed here.”
The guards look at one another. A burly man with arms that don’t quite settle puffs his chest. “Our commander said—” 
“This is the Special Army, ruksen.” 
Ophelia perks at the odd term. It sounds derogatory and has the intonation of words she overheard Falcon speak once in New York. 
When the guards don’t move, Rivmere whips his hand at them, and a fierce wind sweeps the men from the tent with a clatter of armor.
What is he doing?
Rivmere calls his own soldiers and they lead her out, past the royal guards scrambling up and away. The knight captain sets a brisk pace through a camp that teems with noise, past tents for dining, sleeping, training, and administration. 
She looks wildly for signs of Rune or Grimm, noticing how Rivmere nods only at the soldiers who are stationed outside tents, here and there. Little looks that read like messages. 
“Where are we going?” she asks. 
He ignores her and minutes later, the tents end. They’ve reached a knoll covered in red night. Gaslights torch around the edge of the veil where soldiers are busy assembling a platform. For a spectacle. Seeing it, Ophelia gets the feeling, somehow, that Rivmere guessed the king would demand a public curing.
Beyond the knoll stands a tall stone building with a towering eave, three colored jewels at its apex. A temple. 
There are more knowing looks between Rivmere and soldiers, but he hurries along. As they pass the temple, through its wide arched doors Ophelia glimpses a room filled with men, women, and children under guard. They all wear long coats or robes threaded with a ruby red. 
“What are you doing with them?” she shouts at Rivmere. 
He’s a few paces ahead, still ignoring her. With every step, her anger boils.
“Can you tell me nothing?” she roars at him. “You’re just another good dog obeying its master?” 
Rivmere stops. 
The way his hands curl and open, she braces for his air. But he only wags his head at one of his soldiers, a young woman no older than Ophelia with a tumble of silken-black hair. “Pashen ma,” he orders.
When black coils smoke from her wrists, Ophelia catches the meaning. Grab her.
She imagines the shadows that came for Falcon in the carriageway, tipping him upside down. It’s a struggle against panic as shadows cuff her arms, colder than she expects, and press through her long sleeves. 
Writhing does nothing. They drag her easily across a bridge over stepping stones to a black tent, just at the edge of the veil. Beyond the opalescent globule, thin as soap suds, Ophelia sees homes set inside massive trees with wrapping staircases. 
She closes her eyes and asks the dust, “Are you there? What do I do?” But the voice that answers is not made of particles. 
“I’m here, Ophelia. Focus on your magic.” 
She stills in the shadows’ hold, lulled at the words. 
Yes. She needs her magic. And the instincts she prays will come with it. Namely, how to cure the king, get out of this camp, and stop him from taking her and Rune to Gray Castle, where he’ll do who knows what to them. 
But she needs Grimm for all that.
The shadows deposit her in front of a black tent. 
Spread at the front and sides of it, eight Special Army soldiers greet Rivmere with sharp salutes at their throats. 
“Shift change,” he commands, calling just four names. 
As a huddle of soldiers trade places, Ophelia notices that those who go don uniforms like Hart’s, with colored threading in places. On the shoulders of those who stay is also some dark, stitched patch. 
As they fan out, Rivmere strides to her. Without warning, he leans in, wrapping arms around her. She has a mind to bring her knee up between his legs. But with a click, her heavy shackles fall into Rivmere’s hands. 
Over his shoulder, he snaps a command to his soldiers. The tent parts. Rivmere glances to the sky through the veil and once more to her. “I expect you’ll have an hour. Use it wisely.”
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Ophelia turns in a circle inside the black tent.  
She wasn’t prepared for pillows and warming lanterns that dance over cushioned seats and woolen rugs. Her borrowed dress fans its patterned green fabric with her, beneath her coat. Rune’s coat.
Black silks divide the tent in two. On the side she entered, tables are piled with books, but no Magies are making use of them. She wanders in, past a desk where maps curl. The maps aren’t a twin of New York, like the one Falcon made at Trix’s. The city names don’t match either. They’re more words in an ancient tongue.
At a noise, Ophelia goes still. She waits, and it comes again. The clearing of a throat. Carefully, she peeks around the silken partition. 
Torn between disbelief and utter solace, her shoulders slacken. 
Rivmere has brought her to Grimm.
She expected to find the great Spellcaster bound, beaten within an inch of his life for aiding her, hiding her, and plotting revolution. 
Instead, he stands in a gilded cage of glowing bars filled with chairs, wool blankets, and…books. A few are bent open, as if he’s been reading. He likes to read. She suddenly knows that. They’ve talked about books. He’s given her some. He… He looks garbed for a grand event. 
Grimm’s clean gray hair is combed neatly in waves down his chin and shoulders. His cheeks carry a blush of health. His robe is spun with fine red threadwork, and he holds—but does not lean on—a cane that’s fat at the top and narrows as the wood spirals to the floor. 
She has a sudden urge to cry, rush forward, and bend a knee. Her eyes water; his presence exudes so much power. Grimm is not a Descendant of the gods. God magic doesn’t fill his veins. But he’s the oldest living Spellcaster. And so much more, to her. 
It feels like coming home. To a family. She’s found him! Thanks to the unreadable Rivmere. 
Hope beats with her every step. “Grimm.” 
“Ophelia.” His eyes smile at her, taking a long look. Then his mouth tightens in a hard line. “So, he got you here.”
Her feet slow. “You mean Rivmere? He sent the king to capture me.” She frowns. “Then he brought me to you.”
“Allies.” Grimm’s reply is a scornful sound. He waves her forward. “Come, quickly. If you’re here, I suspect a great war is nearly upon us.”
Grimm thrusts a hand to the side, and an armchair with a carved crest slides across the dais to meet it. He sits, an angular hand rounding on the knob of his cane. His crystal eyes are urgent. “Sit, sit, my dear.” He motions to a chair on her side. It doesn’t move. “There’s much to discuss in little time. Are you ready?”
Ophelia takes a seat. This is it. What she’s been waiting for. “Yes.”
“I assume your keepers aren’t with you.” He assesses her. “And the locket?”
She shakes her head. “A Shadowcaster from the Underbelly took it, in Galdur, before we could get to the Constelli.” 
“Then he has it.” Grimm looks to the ceiling, gripping the cane. 
“Who has it?”
But Grimm continues to ramble. “…Without the locket, I can’t unspell it.” 
“You can’t unspell it?” Her stomach bottoms, and through a spring of hot tears, she unfolds. “We’ve been chased across New York and Magus by shadows, I somehow destroyed a shadow beast with dust, the king is cursed and if I don’t cure him, we’ll all die.” She presses her hands to her head then drops them angrily. “They have Rune, and I have no idea of Falcon and Hart. We’ve risked everything to get here so you can help me free my magic.” 
“I can’t unspell it, my dear.” Grimm lifts his hooded eyes at her. “But you. You can free it. When you’re ready to face your fears.”
Frustration launches her to her feet. “Is this a puzzle? A test? Because I don’t think we have time for…for…” She stops. The glowing bars seem to blur as her mind searches, recalling Willow’s account of being in her head. 
The thing guarding a charred door.
“Wait.” Her eyes flash at Grimm. “You’re saying it’s me? I’m guarding my own mind?”
Grimm bows his head slowly. 
“Using my fear to…” she whispers. “That was part of your big plan?”
“Fear can be as powerful as any spell, Ophelia.” Grimm raises his face to meet hers. “But I cannot take credit for the plan.”
Ophelia goes statue still, the way one does at hearing a creak in an empty house. Ask. Don’t ask. Ask. Don’t ask. Her heart beats a frenzy of contradictions, like it did after Hart told her she’d awakened a year ago. 
“What do you mean, you can’t take credit?”
Grimm’s small smile rouses the ghosts of her past. “The plan was yours, my dear, from the start.”
It’s quiet.
One.
Two.
Three long seconds.
Ophelia must have heard him wrong. 
Finally, he waves a hand. “Sit. Soldiers are gathering. We haven’t much time.”
She does. Because being smacked with another shovel of truth apparently is what it takes to make her obedient. 
Grimm treads the platform in his cage, clicking his cane. “You were failing the Matterist tract by fourteen. I suspected why and took you to the Spellers Forest to test your magic. It became very clear what you could do.” He lifts a thick white brow. “You can manipulate maether. The very breath of magic. Anything made of it, with it, fed by it—Magies, trees, water, flame, light. You feel its essence as if it’s part of you.”
Ophelia’s hand presses to her chest. The feeling of life. The feeling in Trix’s living room with all the plants. And sometimes when her keepers touch her. When they’re all close together.
She was feeling…maether?
The dust that eviscerated the shadow beast, the trees in the Glow Woods that fell, traveling on the particles—she was manipulating the breath of magic. Because she’s more than a usual Matterist.
“That’s why I can hear it,” she says, thinking of the whispers and the suffering trees. 
“I sought ways to tamp it down, but you came to the Constelli with a defiant streak. Where others fell in line there, you found it much more difficult. And your magic was too strong to stay quiet. After two years of research as to why, you came to me with a quest.” He looks directly at her. “To find and destroy the primordial relics of our people.”
Her heart catches. Perhaps even stops a moment. The relics. 
“Relics our gods never intended be used to enslave and divide Magus, but to protect it,” Grimm says. “You’d turned texts over and over and felt it was the answer. And after the atrocities I’ve witnessed in my centuries, after seeing what you could do, I agreed.”
