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DEDICATION

For Johanna and Isabella. May you always have the courage to be yourselves,

and may you know in the depths of your hearts that you are loved. 
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ONCE UPON A TIME . . .

THE WRAITH CREPT through the darkness of its forest prison, hunger gnawing at its bones. It was skeletal now, brushing against the thorn ferns and moss-covered tree bark with bony fingers that rattled in the breeze.

Once, its strength had been unrivaled. Its magic unmatched.

Until its sister had joined forces with others against it.

Now the wraith haunted the vast, damp darkness of its cage, a shadow bound by a spell it couldn’t break no matter how hard it tried. The thought of vengeance was the meat and marrow of its dreams. It was the strength that bound its bones together and the breath that filled its lungs. Some days, memories of the ones who had trapped it blazed to life, leaving behind the scorched bitterness of shackled rage. But most days, it could feel only hunger.

As the gray-black light within the forest sank into the total darkness of yet another night, the wraith stalked the edges of the vast prison, hurling itself against the invisible spell that bound it here, feeling the magic spark, blister, and burn.

One day, it would break free. It would rush over the hills and move through the long stretches of farmland that stood between it and the city. It would find its sister and those who had helped her hunt it down, and it would destroy them all.

And then it would feed and feed and feed, and there would be no one left to stop it.

Hunger stabbed. The wraith dug its fingers into the closest tree trunk, gathered its magic, and shrieked, a long, razor-tipped wail that shivered through the air, sending birds screaming for the skies as the sound winged its way across the distance between the wraith and the city that sheltered its enemies.

The iron bells that hung along the road to warn people when a fae monster was near clanged wildly. The wraith lifted its face as their discordant, chaotic melody reached its ears, and smiled.





ONE

MORNINGS WERE A curse.

Bernadina “Blue” de la Cour yawned and blinked at the golden sunlight that bathed the streets of Falaise de la Mer, the capital city of Balavata. People bustled along the wide main roads that cut through the large city like swaths of ribbon, hurrying toward the open-air market that was held once a week in the heart of town. Others moved along the warren of side streets that curled away from the main roads and burrowed through each of the city’s nine quarters.

Everyone seemed cheerful. Or if not cheerful, at least fully awake.

Blue didn’t know what it took to wake at dawn and be cheerful about it, but whatever it was, she didn’t have it.

“Isn’t this a beautiful morning?” Papa asked as they moved through the iron arches that marked the entrance to the Gaillard quarter and headed for their alchemy shop. The arches were meant to weaken anyone with fae magic in their blood, but they’d never affected Blue. Maybe it was because the magic in her blood was harmless. Or maybe it was because the royal council was wrong about iron arches doing a single thing to protect the people from the kind of fae magic that wasn’t harmless.

Blue shrugged away her thoughts and took a sip of the hot spiced chicory Papa had made for her before they’d left their farmhouse on the outskirts of the city. The drink tasted of bitter chicory root, sweet cream, and nutmeg, and it almost made up for the fact that the sea fog was still clinging to the edges of the city.

Nothing good came from getting out of bed before the sun had chased the fog away. Actually, nothing good came from getting out of bed before the noonday meal, but in seventeen years of trying, Blue had yet to convince Papa of that.

Papa slung an arm around her shoulder and laid his cheek against the pink headscarf Blue had hastily wrapped around her short black curls. “Almost awake?” he asked, laughter sparkling in his voice.

She grunted and took another sip as they reached the corner where he would turn left to open up the shop and she would turn right to join those moving toward the large square where the market was held.

“It’s only one day a week that you have to get up at dawn,” Papa said, his smile a wide slash of white against his light brown skin. “Need any help at the market today?”

Blue yawned again. “I’ll be fine. Ana is meeting me there to help carry my purchases to the shop.” She hefted the burlap sacks she’d tossed over her shoulder before leaving the farmhouse, though she knew as well as Papa that she’d carry most of them herself. Hiring little ten-year-old Ana, one of Falaise de la Mer’s many homeless, as a delivery girl had been more a decision of the heart than of practicality.

Papa nodded and reached for her nearly empty cup, the smile disappearing from his face. “Be careful. Don’t let anyone catch you using your magic to check the goods before you buy them. Remember—”

“No one will believe I’m harmless, no matter what I say. I know.” She finished his oft-repeated warning for him and leaned up to plant a kiss on his cheek. His skin was thinner now, sagging at the edges as strands of silvery gray worked their way into his close-cut black hair. There were laugh lines fanning out from his brown eyes, and sometimes when he thought she wasn’t watching, he leaned heavily against the shop’s counter at the end of the day as if being on his feet for hours on end was wearing on him.

He returned her kiss and then studied her face with a smile. “You remind me of your mother. She was always the most intriguing woman in any room. And she didn’t like to take my warnings about her magic seriously either.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

She couldn’t find herself in his face—she had her mother’s dark brown skin and eyes, Grand-mère’s pointed chin and sharp cheekbones, and the tiny stature of her mother’s side of the family. In fact, the only proof Blue could find that she shared blood with her father, who was the son of a tall, dark-skinned man and a woman with the pale skin and smooth hair of her Morcantian ancestors, were the curls that lifted from Blue’s scalp and framed her face.

But she didn’t need to see herself in his face to feel every inch his daughter. They shared the same affection for the alchemy shop. The same passion for helping others. And the same love for a simple, uncomplicated life at their farmhouse, their garden, and the sea that bordered the cliff at the edge of their property.

Turning, Blue made her way toward the market. Falaise de la Mer was a busy port city that attracted people from Balavata and several of the surrounding kingdoms. But no matter how many moved into the city, the heart of Balavatan culture remained a celebration of food, artistry, and a fierce will to survive. Along the broad sides of buildings and homes, colorful pictures made from paint mixed with sand told the stories of Balavata—from the festivals to honor their folk heroes to the rise of the head families to the sea with its changing moods and constant bounty. The history of her kingdom surrounded Blue as she ducked through crowds, grumpily eyeing those who seemed wide awake and thrilled about it.

When she neared the eastern edge of the quarter, she cast a quick glance at the Gaillards’ pale blue mansion. As one of the kingdom’s nine head families, the Gaillards had coin to spare. Blue supposed they spent a fair amount of it on managing their quarter and the southern villages assigned to them—they answered to the queen for the safety, economy, and upkeep of their portion of the kingdom—but anyone who owned five carriages for a family of three could certainly afford to use some of their wealth to help the destitute who huddled in the city’s back alleys, begging for food and taking jobs no one else wanted just to survive.