Ophelia’s palm finds her forehead. She can’t breathe. She looks about the tent, as if there’s a window to be opened. 
Grimm moves nearer. “We saw another side to your power, though, and it changed things. The armies were about to know of you. The king. And then the relics would’ve been impossible. Your proposal was that I make you disappear. Make the king believe you’d vanished, and in the meantime find an ally who could stir the start of a revolution here, who could infiltrate the king’s defenses and retrieve the relics. We knew it would take years. The relics can’t be destroyed unless they’re all together. But when Magus was ready, when we had a way to the relics, we would bring you back to see the plan through.”
The plan. Her plan. To destroy the relics. 
The truth claws through Ophelia.
She’d spent so much time blaming her keepers. She swore to let the Spellcaster have it for keeping her in the dark. She burned at Hart in that tailor’s shop in Galdur for deigning to lie to her. And all this time, they were protecting her plan. 
She was swindled by herself.
And now she’s separated from her keepers in an army camp where people are being imprisoned, the king is planning to make his cure a public spectacle, and everyone will watch her symbolic surrender to the monarchy.
Her teeth stab her lip. “We don’t have a single relic. There are no particles in Wythe for me to call. And you’re locked in a cage. What now?” 
“Now you save the world anyway.”
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Hart ticks his jaw beside the now-John Winter. They don’t need this, given they have two knocked-out soldiers stuffed in burlap sacks in the back of the wagon they’ve stolen.
It took an hour after shifting to cross the wood, ambush soldiers returning to camp, and take a uniform for Falcon. And now, inspections. 
Hart shakes his arm, the stiffening one. It’s making it harder to keep a grip on Falcon’s shift. But he must. He must also keep his face devoid of panic as the line lurches.
When they reach the entrance, an unarmed soldier shows his surprise. 
“Privfir Aurum? We lost track of you at the Pyre.”
“Priv Timmons.” Hart nods. 
“And…Winter, is that you?” Timmons looks like he’s seen a ghost. “Serge shared record of deceased at the brief this morning. I’d swear your name was on it.”
“The records were mistaken.” The lie comes easy. “We’ve been on special assignment. An urgent delivery for the knight captain.” 
A soft thud sounds behind them from the sacks. Falcon as John coughs.
Timmons peers around them. “Captain didn’t mention a delivery.” Timmons’s teeth grind back and forth. “Suppose he’s been busy, receiving the king and his”—he cups his mouth—“fugitive.” 
Hart’s chest hammers. Time ticks faster. “This delivery’s above your station. Will you make us late?”
Timmons blushes. He’s a pleaser. Hart guesses he’s only at the gate because he’s a loyal face for the crown. 
Like most at the Pyre, he knows Hart does Rivmere’s bidding. 
He waves their wagon in. “Officials’ tent is halfway back.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The camp is swarming with soldiers in dark-blue coats.  
Looking for Ophelia is a whole lot harder than nabbing marks in the Belly. 
It’s been over an hour scouring the camp, and Falcon’s bones are swimming. He can tell by Hart’s unsteady gait and his loud breath that time’s running short. 
“Serge,” Hart warns as they march. 
A group of officials stride toward a row of tents that he and Hart just passed. There, they’d overheard that Ophelia is not with the king, but under Special Army guard. 
“Move south,” Hart mutters. 
It’s the last direction to search. And like a dinner bell’s rung, Special Army are pouring from tents, heading the same way. 
Falcon and Hart keep their heads straight, stomping with purpose, until they round the last row of tents. The Spellcaster temple looms and soldiers gather across a great yard in front of a wide dais. 
The moons gloom through the veil, their faint light catching on shiny metal. Falcon curses at the glimmer of migth. He’d recognize it anywhere, and how the objects fabricated with it shine. 
Only the wealthy ever pay the steep price to have migth mined from the icelands north of Kúzlo, and it generally powers their carriages. 
But to power weapons? It would really make bullets fly.
“How’d the army get moon metal?” he asks under his breath. 
“I don’t know,” Hart worries back. “We aren’t issued guns.”
Sweat trickles down Falcon’s back, and then he spots the one tent they haven’t searched. Tall and black, it sits guarded across a stone bridge. 
Hart motions Falcon with him. 
They skirt a formation, but not a second after, Hart breaks his military cool, grabs a fistful of Falcon’s coat, and yanks him sideways toward the temple.
“What the hell?” Falcon hisses. 
On the dais, an official has arrived. His back is to them, for now, as he calls the shots in the throng. 
Falcon hustles after Hart. Two steps later, his bones crack.
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Saving the world starts with cracked glass. 
Without keepers, spells, particles, or her locket, Ophelia will break down the door in her unwelcoming house with a fractured cartographer’s glass. In theory. 
But the glass shakes in her hand, where she sits near Grimm’s cage. 
“I’m no one special.”
“But you are. And it may get everyone killed.”
The certainty in Hart’s words last week still haunts her. 
“Visualize.” Grimm stamps his cane. “If your mind has put your memories in a house, see it. Picture yourself there.”
In her hand, she tilts a gilded handle. The glass surface catches first the lanterns and then her very large, dark eyes. Impossibly, she’s still the young woman by the looking water. The one who resembles her mother.
A mother who left her. (In the glass, Ophelia’s dark brows knit.) 
A mother running from something—perhaps a king. (Her freckled cheeks twitch.) 
A king she cannot just kill. (Her nostrils flare.) 
A king who will own her. (Her lips pinch.) 
And this is all her plan. (She burns.)
Her fear implodes like the shadow beast in her burst of light, and when it goes, something calls to her from within. 
In the cartographer’s glass, she stares at herself as the golden threads in her eyes thicken and multiply. Mesmerized, she imagines crawling inside the light into her own mind. 
And there is the white house. 
Decrepit, half-charred, warning of horrors. She recognizes the manifestation instantly and doesn’t knock. She thinks the door open. And stepping inside, she knows this is where she grew up, where she met Hart, where the Special Army ripped her out of her bed while Aunt and Uncle were in the fields doing early chores and put her in a wagon.
She storms through the first floor. 
Doors swing open as she passes them, and they shine a warm light in her wake. These are the happy memories, but they’ll have to wait. 
As she moves through the house, the doors get harder to open. The ones that bear pain. Sensing she must not leave any closed if she’s going to do this, she stops at a particularly stubborn one where a kaleidoscope of red, blue, and yellow light filters from its cracks. The sound of a cry rings. 
She faces the door, giving it all her focus. It shakes, groans, and then it flies open. The memory is in the hall—in her mind—in an instant.
A teaching rod knocks her to a marble floor, in front of a line of students. 
“You’re a pathetic excuse for a Matterist, girl,” seethes a woman in robes threaded with vines.
Ophelia lifts her head, and the other students bow theirs in silent obedience. Except for one. She finds solace and encouragement in the boy’s green eyes. “Get up,” they seem to say. “Get up, so it’s not worse.” The sage walks down the row, pausing at Rune Ethera, then looks back at Ophelia. The classroom is still, until the sage’s rod strikes the back of Rune’s head and sends him to a knee.
Ophelia stands. “Stop it.”
The sage’s attention darts to her. It takes a mere gesture for the woman to send a shock of wind in Ophelia’s direction, causing Ophelia to stagger straight into the hard corner of a lectern. Her back cries out. 
“Ungrateful heathen.”
Ophelia seethes. Dragging her fingernails across the wood, she slowly rights herself. She’s about to lunge when the sage raises her arms again. 
“Enough.” A voice booms in the doorway. 
The sage quickly drops her arms, bowing as Headmaster Grimm Hermes enters, his elaborate robe swishing. Ophelia lowers her head, listening to the stamp of boots and cane.
A hand touches her shoulder. When she looks up, she sees…kindness. 
He looks her over, down to her tight fists, and gives the sage a sharp look. “Ms. Dannan will be taking her lessons elsewhere.”
Ophelia is breathless against the wall in this hall where the memory has filled her. She absorbs it. The acceptance in Grimm’s eyes. The belief he had in her, even then. He’d taken her personally under his wing after that.
She turns in the hall of her house, feeling a bit stronger. The rest of the doors crack open more easily, but they wait for her patiently as she passes, focused now on the fourth set of stairs. 
Where something scurries to its feet.
She can hear the screams Willow spoke of. Her blood, her bones, everything sings. She’s ready to fight. But as she steps a boot on the landing and catches sight of the dark-haired girl guarding the door, her fists release. 
This Ophelia Dannan is gaunt, with black circles beneath her eyes. She is a girl as wild as the dust itself. 
Ophelia takes another step. The girl protecting the door throws a hand out, and a force catches in Ophelia’s way. It seems to cost the girl something to do it. 
Ophelia looks at this part of herself who’s truly been hiding in fear. “It’s okay.” She presses her hand against the invisible wall. “You can stop protecting me.”
The girl’s forehead wrinkles in doubt. But she steps forward, slowly, raising her palm to meet Ophelia’s. The invisible wall vanishes, and she braces against the mirror of her hand. 
“It’s okay,” Ophelia says again.
The girl is like paper set to fire, flaking to ash, disappearing. And Ophelia stumbles straight through the last door.
Into a classroom. 
Nis Asentin—They Ascend—is writ on the marble floor, in the middle of a circle twelve Constelli students in longcoats make. 