Blue had long since stopped hoping the head families would do right by those who needed them most. Instead, she’d taken matters into her own hands.

And today would be a test to see how close she was to succeeding.

Thrusting her hands into the inner pocket of her light summer cloak, she brushed her fingers against the cold chunks of pale yellow metal she’d created after staying late at the shop the night before. It had taken Blue far too long to realize that help for the children who slept in alleyways and foraged through trash in her quarter wasn’t coming from the magistrate, the Gaillards, or even the queen. Once she’d accepted that if she wanted to solve the problem, she was going to have to do it herself, the answer had seemed obvious: she’d use her talent for alchemy to turn ordinary metal into gold.

Ten months later, after more failed experiments than Blue cared to count, she was close. Maybe even close enough to count it a success. She’d know soon enough, and once she could produce gold, she would buy a big home, hire tutors and provide fresh food, and gather up every child she could find so that they could finally do more than just survive.

She reached the northern edge of the quarter and followed a crowd through the gate that led to the market. The square was divided into twenty rows of stalls with small seating areas at the end of each for those who’d just purchased crisp gelleire fish or a platter of fried apple cakes, a Balavatan staple. The center of the square was dominated by a large raised stage, surrounded by benches. Some days traveling theatrical troupes put on shows or brokers auctioned off exotic creatures procured from far-off kingdoms. Other days, magistrates from each quarter brought a prisoner or two up on stage for public punishment, depending on their crime.

Blue looked toward the stage and winced as she entered the field. Nine flags—each with the crest of one of Balavata’s head families—hung from the scaffolding. It was a magistrate day. Last time, she’d accidentally seen a woman get whipped for the crime of stealing silver dishes from her employer. She’d rather not see anything like that again.

Turning away, Blue hurried down the ninth row of stalls toward one of her regular vendors, passing brightly patterned dresses with seashells embroidered along their hems, glittering beaded jewelry, freshly baked bread, and a stall featuring boots from the best cobbler in the city. There was another woman already talking with Maurice when Blue got to his stall, her voice rising as she debated something with the old merchant.

Ignoring them, Blue moved to the back of the stall to examine the crates of seeds, bark, roots, and dried berries that Maurice regularly procured from the fae isle of Llorenyae.

Casting a quick look over her shoulder to be sure no one was watching, Blue let her hands rest on a crate of yaeringlei seeds, feeling the gentle rush of the small magic she’d inherited from her mother tingle across her palms, seeking a connection with any natural thing—plant, animal, or mineral.

If they’d been harvested correctly, the large, pebble-size seeds would leap toward her magic, eager to be used. If the fruit that encased them had been forced from their bushes before they were ripe, the seeds would lie dormant, refusing her advances.

The crate’s wood was rough, and bits of it curled toward Blue’s hands as if eager to be used in her potions. She shot another look at Maurice and his customer, but they were engrossed in their discussion.

The seeds within the crate leaped for her hands, tapping against their wooden home like bits of hail against a window. Maurice’s gaze jerked toward her, a frown digging into the sagging skin between his eyes. Blue stepped away from the crate and shoved her hands into her cloak pockets, a chill racing over her skin as the woman turned to face her, pale skin flushed with anger at Maurice.

She’d seen this woman a few times at the market or when Blue and Papa spent time at the castle, and Blue had no interest in catching her attention now. Dinah Chauveau, head of the Chauveau family, had a reputation for ruthlessly running her quarter and for making life miserable for anyone who tried to cheat her.

She also had a reputation for zealously punishing anyone caught violating the law against magic.

Swallowing hard, Blue gave Maurice and Dinah a wobbly smile and hurried toward a selection of jewels resting inside a locked glass case. Her breath felt too thin, her blood too thick as she turned her back to them and prayed they hadn’t seen anything that could get her in trouble.

“We can resume our discussion of your failure to meet the terms of our contract once you get her out of here.” Dinah’s voice was cold and precise.

“What can I get for you today, Blue?” Maurice asked from beside her elbow. His brown face was folded in on itself, like a grape shriveling beneath the harsh summer sun, and his hands shook a bit with age, but his eyes were as shrewd as ever.

“Pink sapphire!” Blue’s words were too loud, too rushed, and she folded her arms over her chest to give her hands something to do as magic tingled across her palms, reaching for the jewels that Maurice was pulling out of the case.

“I don’t have pink today, but here’s a blue and a white, and both are just as lovely,” he said.

Blue shook her head. “I need pink for the potion I’m working on.”

“I can get my hands on one soon enough and have it delivered, no extra fee.”

“That’s fine.” Blue turned toward the crates and began rattling off the list of other items she needed, an itch between her shoulder blades where Dinah’s gaze rested. Blue hadn’t had a chance to check the rest of the ingredients she wanted to buy, but there was no way she could risk it now.

Maurice quickly wrapped up her purchases and loaded them into her burlap sacks. “Where’s that young girl you use for deliveries and such?”

Blue frowned as she reached inside her cloak for the metal she hoped would pass as gold. “I’m not sure.” Ana should’ve been here by now. She was usually very prompt, and she knew Blue needed help on market day.

“If you can’t carry all these yourself, I’ll deliver the rest later for a small fee.” Maurice’s eyes brightened, and Blue laughed.

“I’ve experienced your small fees before, Maurice. I can carry it all or find a child to help me.”

Schooling her face into a mask of composure, Blue pulled out the chunks of pale yellow metal she’d created the night before. It was almost gold. And maybe almost would be good enough. She didn’t want to cheat Maurice. She just wanted to test her experiment. And if anyone in the market could instantly spot a fake, it would be Maurice.

His eyes narrowed as she handed him the chunks of almost-gold. “Pretty pale for gold.” He held it up to a bar of sunlight slanting in through the roof and turned it this way and that.

Blue flinched as Dinah took a step closer, her gaze on the metal as well.

Maurice brought the metal up to his mouth and bit gently. His brow folded into a frown. “Soft like gold, but the color’s a little off. Where did you get this?”

Her face heated. “The shop.”

It was as much of the truth as she was willing to give them. If anyone realized what she was doing, she and Papa would no longer be safe. Blue would bet everything they owned that one of the less scrupulous brokers who managed the illegal gambling dens throughout the city would be at their door within an hour with a plan to force Blue into working for him. And if a broker didn’t get to her first, somebody else would.

Everyone in the kingdom would want a piece of the girl who’d figured out how to use alchemy to turn ordinary metal into gold.

Maurice’s voice was rough. “Somebody cheated you, Miss Blue. This is a good imitation, but it isn’t gold. Do you remember who paid with it?”