The grand lecture hall’s arcing windows are silhouetted with small bodies. A tiny girl of six, who often nestles in Ophelia’s lap to read, curls a lock of golden hair. Sages and apprentices are lined up on a wooden platform in academic robes. And two rows of Special Army stand behind the circle, in case anything goes awry. 
This is Asenti. The day Magie students demonstrate their full power and are told how their magic will best serve the monarchy.
The prüstrot, a testmaster from Gray Castle with long bony limbs, lopes across the marble to the center of the circle. He claps once, and the flames in the lanterns dim all around the hall. 
The headmaster comes next. Grimm Hermes brings the silver case, laying it open on a tall lectern to show the three carved metal pricking needles inside. They’re long, sharp, and bear the essence of each guild. An essence that will stir the full breadth of each student’s magic.
He hands one to the prüstrot. 
The pricking starts. 
Needles pierce skin. Wrists of Witchists. Necks of Morphists. Helix on the ear of Matterists. The circle fills with magic, student by student. Shadows or flames or glamoured objects. Air dances. An iron chandelier morphs brass. 
The needle pricks Hart second to last. Golden light licks through his veins, marking his neck with vining lines, and he explodes into a white wolf. Beautiful. It holds moments—it’ll take time to control—then sages come with a robe to cover him, steering him toward ascended students. 
Ophelia is last. 
Grimm nods at her. And only she understands the twinkle in his eye, the subtle way he waves fingers over the needle before taking it out, that he’s turned it to brak—a benign serum like salt water. Because if an ordinary needle were to prick her, the crown would know who she truly is. 
She’d belong to the king or be killed by him. She’d never fulfill her true purpose—freeing them, every student and all of Magus, finding and destroying the relics and removing that threat of power under the king’s control and, in doing so, maybe discovering what happened to her mother.
Her hands shake at the thought, at the pressure of this moment, at the eyes of the crown watching. She’s supposed to manipulate the lantern flames in the room to mimic a Bender’s magic.
When the prüstrot calls her forward, she hesitates. 
It’s only a moment. But the man inspects her with interest, waving Grimm’s needle away. 
Asenti is orderly. No one hesitates. Suspicion moves the prüstrot‘s hand to his coat, extracting a small case. He’s brought his own special needle. 
Before she blinks, he thrusts Ophelia’s head sideways. 
Then someone leaps across the floor at the prüstrot. Hart, knowing enough about what Ophelia is to know this pricking will end badly. But it’s too late. Just before he takes the prüstrot to the floor, the needle bites the top of her ear where it will leave a white scar, and Ophelia sparks inside like flame to oil.
Special Army swarm Hart. Shadows coil like serpents around his arms, his neck. 
The prüstrot ambles angrily to his feet, his narrow face beet red, while the room holds its breath.
“The penalty for assaulting an official of the crown is death!” the prüstrot shouts. “Take him!” 
Ophelia is certain they will kill him. 
And Grimm can only call for mercy, without giving them away.
Ophelia feels herself ignite, like cells splitting and dividing, until her skin burns white hot.
All she thinks is, “Save my friend!” But her magic is raw, and fueled by eight years of living with the guilt of getting her and Hart caught as children, watching families torn apart, children maimed for disappointing sages.
Words and will are layered things. 
Beneath the pleading, ambiguous thought, her magic can feel unspoken desires. Stop the army. Destroy the Constelli. Make the sages pay. 
Time seems to slow. Energy from every Magie, the forest, and the particles themselves that hover outside sings to her, sweeps inside her, and out of her floods a brilliant energy to shatter the sun. 
Hart is dropped. Grimm staggers back. 
The popping starts in the lecture hall. 
The prüstrot, soldiers, and sages all freeze, as light writhes across the floor and up through their feet. Their bodies burst at once, inward. 
Robes and uniforms fall to puddle the floor over their ashy remains. 
And the light isn’t finished. It flows from Ophelia like lumen now, climbing the woodwork and the windows, scorching, melting, incinerating, setting the Constelli ablaze. 
It’s horror. Ophelia’s ears ring with children screaming, caught in an unintended inferno. 
“Stop! Make it stop!” 
The burning dies within her. But what she started around her, she cannot stop. Beams fall. Windows melt. Whole walls wither. The screaming rings and rings.
Time rushes forward. 
Hart and Grimm and Rune are lifting Ophelia from charred wood to face the consequences. The wreckage, pluming smoke, razed building, charred forms. The shadow side of untamed power and blind love for a boy who’s all she has is the destruction of everything—and nearly everyone—else. 
There are no longer golden curls, twirled around a finger in her lap. 
The only three left of anyone at Asenti are those who her heart spared.

      [image: image-placeholder]The scent of burned flesh follows Ophelia. The glass in her hand has smashed, the glowing bars on Grimm’s gilded cage…burst. In broken shards, a girl shattered. The innocent one who  didn’t know, the one too weak to face her sins. Ophelia will never be her again. She will never not know. 
“All those lives,” she says bitterly. “How could—how could you still want to help me after what I did?” A sob sticks in her throat. And she looks to Grimm, feeling like a child. A small girl who wants her father to gather her up and tell her everything will be all right. That she’s forgiven.
Grimm picks his way to her, and with no hesitation, no judgment at all, draws her to his thick robes. She melts into them, the tears pouring, as he says, “No death will be in vain.” 
Death.
She pulls away, feeling the ferocity of her magic. That sixth sense of life—of maether—flicking in the flames, wavering in the air, whooshing in Grimm’s own blood, and in the soldiers outside. 
She bats it down.
She’s a murderer. The dead will haunt her halls forever, her own personal shadows. Rune’s words echo in that hall, too, from a washroom on a farm in New York after another fire. “Sometimes freedom comes at a price…and we don’t know until after.”
Freedom. 
Her memories and her magic are free. Now, with a single thought, she could destroy, snuff, bend, break, escape. Command the camp to nothing. Nothing. Because of what’s inside her. Because, she remembers now, she’s born of her mother and her mother’s mother.
Because she is…
“I remember what I am, Grimm.”
But she can’t say it aloud. 
The very idea of this mythical magic is terrifying. Untamed, it’s sheer madness. In the right hands, unstoppable. 

      [image: image-placeholder]In a temple room, Hart heaves into a dry fountain, scaring dust from a nearby lectern, where it’s been hiding. 
He couldn’t hold the shift. 
Wiping his mouth, he scans the room they’re in. A nave once. Dark with high stone ceilings carved in homage to the god Erebus. It smells of woodsy moss and centuries-old magic, and is laced with black tourmaline and smoky quartz. 
Falcon draws ragged breaths, recovering, his uniform split at the shoulders, hair wildly out of place. He’s muttering about his neck. But there are greater concerns. The Special Army guarding Ophelia. Soldiers lining up in a formation reserved for royal events. The guns. Perhaps the crown approved them, given the curse—the god magic unleashed in Magus—but it feels wrong. 
“The tent,” Hart urges. 
They slip through an empty hall that winds out the temple’s side. And there it is. A black tent encircled by guards. 
They’ll need a diversion, but it’s doable. 
Starting across a wide stone bridge, hope heats in his chest. But a calm voice stops them cold. 
“So you took that leave, Privfir Aurum.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Falcon’s neck kindles the second they’re surrounded on the bridge, halfway to the black tent. Hart stands at attention next to him. “Knight Captain.” 
Falcon nearly trips on his feet. He couldn’t see the man clearly through Grimm’s vision, in Trix’s blood spell. But he’s clear as day now. 
Knight Captain. This man is Rivmere. But his voice, eyes, mannerisms… Those distinctly belong to someone else. Someone Falcon would never forget, for the very different circumstances he met him under, four years ago in the Belly. 
When Falcon made a deal with the Darkwielder’s proxy that indentured him to five Crat bosses. 
This man is Captain Rivmere to the crown and Special Army. But to the Belly… He’s Jasper Salt.
Falcon remembers the night near Crowfell he saw that gray garb, when he had Ace the hopper under his hands and magic turned Falcon’s head toward the Black Silt River to catch a glimpse of someone hurrying toward the passage to Ghastly. To where the Darkwielder resided. 
He looks Rivmere over. That’s the cloak. He’d stake his life on it.
Gods. Could it be?
“Jasper Salt,” Falcon mutters. 
Hart frowns beside him. “What?”
Falcon inspects Rivmere’s face. It’s not the same one the proxy wears. But his lip curls just the same way. His chin lifts in a familiar arrogance. 
He waits for Rivmere to deny it. 
Rivmere doesn’t. 
“Falcon Thames. Hiran sen.” Magiesian tumbles easily out of Rivmere—Jasper Salt. He clasps his hands behind him. “Here you are… Last we met, you were bathed in Crat blood, bargaining for the safety of your niece.” 
Falcon’s fists clench. 
Beside him, Hart’s jaw breaks its tight hold. “What the hell is this?” he mutters for Falcon’s ears.
“Your recent departure from the Belly didn’t go unnoticed.” Salt raises his chin. “Vesh Derringer, for one, was quite irritated. He is one of the five you were meant to keep happy for the Darkwielder. I believe that nulls our contract.” He smiles tightly. 
Falcon blows, rushing forward, but Hart grabs his arm. “You touch my niece—”
Salt clucks his tongue. “I suppose that would only be fair. Then again, the territory bosses don’t understand the bigger picture. They will soon. We all will.”
Salt jerks his neck, and his Special Army soldiers descend. It’s clear, then, why Falcon’s neck is flaming. The soldiers unfurling shadows at them are the same breed who came at them in New York, branded by whoever’s magic marked him in the first place. 