She shook her head and hurriedly grabbed a handful of coin out of her other pocket. Laying the coin out on Maurice’s table, she took the almost gold out of his hand and pocketed it again.

“That’s useless, Miss Blue,” he said. “Unless you want to turn it over to the magistrate so they can hunt for the person who gave it to you.”

“Oh, no. That’s fine! I mean, obviously it’s not fine, but I’m sure I can use it in one of my potions or something.” Her voice was too bright, but she couldn’t seem to change it. Gathering her bags from Maurice, she slung them over her shoulder, staggering a bit under their weight, and then bid a hasty farewell to Maurice, nodding respectfully to Dinah on her way out.

Scanning the crowd around her once more, Blue hurried to the end of the row. Where was Ana? Had she forgotten it was market day? Or had another, more lucrative job come up?

A tiny whisper of fear poisoned Blue’s thoughts as she stopped to examine the crowd again.

Children went missing in Falaise de la Mer. Everyone knew it, though no one could really explain it. It was always the children whose parents were in prison or who’d died working dangerous jobs for one of Balavata’s brokers. Children no one would really miss.

But Ana wasn’t a girl no one would miss. She had a regular job with Blue at the Mortar & Pestle. She had friends. And to the best of Blue’s knowledge, no one had gone missing from the Gaillard quarter for years. Besides, Ana had failed to show up twice before, and both times she’d returned after a few days, apologizing for leaving Blue on her own and explaining that she’d been hired for a cleaning job by one of the wealthier families of the city, who paid Ana twice what Blue could.

A shout broke through Blue’s thoughts, and the crowd around her surged toward the stage, carrying her with it.

“The laws of our land have been broken. The queen wishes you to bear witness!” a man’s voice boomed from the center of the stage. Blue dug her heels into the soft ground to avoid being pushed past the first row of benches as guards from each quarter brought prisoners onto the stage to have their crimes read aloud and their punishments delivered.

“Up first, we have Selina Bisset, who has been accused of breaking the law against using magic.”

People around Blue murmured and shot fearful looks at the stage, where a woman stood facing the crowd, her hands tied behind her back. Blue was too far away to see the expression on the woman’s face, and she didn’t want to.

“According to the law, no person shall use fae magic in any form.” The man held a scroll in his hands, his eyes scraping over it as he read. “No magic may be used for healing, for spells, for altering the physical appearance of objects or people, for divining the future, or for affecting anything that lives on the land, the sea, or the air. It was the use of fae magic that turned the witch Marielle into a blood wraith who drank the blood of our children and terrorized the streets of Falaise de la Mer.”

Actually, it was the misuse of fae magic that had created the blood wraith, but Blue knew no one was interested in the nuances. Not when most of them remembered the wraith haunting their streets, destroying lives in its unending quest for power. She took a few steps backward before running into a solid wall of bodies standing close behind her.

The crowd murmured louder, and Blue caught many of them saying the name Marielle like a curse.

The man onstage turned toward the woman. “You were seen using fae magic to transform rotten fruit into fresh in an attempt to deceive your customers. Do you deny the charge?”

Blue closed her eyes. There was no point in denying the charge. The magistrate wouldn’t have brought the woman here if he didn’t have at least three sworn witnesses. Blue’s hands burned as if her own magic was reaching for the woman on the stage, and she clenched her fists and tried to take another step back.

Whatever the woman said in reply was lost as the crowd began chanting, “Death to witches!”

Not everyone who had fae magic was a witch, either, but that was another nuance no one who remembered the blood wraith wanted to discuss.

“According to the law of Balavata, under the blessing of our gracious queen, I hereby sentence you to death,” the man shouted.

Blue’s stomach lurched, and she turned and fought her way through the crowd as the guard next to the accused woman drew his sword from its sheath with a metallic hiss and plunged it through her chest.





TWO

BLUE ARRIVED AT the Mortar & Pestle shaken and queasy, the awful rasp of the guard’s sword leaving its sheath ringing in her head. The shop floor was busy, and Papa had his hands full. Blue nodded to him as she made her way to the storeroom at the back of the shop.

The storeroom was a cozy space with floor-to-ceiling shelves against each wall, a long worktable in the center, a two-burner stove, a sink, and two chairs. A door at the back of the room led to the alley behind the shop. Blue set her purchases on the table and drew in a deep breath, taking comfort in the familiar scent of herbs, spices, and dried flowers that permeated the storeroom.

It had been wrong of the woman on the stage to magic decaying fruit into something that looked edible to others, but it hadn’t been worth her life. If anyone saw how Blue harvested her ingredients, how she knew which items wanted to be combined into her potions, she’d find herself on the same stage faster than she could say, “I’m not a witch.”

Before that thought could spiral into the cold fear that sometimes tore through Blue’s dreams at night, turning them into nightmares, she threw herself into her work. The morning passed quickly. Blue packaged the shop’s deliveries, sorted through her new supplies, shelved what she wasn’t using for the day, and filled her worktable with everything she needed to make oils to treat beestings, powders to disinfect wounds, and tonics to combat everything from fatigue to insomnia. She then spent the next few hours moving from the table to the stove and back again, chopping, grinding, and steeping her ingredients. Letting her magic whisper to them in the solitude of her storeroom as she coaxed them to combine into the potions she wanted.

While her hands worked, she kept her thoughts away from the events on the stage by poking at her failed attempt to fully transmute lead into gold. Did she need to add more heat to speed up the molecules that bound the lead together? Build a better pressurized pot? There were still several rare minerals she could try adding. Or maybe the map to success was as simple as figuring out how to use her magic to coax the metal to do what she wanted.

What she wouldn’t give for a magic wand, despite the danger of being caught with it. She could use it only when she was sure it was just Papa with her in the shop. That would be safe. Maybe if Grand-mère understood what was at stake, she’d finally relent and teach Blue how to use one. Or maybe Grand-mère’s ability to briefly transfigure items into something different could be helpful.

Of course once Grand-mère’s spell wore off and the merchants realized the gold had turned back into ordinary lead, Blue would be in the kind of trouble even her family’s friendship with the queen couldn’t fix. Besides, she wanted to do something to better the kingdom, not cheat merchants out of hard-earned coin.

“Lunch is here!” Papa sang as he entered the storeroom.

Blue looked up from a bubbling pot of fennel, scrub leaf, and ground cobalt, blinking in surprise at Papa, who stood in the doorway holding a bag from the Bronze Whale, their favorite pub. “It’s lunchtime already?”

Papa smiled as he moved into the room. “Lost track of time again, eh?”

Blue rubbed her eyes and stretched her back. “I was focused on new ways to work the lead into gold tonight.”

“Keep your voice down,” Papa said, even though Blue hadn’t spoken loudly. He cast an anxious glance over his shoulder, as if worried someone might have found a way inside their locked shop to overhear.

Blue’s gaze followed his and landed on the pile of deliveries still sitting neatly on a shelf beside the door that led to the alley behind the shop. She frowned. “Ana didn’t show up today.”

“What time were you expecting her?” Papa set the bag down on Blue’s worktable, sending a small puff of ground cobalt into the air. “And have you ever considered wiping down your table as you work?”

Blue tapped a finger to her lips and then winced at the sharp, unpleasant flavor of whatever residue was still on her hands. “She should’ve met me at the market. And I’ll clean up when I’m done. It’s a waste of time to stop and wipe things down every few minutes.” She removed the bubbling mixture from the heat and set it on a rack to cool. Turning, she found Papa already cleaning the table. “I said I’d clean it when I’m done.”

“I’m not eating in the middle of . . . whatever all this is.” Papa gestured with his rag at the bits and pieces of the ingredients Blue had used throughout the morning. “Last time I did that, my tongue went numb for nearly an hour, and I had to wait on customers while sounding like I’d had a pint too many with my noon meal.”

Blue grinned at the memory, and Papa flashed her a warm smile as he placed his cleaning rag neatly on the side of the storeroom’s sink and rejoined her at the table. “I bought baked gelleire fish sandwiches and carrot soup.”

“Sounds delicious. Thank you.” Blue pulled a chair up to the table and accepted her lunch, but her gaze kept straying to the deliveries. She needed Ana to be reliable.

If she had been offered a quick job with better pay by one of the richer merchants in the quarter, she’d be back soon enough to resume her regular duties as the Mortar & Pestle’s delivery girl, but until then, Blue had to find another way to get the orders to their customers.

Blue took a big bite of her sandwich, closing her eyes as she savored the flaky, buttery crust, the mild flavor of the fish, and the hint of heat from the sweet pepper sauce the Bronze Whale was known for.

“Will the princess be coming for her tutoring session today?” Papa asked as he pried the lids off small wooden cups of carrot soup, releasing the fragrance of ginger, brown sugar, and stewed carrots.

Blue nodded as she reached for her soup, earning a stern glance from Papa as he saw her hands.

“You want your tongue to go numb too?” he asked.

She hastily put her sandwich down and moved to the sink to wash while she thought about her upcoming time with Nessa and the pile of packages that still needed to be delivered. Usually, she and the princess spent several hours together while Blue taught her the basics of alchemy—a science for which Nessa had shown aptitude, and which the queen was happy to allow her to study while she focused on ruling the kingdom and grooming Nessa’s older brother to take the throne. Today, however, Blue didn’t have hours. She had deliveries that had to reach the shop’s customers before the day’s end. The shop did well enough, but it couldn’t withstand losing regular customers over poor service.

Blue was going to have to check the street for any children hoping for a job, though she couldn’t trust the shop’s deliveries to someone she didn’t know, so that narrowed down the possibilities. Maybe she’d do the deliveries herself. If she hurried through lunch, used the moss glider venom she’d just bought from Maurice to finish the queen’s headache cream, and then cut the tutoring session short, she could—

“Stop thinking so hard and come eat while your food is still hot.” There was a smile in Papa’s voice.

Blue obeyed, smiling and nodding along to Papa’s stories of the morning’s customers. When lunch was finished, Papa began dusting shelves while Blue gathered the ingredients she needed for the queen’s headache cream: beeswax, pressed almond oil, dried tryllis weed, essence of wintermint, and a few drops of the venom. She added a log to the stove and set a pot of water to boil on it and then placed a shallow pan over the bubbling liquid. The chunk of beeswax went into the shallow pan, where it immediately started to melt. When it was fully liquefied, she measured a thimble of almond oil, poured it into the wax, and reached for the wintermint, her lips pressed into a thin line.

It had been ten years since Blue had sat beside Mama’s damaged body in their root cellar, surrounded by spilled wintermint and the broken ladder that kept Blue trapped instead of running for help. Ten years since she’d watched Mama die, but the smell sometimes bothered her still.

The spicy sweetness of wintermint filled the air as Blue added a pinch of it to her mixture. A sprinkling of dried tryllis weed dotted the mixture with flecks of purple, and then Blue carefully added two drops of venom. Just enough to numb the queen’s headaches without poisoning her. Blue had tried the dose on herself three times last week, just to be sure.

A knock sounded on the storeroom door. For an instant, Blue thought it might be Ana, late but still ready to do her job, but then a woman on the other side of the wall said firmly, “Open for the princess.”

Papa set his dust cloth aside and obliged, smiling as he said, “Princess Nessa, how lovely to see you. Come right in.”

Nessa threw herself into Papa’s arms, giving him a fierce hug. One of the princess’s guards stepped into the storeroom, stationing herself against the doorway that led to the shop floor, while the other two took up their posts in the alley outside. Papa returned Nessa’s hug, patted her on the back a few times, and then let her go.

“I have to get back to the shop floor and open up for the afternoon customers.” Papa’s smile encompassed both girls. “When you have a break in your session, come see me. I brought fresh-baked cookies in with me today. Nutmeg wafers. Your favorite.”

Nessa’s face lit up, and Papa laughed as he left to reopen the store.

The twelve-year-old princess was already taller than Blue, though that was hardly an accomplishment given Blue’s small stature. Nessa’s body still held the gangly awkwardness of youth but was growing into the type of athletic gracefulness that her older brother, Kellan, may he fall off his horse, was known for. Today, the princess’s hair was done up in intricate twists with strips of yellow ribbon woven throughout, and her yellow dress glowed against her brown skin like a beam of sunlight. Nessa’s hands moved quickly, drawing together in fists at her chest and then pushing out toward Blue as she smiled, wide and joyful.

How are you?

“I’m good,” Blue said, though it wasn’t quite true. The deliveries were still waiting for someone to take them, and the memory of the woman sentenced to death on the stage lingered at the back of her thoughts like poison.

But it was impossible not to respond to Nessa’s smile. Impossible to refuse her friendship, something Blue had learned years ago when the young princess decided she liked spending time with Blue more than she liked her tutors and their constant efforts to figure out why she could produce sound but couldn’t move her mouth correctly to form words.

Nessa’s hands moved again. Excited! I have news.