It tumbles together as they’re captured by Salt’s rebel soldiers: Rivmere is the connection, but he isn’t guarding Ophelia for the Gray King. 
Jasper Salt only serves one master. 
The Darkwielder must be making a play for the throne.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Enchanters dress Rune and make him wait in a dark place. They take turns telling him the truth.  
You were manipulated he’s a traitor. You’re not a traitor you were just a pet you didn’t know. Take this. Talking doesn’t help hold this. It’s all his fault and you’re angry. This is your duty fix it. Talking’s not enough. Can’t save her save anyone with words. It’s true. Lux and Nori say it’s true it’s almost time, the traitor will pay.
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He bends his face to her. “There’s much more to learn about your ancestry, but we’ll have time for that later.” His empathetic expression pinches. “Others know who you are now.”
Ophelia’s thoughts wheel. “The king and his men?”
“And the ally I told you I would find—the one with the means to retrieve the relics. He has the dagger, and I venture he’ll be coming to stake his own claim to this kingdom.” Grimm tilts Ophelia’s chin to him. “Hold to your plan! Your vision—our vision—was a Magus of mercy and equity. Every dark shadow must have its light.”
She puzzles at the words. 
And how to get them all out of this without hurting everyone. 
And… “The ally, Grimm. Who has the dagger?”
A commotion stirs outside before her mentor can answer. Air throws the silk partitions apart. And into the tent strides Captain Rivmere with a handful of soldiers from both armies.
“Well, what have we here?” He seethes a look at the busted cage, then to the freed Grimm. A look that implies the Spellcaster is a pest. 
Ophelia steps nearer to her mentor.
Rivmere watches Ophelia while speaking to Grimm. “Thank you for your service, Headmaster, but now you’re just in the way.” 
Rivmere nods to his men. “Take him.”
Soldiers swarm, binding Grimm’s hands and mouth. There’s no regret in Rivmere’s muddy eyes—he only looks impatient to be on to the next thing. 
Ophelia springs toward Grimm in protest, but Rivmere quickly clasps her elbow. Her arm flares with a tingle of heat at the unwanted touch of his hand. It feels like a spark, like lumen. 
A small grin shapes Rivmere’s mouth. “It appears you’re ready. Let’s give the king his ceremony, then, shall we?” He rolls his eyes, like it’s a formality. 
Her gaze clings to Grimm, her stomach raw. She just got him back. She needs more time—to process everything, to reconnect with the man who believed in her so fully he risked his own capture.
Rivmere pulls her away. And it strikes her that she has to cure the king.
Leaving the tent and the shattered girl behind, she realizes she has never used her magic to heal anyone but herself. And she barely remembers that. 
She has only used it to destroy.  
“What if I can’t control myself?” she worries aloud.
Rivmere dishes that private smile. “Just listen to the voice in your mind.”
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It feels like a death march. 
Ophelia is led between armies into the knoll, where hundreds in Magie colors stand statue-still on one side, near the temple. Across a wide wooden dais are thousands in plated silver, copper guns perked in long, straight rows. 
The quiet is tense—eerie—as she climbs several steps. 
Two men are on their knees and bound by shadows. She nearly breaks when she realizes who they are.
Falcon, mad as a devil. And Hart, ragged and stiff. 
Emotions well in her eyes. 
With her free arm, Ophelia kisses her fist and stretches it to them. A sign, she remembers now, of the oath the four of them took the day after the Constelli fell, before anyone got word what happened, before Grimm reset her the first time.
Rivmere pulls her forward, as if they’re late. To her right, officials in Magie cloaks and silver pins keep serious faces. Across the dais a good dozen paces, royal kingsguards in formation beside Jory Dagon and the king watch her with disdain.  
There are only three Magies on the king’s side of the dais, and the one in the middle…
“Rune.” The word aches off her lips. 
He stands in a new coat with pristine angles and the vining green stitching of Matterists, matching the twin Enchanters murmuring in his ear. 
And Rune’s eyes—too dark, too dim—don’t see Ophelia at all.
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For too long, Osiris has been eyeing the rows of Special Army, at attention near the temple, and the Spellcasters atop the stairs who are holding the veil. At last, Rivmere appears with the girl. 
The captain bows with a great flourish. “She’s ready, Your Majesty,” Rivmere informs him.
“I can see that,” he snaps, scornful that this captain thinks he might know more than the Gray King himself. The proof is in her eyes, gold threads that stir defiantly. This girl—the source that vanished after it had made itself known—could smudge her thumb across them all. 
But she won’t. 
“Soldiers!” the king’s commander calls out, and the word echoes across the knoll. “You are here to witness a new day. A new dawn. The birth of a stronger Magus! And what you witness today, you will spread the word about across the seven regions of our kingdom!” 
Jory leans to the king. “How shall we begin, Majesty?” 
The king’s eye catches a darkness shivering past the veil where the sky is tipped with blood. He glares at the portentous moons that embolden magic. But the shiver is quickly gone.
The way to proceed is with the cure. Secure his health. His reign. His control. 
But his control slips and shifts when his guards bring up the headmaster. One of few Magies Osiris ever welcomed into his circle. A man who’s made him a fool.
Grimm Hermes’s calm eyes hold centuries of wisdom, ideas, and influence. In this, a pressing thirst flares in the king. 
“Make him bleed,” he rasps to Jory.
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They bring Grimm to the center of the dais, a few long paces from Ophelia. She waits for her prolific teacher to summon a cloak, to disappear from his chains, or mumble a spell that opens a passage to escape. She’s witnessed him do as much, with no grimoire, no cane. 
But he doesn’t. 
Grimm slides his eyes to her, lips moving in an indecipherable pattern, and nods once, as if in reverence. As if this is what must come next. 
Jory straightens his chest and addresses the masses. “Soldiers! We begin with a great lesson! There is no one, Magie or mortal, above the Gray Throne. There is no one above the law! For crimes against the king, Grimm Hermes, of the Witchists”—he meets the Spellcaster’s eyes—“I remand your fate to the gods!” 
When Jory steps back, Rune steps forward. Ophelia is stunned to see the dirk he knuckles, pick-sharp and glinting to a fatal point. 
There’s a commotion. Falcon and Hart struggle anew in their shadowholds, and guns angle from the Royal Army line to discourage their fight. 
She sees Rune continue forward. Grimm watches him approach without fear. Instead, Ophelia feels in her gut, with compassion and love and a tinge of regret that it’s Rune stepping forward. 
It’s in Grimm’s expression—his understanding—that she realizes what the Enchanters mean for Rune to do. 
He raises the dirk in his hand. And with a swift stab, it pierces the heart of Magus’s mighty Spellcaster. 
“No!” Ophelia screams.
Grimm rolls forward, his forehead just touching Rune’s shoulder. And Rune, as if jolted from a long sleep, staggers backward. His eyes widen and drop to the hand of his that drips with blood.
“Grimm?” Confusion. “Grimm!” Utter pain. 
Rune’s cry is a knife in Ophelia’s chest as Grimm’s body falls.
“Grimm!” Rune is crazed, a scream tearing from his throat that’s guttural and raw.
Ophelia keels to her knees with the sense that a gaping hole has opened inside her, as a cry of precious maether releases from Grimm’s body. 
Blood soaks through Grimm’s robe. Rune crawls over his body, begging Grimm to stay. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. What did I do? No. No!”
Grimm was a father to Rune, same as he was to Ophelia. He and Rune were so close, at first she thought they were kin. Sages never spared affection for students. But Grimm did. 
And now he was gone.
When Rune realizes he’s still holding the dirk, he lets out another cry and sends it to the dais.
As Rune lays his head on Grimm’s chest, just a couple paces from her, the body disintegrates. But not to ash, as Magies go. To dust. 
Winking lights rise like morning motes, then take off in a blink toward the top of the veil. Particles. Her neck twists to follow, and a hard thing digs in her side, where she’s leaning on her hip. A pit in Rune’s coat. A pit or…
A stone.
Rune’s Enchanter stone. 
Scrabbling forward while soldiers gape at Grimm’s empty robes, she collides with Rune, cheek to cheek, one hand to his face, her lips at his ear. She whispers quickly, “You were enchanted, Rune. Stop them. Take back your power.” 
His eyes, darkly rimmed, widen when she slips the stone in his hand.
“Enough theatrics.” The king barks a rubbly cough, and soldiers rip them apart. 
Ophelia is dragged up and shoved back to Rivmere, which is all it takes to set Falcon and Hart raging once more against their shadow restraints. 
For their outburst, they get the butts of two guns in their stomachs.
“Leave them alone!” she screams as they’re beaten. “You murderers!” Spinning, she implores the officials, all the men and women standing by, and Rivmere, “Help them!”
But no one moves. 
No one helps.
“Enough.” Jory Dagon, the brute, comes to tower over her. “You will cure your king. Now. And remember what happens if he does not live.” His eyes are entirely desperate, flashing at her and back to his king. As if he might know there’s little time. As if it isn’t Magus he’s most concerned about. 
“No.” Stubbornly, Ophelia turns on the king. “They live! All three of my friends and the prisoners you’re keeping here go free first, or I’ll let this world—everything you’ve murdered for, everything you’d see me become—turn to stone!”
They’re dangerous words. A tall bluff. But what would it say if she just succumbed, as Magus has been doing for fifty years? 