“What is it?” Blue’s hands moved as well. She’d always thought it was polite to use Nessa’s form of communicating as much as possible. Some of the signs were a language the scholars in Akram had developed for citizens who were deaf or had speech difficulties. Some of them were Nessa-specific signs that the princess had come up with on her own.

Nessa raised her hands as if placing a crown on her head and then lowered them to gently bang her fists twice against her chest. Kellan.

Blue’s lip curled.

Coming home from school today. His carriage arrives soon.

“How . . . nice.” Blue turned to tie a square of cloth over the mouth of the glass jar that held the queen’s medicine.

Nessa laughed, a full-bodied sound that filled the stockroom with warmth. Blue raised a brow at her.

Kellan is my favorite. He’d be your favorite too if you gave him a chance.

Blue would rather suck on an entire bucket full of unripe shirellas than spend time with the insufferable, full-of-himself, rules-don’t-apply-to-me Kellan, but she wasn’t going to say any of that to Nessa. Instead, she said, “I’m glad you’ll get to spend time with him this summer. We’re going to have a short lesson today because Ana didn’t show up to do the deliveries, so I’m going to have to do them myself.”

I can help.

“I hardly think your mother would approve of you making shop deliveries, even with your guards in tow. Besides, I know you want to get back to the castle to see Kellan, may a wagon run over his”—she caught Nessa’s eye—“um . . . enemies. Now gather up some bolla root, thorn fern, and essence of lyllis. I’m going to show you how to safely brew a batch of poison.”

An hour flew by, with Nessa competently handling the ingredients and judging when the brew had coalesced enough to be transferred into glass jars for safekeeping. Once the princess and her guards left to return to the castle, Blue placed the deliveries in a large canvas tote and set off into the Gaillard quarter to bring the goods to the shop’s customers.

A thick blanket of early summer heat shimmered against the cobblestone streets as Blue scanned the alley behind the shop for any children old enough to handle deliveries. The alley was empty. She sighed as she hoisted the tote over her shoulder and started walking.

She’d known it was a long shot. Most of the older homeless children who lived in the alleys and back streets of Falaise de la Mer were skilled at finding odd jobs each day or would take up begging on their favorite corners until the magistrate’s guards chased them away. It was rare to find one of them still looking for work this late in the day.

She hated that they had to look for work at all.

The farther one got from the main roads with their pretty buildings and clean-swept cobblestones, the more the sordid truth about Falaise de la Mer and its head families became apparent. Some streets were full of ramshackle homes that were falling down around the people living in them. Some were full of children whose parents were gone—jailed by the magistrates, killed by the brokers who ran a host of dangerous, illegal enterprises throughout the city for being unable to pay their debts, or dead of starvation.

A familiar pulse of anger galvanized Blue as she hurried down the wide, gracious street that ran in front of the Mortar & Pestle, ignoring the gentle rustle of the iron bells that hung from every doorway to warn the city if Marielle the wraith, imprisoned in the wilds far to the west, returned.

The blood wraith that had terrorized the city sixteen years ago didn’t currently worry Blue. The poverty and desperation of the children who were conveniently forgotten by the city’s wealthy until they needed a job done, however, did.

A carriage rushed past her, the horse’s hooves clip-clopping briskly along the road as Blue pulled a square box tied with twine out of her tote and turned down a street of two-story stone homes with red doors and polished iron filigree.

She had to find the key to turning lead into gold. Every day she failed was another day the children in her quarter were at risk.





THREE

KELLAN RENARD, CROWN prince of Balavata, was in serious danger of losing his lunch all over the beautiful interior of the royal carriage, an offense his mother would be slow to forgive.

It wasn’t the fact that the road leading south through Balavata wound around the grass-covered hills like the curling sugar candy the cook made each Wintermass, though that certainly wasn’t helping.

It wasn’t that his mother had spent the past two hours lecturing him in great detail about the expectations on his shoulders now that he’d graduated from his boarding school in Loch Talam and would be permanently assuming his duties as heir to the throne, though that really wasn’t helping.

It was the hint of sea salt in the breeze and the distant roar of the waves as they neared the seaside capital city of Falaise de la Mer, where both his home and his memories waited to swallow him whole.

And all right, fine, it was also the five pints of cheap ale and the scant two hours of sleep he’d had the night before after sneaking out of the inn while his mother slept. He’d only meant to have a single drink at the local pub, but a boy’s best intentions could hardly stand up to the sparkling eyes and charming smiles of three pretty maidens who’d all wanted a dance partner. And if he’d needed more than one pint to face the idea of returning home to become king, who could blame him?

He’d made the long trip home from Milisatria Academy ten summers in a row. Each time, he’d been hit with a cold, sick feeling in the pit of his stomach once he got close enough to smell the sea, though a few ales, some pranks pulled on the castle staff, and a wild night or twelve in the more unsavory neighborhoods of Falaise de la Mer usually provided enough distraction to count as a cure. Or maybe it was simply because he’d known he only had to stay for nine weeks before he could head north again for another year at school with its rigid routine, his friend and roommate Javan, and so many glorious opportunities to break the rules and get away with it.

This time, Kellan was coming home to stay. This time, he’d have council meetings, power struggles, and worst of all—

“Are you listening to me, Kellan? Your birthday is a mere six weeks away. By law, you must be betrothed by then. We can do the betrothal proclamation at a ball, which we’ll hold a bit earlier than your actual birthday. I thought we’d announce the ball at a royal reception for the head families. Say, in one week’s time?”

Kellan sighed. Worst of all, he was bound by law to be betrothed by his nineteenth birthday to a girl from one of Balavata’s nine head families. The law was designed to ensure that heirs to the throne were produced consistently, and that the head families had opportunities to increase their influence while one of their own sat on the throne beside the heir. It didn’t matter if he liked any of the eligible daughters, or if they liked him. To be fair, Kellan rarely met a girl he didn’t like, but enjoying some harmless flirting was a far cry from promising to love someone until he died.

That thought had him wishing he had another pint.

“Kellan.” The queen’s voice was a sharp warning that had him sitting up straighter and looking her in the eye.

She had his tall, athletic build, though she was rounder and softer than she used to be. Her dark eyes and brown skin were a match for his, as were her long, slim fingers and the deep dimples in her cheeks, but the rest of him was his father, from his close-cut black hair to his big feet to the restlessness coiled inside him, always longing for another adventure. Another risk.

“I’ve done all I can to let you have your childhood,” his mother said quietly. His eyes flew open and found hers. There was a flicker of sympathy in her usually stoic expression. “I’ve let you be schooled far from home the way your father was before you. I’ve let you run wild in the summer months, ignoring all but the basic court functions that required your attendance.”