He’ll only kill them all, anyway. 
The king calls her bluff, though. With a flick of his feeble hand, two guards turn long guns around. 
The butts of their guns strike at Falcon’s and Hart’s stomachs in quick thrusts, sickening sounds that make Ophelia leap like a wild cat.
Rivmere’s arm pins her back. “Be smart,” he hisses at her.
All at once, the king’s hand comes up, the lesson over, and his head tilts curiously. “Bring me that one.” 
To her great surprise, the shadows release Hart, and royal guards cart him to his knees before the king. 
His back shudders at Ophelia with his every breath. She aches to go to him. 
“Remove the gloves,” the king commands.
Gloves? 
When two brown leather coverings are shucked from Hart’s hands, his whole body stiffens. 
A low chuckle grinds from the king. “I thought so. Well, Ms. Dannan. It seems you’ll have…a personal incentive…to behave.”
The guards prod Hart to his feet, then turn him around. 
Ophelia drains of defiance. Hart’s bloody shirt is sickening enough, but his right hand… It’s swallowed entirely by the stone skating to his elbow. 
Her eyes sting with hot tears. She swipes at them furiously. Her friend. Her best friend. 
A moment from years ago flicks through her mind. 
At the Constelli, she’s crying, shaking with outrage outside the kitchens from where a sick scent wafts. She’s twelve and just learned what the Spellcaster sages do in there with the toes, fingers, hair, and other bits taken from disobedient Magies. 
“No!” she yells in fury at the door, but a boy covers her mouth and yanks her away to a storage closet. There are quick footsteps, a sage in the hall, and Hart’s hand on her mouth as her tears run over it. The footsteps stop, and a hand rattles the door. She knows it will be her fault if they’re caught… If parts of them end up in a pot. Closing her eyes, she says a prayer that the sage will go away. The door stops rattling, and when they open it, they find a pile of clothes on the floor.
The sage went away.
She hadn’t known yet that she could do that.
They never speak of it again.
The dais has gone silent as her eyes land on Hart. “Not you.” 
Old Hart would have told her to let him die. To do the safe thing. Not to bother saving him as she did in that closet, as she did at Asenti. 
But now, just as she feels transformed, so must he, because there’s no trace of the fear she’s grown used to seeing on his face. Fear of her and what her magic will cost. Instead, his eyes shine with trust. 
Just before they rip him away, she could swear he mouths fight.   
But her mind reels. The Constelli, the dagger, the curse, the shadow beasts. Feelings for Falcon, remembering Rune. Their capture, Grimm dead. Hart, dying. She has no leverage to save them. Once she cures the king, the monarchy will be stronger, and Magies will still be in chains.
The king has won, and he knows it. 
In a voice so low only those nearest can hear, he tells her, “The prisoners will return to the Constelli…and I will consider sending your men to the Shaft…instead of their graves. If you behave.”
She stares bitterly at him. The academy and the Shaft are each forms of prison. 
“We’ll make it better, Ophelia.” 
She straightens at the voice, returned in her mind. 
“Together.”
It tingles so near, so clear. 
Beside her, Rivmere takes a step forward, bending to the king. He smiles. “Your Majesty. There’s one thing more, before she begins.”
The king’s eye narrows as Rivmere’s arm flies up in a fist.
Officials beside them murmur, confused. A collective thwap turns heads to the temple stairs. Spellcasters charged with holding the veil have dropped to their knees. And in the yard, Ophelia sees half the Special Army break formation, removing shining guns from their coats to turn the weapons on shocked comrades.
The dais erupts with shouts for order, to stand down. But order is the last thing that happens when the iridescent veil begins to quiver and an audible groan cracks the sky. 
It takes only a breath for the veil to burst around them, and now there’s nothing between the armies and what lurks in the true night.
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Wythe fills with grisly howls.  
Falcon’s neck screams murder when the darkness storms in from the surrounding forests, slipping over the armies, the dais, and the temple. A wave of shadows chases its tail into a wide circle around the knoll, and the sound of it grates loud enough to bring the world down. 
Falcon was already seeing red after what those Enchanters made Rune do to Grimm, and now they’re trapped in a hurricane of shadow beasts’ shrieks and snapping jaws.
The Royal Army commander squalls above the din, calling for the Special Army to take the offensive. But Royal Army guns won’t do a goddamn thing, and no one throws a single flame, wind, or protection spell. From where he twists in shadow manacles, Falcon sees half the Special Army’s scared stupid. Half aim guns at fellow soldiers. 
“What have you done?” Ophelia’s voice cuts from down the dais.
Rivmere—Jasper Salt—has her elbow. His mocking reply barely carries. “…hear Commander Dagon? This is the new dawn!” 
Near that black tent beyond the stone bridge, a large form is pushing through the spinning shadow wall. A phaeton black as midnight appears. One without horses, powered by migth. And—Falcon squints—at its rear is a passage so big there’s got to be a gifted Spellcaster behind the effort. On the other side of it sprawls a dark city with flat rooflines and a sky dense with particles. 
The Belly. This is the Belly’s big move. 
Confusion and panic sets into the officials. They call for control. Falcon feels the shift the moment they realize someone’s divided Special Army loyalties. That this party gathered to witness the strengthening of the Gray King has another thing coming. 
From the phaeton emerges a tall figure made of shadow—or shedding it—and wearing all black. A long-beaked creature sits at his shoulder. Others step out of the carriage after him. 
An entourage. 
Falcon nearly busts from his shadowhold, getting a look at one. Wick goddamn Sneed, conferring with his master, delivering something before folding back, out of the light. 
Falcon’s chest simmers, craving payback, craving a filet knife to finish the job he didn’t in Galdur. 
He thought if shadows were picking off soldiers, if the Belly was fighting back, it could be good for them and Magus. But Grimm dead and Magus in the throes of this goddamn chaos? 
Falcon doesn’t know what side to root for any longer.
He’s left believing in one thing.
One girl.
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He strides gracefully and with purpose as shadows cling to his black leathers, the sharp lines of his longcoat, and the intricate armor that covers one shoulder and half his chest like a black iron wing. Rings shine on his left hand. Tattoos mark his right. 
The creature clipped to his shoulder—made of the same beastly darkness from the Glow Woods—leaps. The crowd gasps as it lands on the dais, splitting itself in two. With snaps and caws, they clear a wide path. 
Jory Dagon wails orders, barricading his king. No bullets rain. He must deem them too risky with so many officials. From where Rivmere grasps her arm, Ophelia can tell by the desperate eyes of the twin Enchanters that their influence, and the stone, is running dry. 
Rune. This is Rune’s chance to regain his mind.
“You!” Jory Dagon barks in recognition at this man who’s come riding in wrapped in shadows. 
The man passes through the torch light, and a dagger shines on his hip. The dagger. So black it looks carved from onyx. 
This is the ally with the means to find the relics and some unknown motivation to fight the monarchy.
“Who is he?” Her words are barely a whisper.
“The Darkwielder,” Rivmere answers reverently.
The shadow man—the Darkwielder—stops before them, and Rivmere knifes a palm at his throat. “Am Kosost.” 
Am. My. Kosost. King. 
My King.
Ophelia remembers. Two years pouring over texts, making sense of what she might be, tells her it’s Magiesian, a language all but dead except for in the Belly and some northern regions. 
The Darkwielder is a breath of night. A universe of starlight shines in his slate eyes as he looks her over. The shadows that eke from him dissipate, and when they do, he’s…a man. Tall and tautly muscled with pale skin against a coiffure of obsidian hair. 
He looks so young. Not much older than Falcon. And Ophelia wonders, if Magies live longer than mortals, what of those descended from gods? 
The answer rises from her recently recovered memories: Immortal. 
The Darkwielder motions Rivmere aside, and Ophelia’s met with the cloying scent of cloves and smoking leaves. It draws her in, even as her muscles tense and scream to run. Those slate eyes are intent on her as the Darkwielder bends, in no hurry, to her ear. 
“Don’t be afraid, Ophelia.”
A tingle skates across her skin at his soft, lulling voice.
The same that’s been assuring her, helping her. 
“It was you,” she whispers as he hovers there. “In my head.”
In a breath of silence, she realizes how truly quiet the dais has gone. Her gaze flits between officials and soldiers—all just watching. 
Something cold grazes Ophelia’s neck as the Darkwielder pulls away. Her heart beats in a frenzy. Her magic wiggles. His fingertips graze her collarbone, where a familiar weight has settled. 
As her hand meets smooth metal with raised rosebuds, Ophelia draws a sharp breath. “My locket.” 
“Now that you’re here,” the Darkwielder says softly. His hand slips to her shoulder, and she shivers again. 
“Do you feel that, Ophelia?” His sharp face lifts just so, and he parts his lips. “We’re two of the same. You feel me because god calls to god. You hear me—” 
She speaks before she thinks: “Because you had my locket.”
His eyes shine, lightly amused. “We want the same thing, Ophelia. To make Magus safe for our people.” 
“This is your curse,” she says, feeling the need to remind herself. A curse that’s killing Magus. His shadows have murdered soldiers.
“This is our chance,” he tells her. 
As if that word—chance—is a sign, Captain Rivmere steps to the Darkwielder’s side and draws a slim, lethal blade. Ophelia fears for a moment that he’ll murder the king and everything the dark shadows have touched will die instantly. 
But Rivmere’s focus seems singular. The knight captain—the Darkwielder’s champion, apparently—aims the blade at Jory Dagon. “Bow to your true king, Commander…” His gaze swings to the knoll of soldiers. “All of you!” Returning to Jory, Rivmere steps forward. “Bow, Dagon, and perhaps I won’t get the pleasure of ending you tonight.”
Jory is twice Rivmere’s size and pulls his own blade. A wicked-sharp thing for close combat. “Magies will not rule this kingdom again. You’ll have to kill me, traitor.” Jory spits at Rivmere’s boots. When the commander looks up, his eyes turn murder at the Darkwielder. “And you. That we once showed you mercy!” 
“Mercy,” the Darkwielder muses, considering the commander. Then his eyes settle on the shocked, empty vessel of a king he guards. The space around the Darkwielder seems to shudder, before he rolls the darkness back into himself.
“I’ll be glad to match the mercy I was given, growing up at Gray Castle all those years. Uncle Osiris.”
Ophelia’s gaze snaps to the king, then back to the Darkwielder, as soldiers around them murmur. 
Uncle. That would make the Darkwielder the king’s…nephew.
The king’s eye burns with such hatred at him, she knows it must be true. 
The Darkwielder slides his gaze back to Jory. “The mercy you deserve, commander, is that which you’ve given my people all these years. The mercy of looking the other way.” 
The Darkwielder nods to Rivmere, then he does turn away, pulling Ophelia with him.
All around the dais, the kingsguards eye each other nervously. But this feels so personal, this thing between the Darkwielder, Jory, Rivmere, and the king. It reeks of a history overdue for reckoning. 
Jory lets out a warlike cry. In response comes a rapid whoosh of air…and an unmistakable thwack of a blade hitting its mark. 
She’s afraid to look, but she has to know.
She turns and sees Rivmere’s fists are balled, and his smug eyes are now wild with fury. Kingsguards are shuddering back. The twin Enchanters gape in shock. 
Jory Dagon spasms and stumbles with Rivmere’s pick of a blade lodged in his right eye. 
Ophelia’s hands fly to her mouth, sickness starting to rise.
Jory’s hand lands on the king’s chair. Blood slips down his face, drips from his chin, and beads on the king’s royal coat. 
A hand trembles in the king’s lap. Whether it aches to scrub the blood from where it dripped or to reach for Jory, she can’t say.
His one eye is fixed solely on the Darkwielder beside her.
When the commander falls limp at the king’s feet, death envelops the dais again. Ophelia waits for an official declaration of war. 
But it’s the sky above that speaks. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As blood pools under Jory Dagon, the red moon flares across the hamlet.  
It’s a scratching of nails as it slides to its final position, higher and in front of its cousin moons. The moment its flare dwindles, the hamlet lifts to that softer blush again. The knoll is hushed. Then a rush of wind lifts Ophelia’s hair and fans her skirts. Not the hot breath of summer or the crisp comfort of autumn, but a cough from the mouth of the icelands. 
A new season.
The king commands his guard to take Jory’s body. Before they remove it from the dais, though, Rivmere crouches to rip his knife from Jory’s eye. 
Ophelia fights a gag. Rivmere’s far more vicious than she imagined. Maybe they all are. Maybe Magus has made them this way.
Lips find Ophelia’s ear. “It’s time.” The Darkwielder takes her arm. “Goddess.” 
The word tremors through her, the one she couldn’t say to Grimm for its aching reminder of what it’s cost. But out of the Darkwielder’s mouth, the word stirs her power.
“You’ll break the curse,” he tells her. 
“But you command the darkness.”
He looks at her. “Once a curse is cast, the intention is seen through. Unless it’s countered. Dark to light. It’s why I sought you, Ophelia. Only you have the power to counter the curse that the king interfered with by binding his life to Magus. Only you can cure him to save us all.”
Save us all. 
She realizes what he’s saying. That it’s all linked. If she cures the king, she cures Magus…and she cures Hart. 
“Find the heart of the shadow,” the Darkwielder whispers. “Break it. When you do, it will also unbind the king’s life from Magus. We’ll kill him, and then you’ll come with me. You’ll be safe. And we will rebuild this world together.” 
Together. Safe with the Darkwielder? “God calls to god.”
She’s surprised how quickly her magic rises, ready, as she steps forward. She looks for her keepers on the dais, drawing strength from their words and Grimm’s.
“She’s the hope.”
“Fight.”
“You’ve got what you need in you…”
“Mercy and equity…” 
“Fire… It decides what you do with what you have.”
When she faces the king, she gathers a breath. 
“Yes,” he tells her. “Yes…cure me.” His eye widens in anticipation.
And then you will die, anyway, she thinks.
The shadow wall reflects in his mask. But she doesn’t falter. She knows what she must do. The sacrifice it may require. This is it. This is how it ends. Or begins. I will not get everyone killed.
“You don’t deserve to live,” she tells him as she peels off his mask. There’s hardly flesh. Can he possibly come back from this? 
His stone face flickers in hope.
Making a circle on her forehead with her finger, Ophelia says a quick protection prayer to the goddess of her line—the goddess Selene.
Closing her eyes, she lets her instincts lead her. She feels for the maether. She can sense it in the heat of the gaslight torches, the lumen tree in the camp, the tiniest flecks of particles hiding in crevices and canopies, the life of the centuries-old trees that tower at the edge of the hamlet. Then she sends it funneling down the ridges of her arm, into the king. 
She feels the shadow everywhere inside him. A sultry scent of decay and fear, vast and cold. Alongside it, in the smallest nooks, a hot, greedy flame that must be his own affinity. 
She returns to the shadow.
She could command the dust to destroy it. But the command is unpredictable and has never worked out well. She thinks another word to the darkness in him instead, knowing it may end her. 
“Come.” 
And Darkness does.
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The king arches under Ophelia’s palm. 
The sound is buckling stone and loosening of gravel. The curse unwedges itself from delicate flesh in pieces and, rendered vapor, fogs through the king’s skin into hers. 
It breaches with tiny stinging pinpricks. Then a deluge of dark matter snakes inside her. Ophelia’s bones shake with the chill of it. Her own magic, made of shimmers and light, wraps itself around the shadow as it comes. Light to dark.
She quakes—her hand, her chin, her wobbling legs—as it floods and she tries to hold in the power. Pinching her eyes shut, she pulls at the dark matter, the dark shadow, faster, with every ounce of her will. 
“Come.” 
With each curl of it, she feels intention. The will it was cast with weeks ago from the dagger. 
It shocks her, how hungry and vengeful it is.
“It’s working!” Rivmere calls, but his voice is cut by the whoosh in her own ears. 
The darkness is more potent than a forest of Cibus. She draws every pebble. And the heat in her builds and builds, to near combusting. 
She’s close. 
The ground gives a rumble under foot, as if telling her she’s right. That the curse—and the binding spell—is almost broken.
There’s yelling from somewhere on the dais. A commotion. The ground quivers harder as Ophelia clenches her hand, grasping for the core—the heart of the curse. 
It cracks hard, a stone split in Osiris Lestat. His body jerks beneath her, and he moans.
Ophelia’s eyes fly open, and she knows in an instant she’s done it. The Gray King’s flesh is sunken, but clear. Now is her chance to end him, while he’s healing. To reach back inside him and feel for his greedy flame and snuff it out. But her head is thick, her body, her—she’s so dizzy.
A cracking splits the night. 
It rips her hand from the king and sends her staggering back, sick with the darkness she pulled from him. She throws out her arms for balance. 
Is it the world tilting or just her? 
No, it’s the dais. 
The earth beneath the platform is shuddering. Then, it’s as if someone pulls a long, deep root from her to the Spellcaster temple, and the ground entirely opens.
The dais cracks and splits in two.
Ophelia is thrown one way, and the chair with the king seated in it rolls the other. Skating on her feet, she sees an entire line of Royal Army soldiers charge toward the king. 
Shouts of soldiers ring across the night. Through the noise, she hears her name. 
“Ophelia!” The Darkwielder’s cry carries. “Kill him!”
Whirling unsteadily toward his voice, she sees him. He hangs on the edge of the chasm that’s cleft into the earth deep. 
Something rises in her to help him. But bullets are flying, the air is clouding with true dust, and a wall of flames and wind flare across the dais. The Darkwielder pulls himself up. 
The sight of him on his feet again welds Ophelia in place. 
He holds his arms out, and shadows seep from his hands and wrists, as if a cloud clings to his skin. The darkness swirls as a fresh flood of Royal Army soldiers and gunfire rain toward him. 
With a single hand, the Darkwielder lashes out, hurtling the darkness from him in a wave. The bullets, the guns, and the Royal Army soldiers in its path become vapor. Mist. 
The intensity of the Darkwielder’s power shudders through her. Her vision blinks out and in again. 
This is the war, beginning. And it’s chaos. 
Magic and gunfire hurl from Special Army near the temple. They seek Royal Army across the wide seam, but also other Magie soldiers who’ve fled to the king’s side. Loyalists. 
From a smoky cloud on the fringe of the battle, Ophelia feels a burst of wind that sends a rush of flames across the dais. 
Rebel soldiers take cover, then strike back. In the thick of it, a brown head bobs, rushing through the fire, hands up and tossing wind against the flames. It’s Rivmere, trying to make his way to the Darkwielder, whose shadows strike again, crushing another charge of Royal Army. 
The Darkwielder sets his sights on the king.
But something else cracks.