“I mean . . . wild is maybe overstating things a bit.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Do we need to have a discussion about who switched the kitchen’s sugar supply for salt before the midsummer banquet? Or why my prize stallion was seen participating in an illegal race with someone who looked suspiciously like my son on his back? Or perhaps we should revisit the lovely morning when our esteemed butler woke up on the castle roof in nothing but his unmentionables?”

Kellan laughed, caught a glimpse of his mother’s expression, and hastily pretended to be suffering from a coughing fit.

“Kellan.”

He raised his hands in surrender. “No further discussion needed.”

She leaned forward and wrapped cool hands around his. “You are the crown prince who will rule Balavata in the coming years. From the moment we step foot outside this carriage, you must act like it. One misstep, one appearance of weakness or vulnerability, and those who would love to take the throne for themselves, whether they have a girl of marriageable age or not, will not hesitate to pounce. They’ve only accepted me as their queen without your father for this long because they knew you, a true Renard by birth, would be of age soon enough.”

His stomach lurched. He drew in a long, slow breath to calm his nerves and immediately regretted it. The air was thick with brine. The tang rested on the back of Kellan’s tongue, bitter and dank.

“Kellan—”

“I won’t fail you,” he said. “I know the law, and I understand my duties.”

It didn’t matter if those duties felt like a noose around his neck. He was the prince. And it was his fault his father wasn’t still alive to rule the kingdom.

The carriage topped the final hill leading to Falaise de la Mer, and Kellan stared out the carriage’s window as his city came into view. He couldn’t see the busy port from the carriage, but he could see the edges of the sea itself, stretching out along the horizon like a sparkling gold ribbon. Turning away, he watched as the castle came into view, perched on the hill directly to the north of the city, its white turrets, gleaming parapets, and silver filigree glowing in the midafternoon sun.

His mother tapped her finger on his knee to get his full attention. “You have ten minutes to change and greet Nessa, and then you have appointments at each head family’s house. From the moment we leave this carriage, you are on display. Every word, every deed, every nuance must be carefully calculated. The head families will be watching you for any weaknesses they can exploit.”

He definitely needed another pint. Queasiness be hanged. “I’m the Renard heir. Why would they be looking for weakness instead of opportunities to build alliances with me?”

“Your sister . . .” The queen’s stoic expression slid back over her face. “They know you’re the one who will rule this kingdom. If you don’t prove to them that you have the strength to forge alliances and keep your enemies in check, both from within the kingdom and from without, some of them are ready to make a bid to put their own families on the throne. Permanently.”

Kellan met his mother’s eyes as a flame of anger ignited in his chest.

“Nessa isn’t weak,” he said quietly. “And she is perfectly capable of ruling should something happen to me.”

“I know that, and you know that.” The queen’s voice was as unyielding as the stone beneath the carriage’s wheels. “But to the head families, she’s a girl who can’t speak, and therefore can’t rule. Unless they’re trying to curry favor with me, they discount her entirely. Which means you have to be flawless, Kellan. If those who want the throne think they can take it from you, they will. And if that means they have to kill you and Nessa to have a clear claim on the crown, that’s what they’ll do.”

His jaw set. Anyone who came for his sister was going to have to go through him first, but if he played the game well, it would never come to that.

Moments after reaching the castle, he’d changed into something suitable for greeting each head family and was impatiently waiting for his valet to finish tying his cravat when his sister came into the room, her face glowing with anticipation.

“Nessa!” His heart lightened, and the first genuine smile of the afternoon lit his face as she ran toward him. Sweeping her up in his arms, he laughed. “You’ve grown, little bird. One of these days you’re going to pass me, and then how will I ever be able to show my face in public?”

She laughed, a full-throated, joyous sound he’d missed while he’d been away, and her arms tightened around his shoulders.

He closed his eyes as she murmured sounds that didn’t quite sound like words, but that reached his heart all the same. He knew what she was saying. He always knew. From the moment she was born, through her toddler years as the nanny’s calm proclamations that Nessa would talk in her own time became visits with the royal physician to see why she couldn’t move her mouth the way other children could, to the summers when he’d choose her company over the company of anyone else in Balavata as she taught him the language she’d learned to sign with her hands, he’d always understood her.

Setting her down again, he stepped back and studied her. She looked happy. He was going to dedicate his life to making sure she stayed that way.

Nessa’s hands moved rapidly. Want to visit the garden with me? There’s a new songbird nest in the rynoir tree. I want to climb up to see it.

He grinned and signed back to her even as he spoke. “I’d love to, little bird, but mother has made appointments for me with each head family for the rest of the afternoon. Apparently, I’m supposed to act like a proper prince now.”

She snorted.

“Exactly.” He gave her another hug. “I have to leave now, but when I get back tonight, you and I can use the fire pit in the gardens and roast sugar puffs.”

Her dimples flashed as she grinned.

He grabbed his silk afternoon jacket and then paused on his way out the door. “And don’t climb the rynoir tree without me. Those branches break easily.”

Her eyes narrowed. You climb it every summer. Why do you get to climb it by yourself and I don’t?

“Because sometimes I’m an idiot.”

I can’t argue with that. Her laughter followed him as he hurried out of the royal wing and back down to the carriage waiting to take him to the first head family’s home.

Four hours later, exhaustion pounded at Kellan’s temples as the royal carriage left the Marcels’ and headed toward the Gaillard quarter, the last on his list of required visitations. At least this visit would include time with a friend rather than the awkwardness of picking his way through conversations with girls whose parents eagerly watched to be sure their daughters did their best to catch themselves a prince. Even Kellan’s considerable flirtation skills had been sorely tested.

Nothing said romance like being the fox at the wrong end of a hunt.

The Gaillard mansion was set on a gentle rise at the western edge of their quarter. Kellan disembarked from the carriage and was immediately greeted by their butler.

The man bowed low and said, “My Lady Genevieve is waiting for you in the gardens.”

“Thank you.” Kellan pivoted away from the front door and headed to the southern side of the house, where carefully manicured bushes, flowers, and trees were neatly arranged along paths of glistening white sand. He was nearly to the garden’s entrance, his eyes on the ground, his thoughts full of navigating the betrothal season, assuming the crown, and protecting his family, when he ran full tilt into someone. His head snapped up, and his hand shot out to grab on to Genevieve Gaillard’s arm as she stumbled.

She laughed. “You certainly know how to make an entrance, Your Majesty.”

He grinned. “It’s one of my many talents.”