Ophelia’s head whips toward the temple, where a stone has loosened from the façade. A loyalist Special Army soldier on the king’s side drops his arm swiftly, pulling a tunnel of wind, and that large, jagged stone hurtles toward the seam. 
Toward the Darkwielder.
“No!” Something deep in her screams out to warn him.
The Darkwielder’s cloak whips as he finds her. As their eyes meet, the rock strikes his head, and his dark form disappears into the cavernous abyss. 
Why does she feel like the one falling?
She staggers, breathless, peering through the smoky air. The scene is a nightmare come to life. 
The wall of shadows that’s been circling the knoll comes crashing down in a glorious tide.
Ophelia is thrown to her haunches, and her bones feel like lead. When she looks up, there’s no more cyclone of snapping jaws around Wythe. There are shadow beasts…everywhere.
They swarm like a plague of taloned creatures, some springing up on all fours, beasts she remembers too well from the Glow Woods. Wildly, through dusty air and orange bursts of Bender flames, she searches for Hart, Falcon, and Rune. 
Soldiers shout, and shadows pounce with no discernible command. No direction. They simply thirst for magic and attack. One snatches the throat of a Witchist soldier. Another leaps across the broken dais and snarls at the legs of a royal kingsguard.  
Terror spreads through her when she sees a beast split and split again, a pack of shadows now, crazed for magic, leaping the temple stairs. They belt through the doors, and screams flood out from a roomful of prisoners. 
Ophelia pushes painfully to her feet, hips aching, lungs heavy. In a rush of cold wind, her braids lash her face, and she cranes her neck to see the king once more. 
The Darkwielder said to end him. She must. To begin to break the monarchy.
But she can feel the darkness. How it thirsts. What it will do without the Darkwielder to command it.
There’s only one choice. 
“Every dark shadow must have its light.”
It may cost them. It may end her, end anyone with darkness still in them or near them. But she stares the beasts down, same as she faced her own fear earlier. 
Her power is there—her mother’s magic. And the girl made of dust—an orphan, a fugitive, a Descendant of the Matterist goddess Selene—risks it all. 
Her magic cuts through the shadow still inside her that she pulled from the king, and it roars at her command. “Extract the darkness.” 
It knows her intention. And it goes. 
A vicious light rips from her body and brightens the night.
In an instant, it missiles, crawling the ground like a hunter, and scalds every last shadow the dagger released, along with anything in its path. 
The implosions belt like lightning through Wythe, searing her eyes and sending a stench of flesh and sulfur into the air. As the darkness is devoured around her, Ophelia’s world tips sideways.
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It’s smoke and ruin. 
Falcon pushes a splintered board off his leg and shoves to his feet. Screams ring in his ears, along with thuds of armor and gun shots. In the mess, he finds Hart Aurum face down, a crawl away. 
Falcon yanks the tattered army coat he still wears free from a piece of split wood. It’s holed and spotted with blood. He braces himself as he rolls the Morphist over. 
Hart sputters. He’s cut and scratched and welted all over, like Falcon. But when he pushes up to sit, it’s Hart’s hand that Falcon leans in for a closer look at.
“What in the gods?” 
Hart turns his palm over, back and forth, again and once more. Black stone encased it minutes ago. Now, it’s sunken in places, but…plumping. And there’s not a single trace of the hardness. 
There is an unusual scar. 
From his fingers to his forearm, Hart’s skin has lightened in places as if the sun has grabbed his arm. It has the look of rays burst across it, or a burn healed long ago. 
Falcon’s palm presses to his own neck. 
“Your shadow marks are gone,” Hart says, drawing to stand, still examining his hand. 
Falcon blinks, half-dazed. “Was this her? Where is she? Where’s Rune?” 
They both look around. And, gods of Magus. What the hell happened?
The ground is split open like a narrow canyon.
Falcon peers through the ash, the smoke, some soldiers still battling, and sees more Royal Army arriving from the east. Goddamn it.
He can’t see Jasper Salt or the Darkwielder. He does see a familiar silhouette—Rune, clamoring down the dais, carrying a body in his arms. 
Falcon rushes to meet them. When he sees that it’s indeed Ophelia in Rune’s hold, he throws his arms around them both. 
When he pulls back, Falcon can tell Rune is barely holding it together. He’s never seen—never could have conceived—that the softest of Ophelia’s keepers could look so full of rage.
Rune is clutching an Enchanter stone in his hand, which is crusted with Grimm’s blood.
Armor clatters sharply behind them, and Rune whirls with Ophelia. The Royal Army is regrouping. 
Falcon rummages fast in his tattoos for what he’s got left. Two blades, one of which he passes to Hart. “All right, let’s go.”
But Rune’s gone stiff. In fact, he’s shaking. And if his eyes weren’t deadly before, they look it now.
Falcon follows Rune’s gaze to find two white-haired Enchanters coming through the smoky air, a short run away, with a whole lot of Royal Army at their backs.
He recognizes the pair from the dais. The sadistic ones who made Rune… Falcon thought they’d run out of steam. 
Rune looks down at Ophelia. And he doesn’t seem to care he’s got an audience. He pulls her close, whispers something, and presses his lips to her head. 
Then he steels his jaw, looking nothing like the nice guy Falcon’s known him as.
Rune glances between Falcon and Hart. Then hands Ophelia to Falcon.
Falcon shifts the blade in his hand, pulling her into his arms. Relief rolls through him. She’s freezing. The night is, too. He can see his own breath.
Rune steps back, fisting that stone. “Follow the particles. Grimm will show you the way.”
The particles are gathering in formation, just across the stone bridge that leads toward Grimm’s home. It’s the first dust Falcon’s seen in Wythe since they got here. “Grimm?” 
“I’ll buy you a couple of minutes.” Rune backs away. “Tell her not to come for me. Get her out.”
“Rune!” Falcon curses, then tosses his blade to the vengeful keeper.
Rune catches the handle. But he doesn’t lift a fist to kiss it. Doesn’t say what they always say—that he’ll find them. 
Falcon runs with Ophelia in his arms and a pit in his stomach. Hart’s heavy footfalls pound behind him, and the roar of the royal guards arriving. Rune is the only thing that stands between them.
The king’s probably healing. But the Darkwielder and Jasper Salt? Falcon doesn’t know if what Ophelia did took them out. 
They follow the particles toward Grimm’s—toward passages, Falcon realizes. 
I’ll be damned. One must be open.
But nearing the stairs that wrap Grimm’s tree home, as if the night isn’t done with them yet, a serpent’s voice calls at their backs. 
“Leaving so soon?”
Falcon whirls, Ophelia rocking in his arms at the motion. 
Wick Sneed is a hundred feet off, stalking slowly closer, a patch over one of his eyes.
“Falcon, let’s go,” Hart hisses next to him.
“You wouldn’t leave another job half-done, smugger?” Sneed goads. “Besides, don’t you want to know what happened to that pretty little redhead?”
Trix. “What the hell did you do to her?” Falcon shakes with anger.
Sneed laughs. “Come and see.”
Earlier, Falcon wouldn’t have hesitated to tear after Sneed and scoop that bastard’s eye from its socket. But he knows what’s most important now. Maybe he always knew, but he couldn’t see it through his thirst for revenge. Ophelia’s cleared his vision, though, and Falcon would have to trust that Sneed would get what was coming to him, even if not tonight.
Ophelia chooses that moment to stir awake. Her eyes shoot open, wide, until relief melts them, seeing him, seeing Hart.
It’s the briefest instant, but in that look, Falcon can tell she remembers them, truly. 
She remembers everything.
Falcon still isn’t sure who’s on what side. He can’t decide if aligning with the Darkwielder’s cause could truly end the monarchy and set everyone free. But as he sets Ophelia down, as her dark eyes glitter like a woman reborn, and as the three of them rush for the stairs after the particles, he knows whose side he’s on.
Her side. Whatever happens, he’s on her side. 
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It’s only after Hart grabs her hand that she remembers the stone taking his other one. But now… Flesh. Slightly misshapen, with a scar that has marred his smooth, black skin. 
Her words come between racing breaths. “You’re okay?”
“I’ll live,” he muses. “Thanks to you.” And those small words are a lifeline, stronger than the taunts coming from behind them. 
“He’s not finished with her!” Wick Sneed shouts. “You might as well come with me now!”
Ophelia can sense his shadows pursuing them. But she doesn’t feel the quick stir of her magic the way she did in the knoll. She feels…drained. As if she unleashed too much before. 
Hart pulls her faster, round and round, up the tree that’s as wide as a cottage. She can feel Falcon’s hand on the small of her back. It hits her in that moment. 
“Rune?” Still climbing, she looks anxiously between Falcon and Hart.
“He’s taking care of something,” Falcon tells her. 
Relief runs through her, because if Rune’s taking care of something it means, thank the goddess Selene, he’s alive.
“He’ll find us, or we’ll find him,” Hart adds. “But we can’t if we’re dead.” 
They’re nearly to the top of the Syca when Ophelia sees something drift down from the softly blushing night. Lazy and slow in a glimmering pink, it melts on her cheek, so cold. She hasn’t seen snow in Magus since she was four.
Still they run. And when at last they round the top, there are heavy boots below. Wick Sneed. She hears him call up. “You can’t hide from the Darkwielder, Ophelia!” 
A shiver skates up her neck. 