The late-afternoon sun glinted against her long red curls and shone against her golden skin as she gave him a proper curtsy. Her blue eyes danced with amusement as she cast a quick glance at the house and then whispered, “I’m positive my parents are huddled in front of my papa’s bedroom window right now, taking notes. Why don’t we stroll around the house instead of the garden? I don’t feel like being on display.”

They walked in companionable silence for a moment, and Kellan’s headache receded. Technically, he wasn’t supposed to be friends with any of the girls who qualified for the betrothal, as it would give them an unfair advantage, but he’d met Gen the previous summer when she snuck out to meet up with one of Kellan’s friends and ended up spending plenty of time with their entire group safely away from the prying eyes of their parents. He might have felt bad about the brotherly affection he already held for Gen if she wasn’t madly in love with one of his best friends. In his mind, that took her firmly off the list of contenders for the betrothal.

Leaning toward her as they rounded the corner of the house and headed toward the front drive, he said, “I assume you and Alexander are still . . . ?”

Pink bloomed on her cheeks. “We are.” She cast him a swift look. “But of course, that doesn’t mean you can’t . . . I understand the law and what’s at stake, and if you need to . . . if you decide to choose—”

“I’m not choosing you.” He gave her arm a friendly squeeze. “I would never come between my friends. But we have to keep this quiet. If anyone suspects that I’ve already ruled you out, there will be trouble with your parents and their allies.”

She nodded and then her face broke into another smile as she looked past him. “Oh, look! Blue is here. I guess she’s making deliveries for the shop. Must have lost her errand girl again.”

Kellan followed Gen’s gaze and stopped walking. Blue de la Cour, the daughter of one of Kellan’s father’s dearest friends and the bane of his existence, was walking up the drive, her arms full of packages.

“Come on, Kellan.” Gen pulled on his arm.

“I’d really rather not,” Kellan said, but Blue had already heard Gen. Looking up, she made eye contact with Kellan. Her face twisted as if she’d sucked on a sour shirella.

“Hello!” Gen called, pulling Kellan forward with her as Blue reached the top of the drive.

“Ugh, this is happening,” Kellan muttered as Blue came to a stop in front of them, her dark eyes full of faint contempt when she looked at him.

Gen let go of Kellan and reached for the packages in Blue’s hands. “Let me help you, Blue.”

“There’s no need.” Blue blinked as Gen whisked the packages out of her hands and turned toward the house. “Really. I can deliver them to the butler myself.”

“There. You heard her. She can deliver them herself.” Kellan turned toward Gen only to find that she was already halfway up the steps to the front door.

Silence fell between Blue and Kellan, and he couldn’t think of a single courteous way to break it.

She arched a brow at him and said, “Nessa was excited to see you again.” Her tone of voice made it clear she didn’t share his sister’s sentiments.

Fine by him. He could’ve gone another ten years without seeing the know-it-all, always-on-a-crusade-against-him Blue, but sometimes life gave you what you wanted, and sometimes it kicked horse manure in your face.

“I was happy to see Nessa too,” he said, and dearly hoped they were done talking.

She tapped her fingers against her legs impatiently, opened her mouth, shut it, and then opened it again.

Kellan’s words were rushed. “Before you say anything—”

“Try not to do anything foolish this summer,” she said as if she hadn’t heard him.

He glared. It was one thing to have to sit through her interminable lectures when he’d actually done something to deserve them. But to have her preemptively decide he was going to be a fool—never mind the fact that several very tantalizing and possibly foolhardy ideas had already occurred to him as the noose of his responsibilities tightened—was too much to bear.

“Try to give me a little credit, Blue,” he snapped.

Her lip curled. “I give you exactly as much credit as you deserve.”

He folded his arms over his chest. “You don’t know me as well as you think you do.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ve known you backward and forward since we were kids. The only thing that still surprises me about you is how often others seem charmed by the things that come out of your mouth.”

He took a step closer to her, and she fisted her hands on her waist and tilted her head back to meet his gaze.

“Maybe people find me charming because I am charming.”

“Or maybe they act that way because you’re the prince, and they don’t want the consequences of getting on your bad side.”

He barked a laugh. “What consequences, Blue? If there were any, you’d have been locked in the castle dungeons years ago.”

“Hard to lock someone up for being right.”

“In your case, I would find it remarkably easy.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know, you were named for Kellan the Great, the heroic warrior from the sea who arrived to rescue Balavata during desperate times centuries ago. Maybe that means nothing to you, but it means a lot to your people. Not the ones whose tables you sit at for tea or whose pretty little hands you hold while you dance at balls, but the ones who struggle each day just to find enough food to eat. They need a hero. Someone to rescue them. If you weren’t so busy trying to get yourself killed with your pranks and your dares, maybe you’d see that.”

The words he’d marshaled in his head to throw in her face dissolved, and he took a small step back from her as Gen came out of the mansion, her wide smile lighting up her face.

Maybe Blue was right. Maybe the ordinary citizens of Balavata needed a hero. But Kellan wasn’t a hero, and he knew it. He was a pawn in a political game that was centuries older than he was. He was a piece of meat to be fought over by the head families who hungered for the power of the throne.

He was all that stood between his family and the wolves snapping at their door, and he couldn’t lose focus on that for an instant. Not even to prove Blue wrong about the man she thought he’d become.





FOUR

BLUE WAS EXHAUSTED by the time she returned to the farmhouse she shared with Papa. The deliveries had taken her the rest of the afternoon. She was annoyed that one of those deliveries had included a conversation with Kellan. He was still insufferable. Probably still planning some sort of stupid, risky adventure for the fun of it, regardless of the consequences.

And definitely none of her business. Not anymore. She washed her hands of him, his charming smile, and his reckless nonsense.

A shiver went up Blue’s spine as far to the west of the city, the iron bells closest to the blood wraith’s fae prison rang, a faint discordant melody that traveled through the perfect funnel created by the road that cut through the hills.

Sometimes she went months without hearing the bells. Sometimes they rang every day. The sound didn’t carry throughout the entire city, but those who lived on the western fringes, like Blue, heard it often enough. It was a stark reminder that even though the wraith Marielle was locked away, no one had figured out how to kill her, and so no one felt truly safe.

And it was a stark reminder of the woman on the market stage and what was at stake for Blue if she wasn’t more careful.

Lanterns cast a welcoming glow in the front windows as Blue turned up the little lane that led to the farmhouse.

The farmhouse was painted a warm yellow with white trim. Flower boxes filled with cat’s paws, pansies, dalliosas, and a sprinkling of wildflowers hung beneath the downstairs windows, and two large pots with herb gardens growing in them graced the wide front porch. Ivy climbed up one of the porch pillars and covered half of the veranda, and a wildly overgrown garden hugged the sides of the house. Blue had always thought it looked like the house had sprung out of the ground from a seed, just like the garden that surrounded it.

A dark streak launched itself off the porch and raced toward her. She laughed as her cat twined himself around her legs, managing to look furious with her for leaving him behind for the day even as he purred his joy at her return.

“Good evening, Pepperell, my handsome boy. Did you get into plenty of trouble today while I was gone?” Blue crouched to run her hand over Pepperell’s fur.

His body bore the testament to his younger days as a street brawler before Blue had found him injured in the alley behind their shop and nursed him back to health. His gray fur always looked slightly unkempt, with a longer strip of brilliant white tracing the scar that started at his mouth, moved over his cheek, and ended where his left eye should’ve been. The tip of his right ear was missing, and one of his front teeth refused to stay hidden when he closed his mouth, but Blue thought he was beautiful, and Pepperell knew it.

Pepperell meowed as if to affirm that he had indeed been in plenty of trouble while his mistress was away, and then together they entered the farmhouse.

The inside of the house was neat and comfortable. Rich chocolate-brown floors scarred from years of use met walls painted a cheerful sage green, and darker green curtains hung on either side of the windows. The small entrance area met a hallway that bisected the downstairs and led to the kitchen, the office, the privy, and the sitting room. A set of simple stairs off to the right led to the second story, where the three bedrooms were located and then on to the small garret in the attic.

Blue sat on a bench in the entrance and switched her walking boots for her gardening boots, careful not to let the mud that had dried on them the night before get on Papa’s clean floors. The smell of roasted fike and parslied turnips filled the air, and Papa poked his head out of the kitchen down the hall as Blue picked up her gathering basket.

“Dinner will be ready soon. Want honey with your oatcakes? Grand-mère brought a fresh jar with her.”

“Grand-mère is here?” Blue’s spirits lifted as a small, pear-shaped woman with sharp brown eyes, luminous dark skin, and a shock of tight gray-white curls peeked out of the kitchen. She was a full head shorter than Papa, nearly as small as Blue herself, and her full lips were lifted in a wide, welcoming smile.

“Course I’m here. Haven’t seen you in at least a week.” Grand-mère’s stern voice belied the warm teasing light in her eyes as she walked toward Blue. “Had to come over and see if you had a boy who was taking all your time away from me, or if you were just neglecting an old woman.”

Blue laughed. “No boy could ever be as interesting as you, Grand-mère. I’m sorry I’ve been so busy. I’m just going to gather a few things from the garden before they pass their peak. You’re welcome to join me.”

Grand-mère pursed her lips as Papa popped back into the kitchen to resume cooking. “Hip’s bothering me tonight with that damp breeze. Why don’t you plan to visit me when the shop is closed for the weekend? I’ll make a pot of mashed sweetgrain and some fried apple cakes.” Her hand reached up to tug Blue’s headscarf aside, and her eyes narrowed. “Doesn’t look like you’re oiling your hair like you should be.”

“It takes too long,” Blue said as she leaned in to give Grand-mère a hug. “Besides, I’m barely awake in the mornings. I’m lucky to remember to change out of my nightdress before I leave the house.”

Grand-mère made a noise in the back of her throat. “No excuse for letting yourself go. We’ll fix that this weekend too.”

“Yes, Grand-mère,” Blue said, and then headed back outside in the purple twilight, with the last crimson rays of the sun to guide her steps. Pepperell shadowed her as she moved toward the garden.

Beyond the farmhouse and its wild garden stretched an orchard of apples, peaches, and shirella fruit. In the middle of the orchard, far from view of anyone who visited, was Grand-mère’s little cottage. And at the end was a ragged cliff side with narrow steps carved into the side so that Blue could climb down to her beloved Chrysós Sea.

Humming the lullaby her mama had sung to her when she was a child, Blue let the crash of the distant waves and the delicate tang of the sea breeze wash over her as her fingers worked nimbly to lift vines and reach for fruit or gently brush at the dirt to dig for a bulb. Some of them leaped for her hand, eager to be harvested. But sometimes when she touched a bulb, a tiny pulse fluttered against her fingertip while the bulb remained still. Those she carefully re-covered with dirt and left for another day, just as Grand-mère and her mama had taught her.

The touch of fae magic in her blood came from them. It wasn’t enough to send the iron bells ringing as she passed them. Not enough to count as a threat to those who feared magic, though she’d have no chance of convincing anyone of that if she got caught. Her magic was just enough to help her with the things she created for the shop, but not enough to help her when it had really mattered.

She drew in a deep breath and waited for the faint, bitter ache of grief to subside.

No, her magic hadn’t been enough to help her save Mama’s life as she lay dying in their root cellar so many years ago, but it was enough to lead Blue to the flowers and herbs that wanted to be harvested. It was enough to give her an instinct for which ingredients would work best together in the science of alchemy she loved so much. And as Grand-mère was fond of saying, it was useless wasting your time wishing for what you didn’t have instead of using what you did.

When she was through gathering for the day, Blue returned to the farmhouse, left her gardening boots under the front bench, and carried her basket into the kitchen, where dinner was already set out on the small, polished kitchen table. Papa took the basket from her and set it beside the door that led down to the root cellar. Blue swallowed against the sudden hard knocking of her heart and looked away from the door as she washed her hands and sat down beside Grand-mère. Pepperell hurried to the corner of the room where a bowl of minced fish waited for him.

“How did the deliveries go?” Papa asked as he passed a basket of freshly fried oatcakes to Blue.

“They took forever, but I got them done.” Blue took two cakes and slathered them with honey. “I hope Ana comes in tomorrow, because I don’t have time to run packages across the city again.”

“I’m sure she will,” Papa said around a mouthful of fike. “She’s been mostly reliable.”

Blue savored her own bite of fike before saying, “I know. And I’ve also promised to teach her how to read and do her sums. I think she’s excited about that. It would go so far in helping her to find an apprenticeship. She’s nearly ten, and most merchants want apprentices to start at the age of twelve. That only gives us two years to fill in the gaps in her education and get her ready.”

“Does she want an apprenticeship?” Grand-mère asked.

“Why wouldn’t she?” Blue stared at Grand-mère while she swallowed a mouthful of turnips. “What other hope does she have? She’ll be too big soon enough for begging. Too old for the wealthy to be willing to hire her for odd jobs here and there. If she doesn’t have an apprenticeship, she’ll end up working for the brokers, like so many homeless children who’ve gone before her, and you know that ends in violence more often
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