Her hand goes automatically to her locket, still in place where the Darkwielder put it. It’s the locket her mother gave her, to remember. It’s a symbol of what Ophelia still needs to do—destroy the relics. And it’s a sign that Trix failed in her pursuit out of Galdur. A sign she’s still lost.
Hart releases her hand as they reach a long, straight platform. The particles flit to where the stairs disappear. It’s only canopy and a long way down. But she can see it. The shape of the hidden passage, illuminated with particles.
Bootsteps grow closer. And then they land. Ophelia feels the old stairs shake. Sneed is just behind them now. 
“We have to jump!” Hart shouts. “Now!” 
“Don’t worry, the passage won’t hold Sneed, too,” Falcon assures. “Go!”
Hart nudges Ophelia forward, making sure, as her keepers always do, that if anyone gets through to safety it will be her. 
Shadows nipping, they race to the edge, unsure where this will take them. To keep from thinking of the danger, Ophelia thinks of her keepers. The parts of them she’ll take with her, wherever she goes next. 
Rune’s capacity to live. Falcon’s will to survive. Hart’s vast…heart.
They leap and Ophelia reaches, searching in the pulling for Falcon and Hart. 
One of them takes her hand.
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Ophelia’s lashes are frozen together. When she pries her eyes open, she’s on her back, and the bone-cold air burns with so much  maether it takes a moment to clear her vision. 
In the night, she searches for winking stars while thinking of wheat stalks, gin, and Rune’s raven hair falling over one eye. 
There are no stars. Instead, the sky above is racing with dust. The air burns going in, going out, and her breath puffs white. She feels flattened to stone in a place that rings with foreign sounds. Jangling coins, thick laughs, rattling doors, and an ancient language.
A hand squeezes hers. 
“Teacup.” 
The word inflates her laden chest.
Falcon Thames’s stubbled face silhouettes above her. A thumb rubs her cheek, and he pulls her up, drawing her against his chest. 
She presses her cold cheek to his, and his ragged breath sounds in her ear. When he pulls away, she doesn’t see Hart anywhere. The wall they’ve come through has snapped shut to brick. 
She starts to get up. To chase the faint, lingering light. But Falcon takes her wrist, imploring her with a look. A long, knowing look. 
Hart didn’t make it through. 
Rune stayed behind, and now Hart’s lost, too.
“We have to go back for them.” 
“They wouldn’t want that,” Falcon says, and she knows it’s true, but it guts her all the same. 
Her gaze drops to the skin at his collarbone that’s purpled, a mottled blue that trails to bruises she imagines color his ribs, too. Wherever the army beat him.
Ophelia staves off cries, swallowing the hollowness and the pictures that claw to mind. Horrors she never wants to hear or see again. They survived, but their bodies and souls are thoroughly ravaged. Rune and Hart aren’t here. And Grimm is dead.
Her lungs ache to cry. They ache to beg the gods who made this world, and all the monsters in it, to step in. She wants to sit here and mourn, for she may have broken the curse on Magus, but an instinct tells her the kingdom is by no means free. Not if the Gray King might live. 
But they can’t sit here.
The roof they’re on overlooks a network of narrow alleys slick with moisture. A river stands like silt beyond, and in the distance a shadowed, mountainous thing looms to great heights. More urgently, the wintry night bites her skin.
“Where are we?”
“Rook. In the Belly.” Falcon pulls her up with him and shields her from the chill with his arms. “We can’t stay here. Come on.”
Coinless, carrying almost nothing, they alight down footholds Falcon calls rails to a street packed with shops. Falcon leads her into one and pays for woolen coats, clothes, and fur hoods with something nestled in the ink at his side. The side he never pulls anything from.
“Mayra, the owner, has a room in back. They’ll let us stay the night,” he says.
“What did you give them for all that?”
“A memento from another place. One I didn’t need anymore.” At her frown, Falcon quirks a brow and adds, “It wasn’t the teacup.”
The spare room has one bed. Ophelia gently lays out Rune’s coat, then ventures into a small wash room to change into a soft, patchwork dress. In the dim light, she scrubs her skin nearly raw, except for a stubborn mark just below her locket that resembles a darkening bruise. 
Falcon knocks, calling through the door to ask if she’s all right. 
She finishes dressing and lets him pull her under blankets that smell of lanolin.
He holds her there, closer than he ever has, under his chin, and she thinks of the others—Hart, Rune, Willow. Cleo. And Trix—who may be close, here in the Belly. Sounds of the city ring in the night even at this late hour, even in the new winter. 
The walls are thin. Rumors float in the air from the streets about what’s happened. Whispers of war. Of Magies trying to take the West. 
“Did you know the Darkwielder was the king’s nephew?”
“No,” Falcon answers, his jaw tensing where it rests on her head. 
Ophelia’s heart beats quicker, remembering how the darkness felt. It scares her how a small part of her was drawn to it, maybe even liked it. 
“God calls to god,” he’d told her.
“Do you think he’s alive, the Darkwielder?” she asks Falcon. “Do you think he’ll come for me?”
Falcon shifts to look at her, his eyes a wild blue. “No one’s taking you anywhere.” His words carry the ring of a new oath. 
“You don’t have to be my keeper anymore. I have my magic back. This…doesn’t have to be all there is for you.”
The smallest wisp of amusement curves his lips. “I’m not sure I was ever your keeper, Ophelia. But you’ll need allies, real ones, for what comes next. I’m not going anywhere.”
She blinks away the emotion welling in her eyes. “I don’t just want to hide again.”
“I know. It’s only until we figure out what’s next. I’ll call on some contacts.”
Her gaze drops to Falcon’s neck, where the shadow marks are no longer, then it trails to his bare skin where his shirt gapes open. She slides her palm there, needing to feel his heat. 
Falcon’s heart thuds hard against her hand. And after everything, a deep ache blooms inside her. 
She wants to lose herself in Falcon—in what they started—and forget everything else for right now. She lets her hand trail lower, so her fingertips skim beneath the fabric of his shirt.
Falcon clasps her wrist. “You don’t want to do that,” he warns her softly.
She meets his eyes. “I don’t regret what happened,” she confesses, her voice barely a whisper. “I… I want you to kiss me again.” She draws a leg up over his.
Falcon’s eyes drop to her mouth. His fingers take her chin, and he brushes a thumb over her bottom lip. “Gods, what you’re doing to me.” He sighs. “If you want me to put you against a tree again when your heart isn’t broken anymore, nothing in the goddamn worlds will stop me. But we’re not doing this now. I don’t share what’s mine.” 
Her heart races as he looks at her another moment, then drops his hand. “Sleep, Teacup.”
She still wants him. Undeniably. But he’s right. Her heart’s cracked as deep as the seam the Darkwielder fell into, and laid bare is everything she’s ever felt for her keepers. Hart, who was with her through the atrocities of their childhood, who’s been her best friend nearly all her life. Rune, whom Ophelia loved through resets, time and time again. Now Falcon, who’s given her the skills and confidence she needs to survive, who could melt her with a single look and makes her feel things she’s desperate to explore.
A woman with a broken heart has three choices, she imagines. Trust in time’s power to heal. Wallow in like company. Or go to the ends of the world to put the pieces back together.
Perhaps Ophelia will do all three.
Tucked under Falcon’s arm, she sleeps like the dead for hours, until his body jolts beneath her, and panic throws her awake. 
Sitting up, her eyes fly around the small room, searching for a threat in the near darkness. But it’s quiet. And Falcon lies still, as if sleeping, in the bed beside her. 
Her body sags in relief. But, on closer inspection, she sees Falcon’s eyes are wide open. And entirely white. 
He’s receiving a summons, she realizes. Someone’s trying to reach Falcon. Someone…
His brows twitch. Then a slow grin spreads across Falcon’s lips. “Trix?”
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In an eastern city with the pallor of ash, Rune Ethera is unshackled from the royal chamber’s walls. 
The Gray King draws back his siphoner’s breath just before it’s too late.
Feeling as though ice runs in his veins, Rune collapses, knees bursting against unforgiving stone. His arms are caught before the sallow bones in his cheek suffer the same hard fate. 
Pops and sharp inhales sound as the Gray King braces a hand against the mending flesh of his chest, currently misshapen as if someone had scooped out a pound of muscle. 
Rune should want to struggle, but his mind is an empty tomb. He’s not quite sure how long he’s been here. Where he was before. If there were ever faces and names and lightness and something to fight for in his life. 
Like every night since he arrived—weeks or months ago?—Rune is made to watch the king’s transformation. Bones click. Lungs grunt. An eye glints at him with retribution. Then the king turns away. 
Guards haul Rune down a cold marble hall. His bare feet trawl across the chilled stone, feet numb as his head. They broach a set of tunneled stairs that wend to the cells, pausing to work an iron key in the door.
Rune’s head lolls, heavy. It falls at an angle, and he catches a glimpse of the sky out arched stone windows. Pricking spires rise through snow that shimmers pink. He can almost imagine it melt against someone’s warm bronze skin, and it sparks an odd sense of déjà vu. And hope. 
A phantom ache that could be real. 
He clings to it, to the snow, like a last breath of air.
The door groans open. They drag him forward. And the hope is swallowed by the greedy darkness.
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Sarah Zimm discovered at age six she could climb a high maple carrying a blank notebook. She’s been writing ever since. Sarah lives in the Midwest with her husband, son, and shadow-chasing mutt. Every Dark Shadow is her debut fantasy novel. You can find her online at @AuthorSarahZimm.
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