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Dedication

For Steph, who is Caretaker of this book.

And for the Pod, who are Caretakers of me.
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Prologue
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A LACE-TRIMMED WEDDING INVITATION SITS ON MY nightstand and I know, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that Mama is not coming back. It was inevitable, but so far in life, ignoring the inevitable has always been easy for me.

Until now.

There’s no avoiding the truth anymore. There it is, stamped in gold ink, wafting the lingering traces of rose-scented eau de toilette toward me.

Curled up on my side in bed, I stare at the invitation as if it’s a snake.

“Violet.” Wyn, my father’s ward, calls softly from the other side of the bedroom door. “Can I come in?”

He may not be able to see me nod, but the House can. There’s a click as it turns back the lock and a gentle scrape of hinges as it swings the door wide. I glance over and see Wyn crossing the room carefully, holding a cup of water with two hands so as not to spill. He’s always walked so since coming to Burleigh House—as if the ground beneath his feet is strewn with invisible bits of broken glass, and he might damage himself with a single wrong step.

Wyn sets the cup down on my nightstand, in front of Mama’s invitation, so that the print looks strange and distorted when seen through the glass. We may both be only eight and surrounded by servants—Jed and Mira, Papa’s steward and housekeeper, are never far off—but even as children this is what we do. We look after each other.

As Wyn takes a seat at my side, the comforting ivy Burleigh House has blanketed me with rustles and pulls away from him—they’ve never got on that well, Burleigh and Wyn. Flames flare deep purple on the hearth and the lamplight glows in the same shade. Poor old House—it hates to see me unhappy just as much as Wyn does. I sometimes forget in these moments when Burleigh’s so kind and solicitous that it’s one of the five Great Houses, whose vast magic governs the well-being of England. To me, my House has always been both more and less than that. Burleigh, like Wyn, is simply this: both family, and a friend.

Wyn shifts, putting a little more space between himself and Burleigh’s retreating leaves. If he were anyone else, he’d ask if I’m alright. But Wyn’s been a quiet child since the day Papa brought him back to Burleigh House from a Taunton foundling home. Which is just as well, if you ask me—I’ve never seen much use in endlessly worrying over troubles. I don’t want to talk about how Papa’s gone yet again, off in London on House business. I don’t want to talk about how Burleigh House’s fears have been seeping into me through the floors, and how sometimes they make my heart pound so fast I can hardly breathe.

I absolutely do not want to talk about Mama.

Instead, I hug my legs tighter, wishing to make myself so small I’ll disappear. Wyn looks down at me, solemn and wide-eyed. I know he and the House will stay with me all night and dog my steps tomorrow. They never abandon me, at any rate. The House will wrap me in flowers and lull me to sleep with nightingale song, and Wyn—well. Wyn never sleeps in his own bed. He prefers a pile of blankets and a pillow in my airing cupboard.

I can’t help but remember what Mama thought about all of this. My mother and father fought about everything, but the way I feel about Burleigh and Wyn came up often.

“She should put the House first, Eloise,” Papa would say. “Vi will be Caretaker of this place when she’s grown. Burleigh will choose her, I’ll pass on the key when I’m ready, and His Majesty will certainly approve of the arrangement—you know the king’s always taken an interest in Vi. This is who she’s meant to be.”

“She doesn’t know who she is now, let alone who she ought to be in the future,” Mama always argued back. “And how will she ever sort herself out if you keep her tethered to Burleigh House and never let her be with ordinary children?”

“Wyn keeps her company.”

“He is not an ordinary child.”

They’d go on and on like that, in endless circles, arguing behind closed doors. Perhaps they didn’t know Wyn and I sat outside listening, or perhaps they were past caring.

But now all the fighting has come to an end, and Mama’s off in Switzerland, planning her second wedding to some foreign baron.

“Wyn.” I sit up and look at him. I need to know that all this is worth it. I need to know that no matter what I’ve lost, I’ve lost it for the greater good.

“Yes?” he says, all untidy sandy hair and serious grey eyes.

“Do you think I’ll be a good Caretaker for Burleigh House?”

Wyn doesn’t answer. He fixes his gaze on the blanket of ivy still covering my bed, except for the conspicuously empty space around him.

“A good Caretaker puts her House first,” I say, half to myself.

“Always?” Wyn asks.

I reach out a hand and a strand of green ivy twines around my wrist, a near match for the latticework birthmark of slick pink skin that stamps me there, like a bracelet. “Always. Papa says so—a good Caretaker puts her House before king. Before country. Before family. Before her own life, even.”

“But what if you change your mind?”

Now that is unthinkable. Mama may leave, I may grow up, but the one thing that will never change is my resolve to serve Burleigh House. My father, George Sterling, is a perfect Caretaker, and in the rare moments when he’s at home, he sees to it that I learn my place. That one day I’ll follow after him: the best Caretaker England has ever known. Under Papa’s watchful tenure, Burleigh has thrived. The counties our House governs have known peace and prosperity.

“I will never change my mind,” I tell Wyn. “I’ll put Burleigh first all my life, because this place is greater than you or me or any one person.”

And though I’ve learned this lesson by rote under the watchful eye of my stern father, my heart still swells when I repeat it. For as long as I can remember, Burleigh has been everything to me. This House is like a mother, father, comforter, and friend. I intend to repay the favor someday, when I’m able.

“We may not understand the House, we may not be able to speak with it, but Burleigh House was here watching over the West Country before you or I were born, and it will be here long after we’re gone. It is my duty as a Sterling to serve this place, and to help it care for the countryside. Mama knew that, Wyn. She knew it. But she was always jealous of Burleigh. She couldn’t see why it’s worth looking after.” I stop and swallow fiercely, past the heat burning in the back of my throat and behind my eyes.

Wyn stares down at the floor, looking as small and miserable as I feel.

“And what about a good House?” he asks after a long silence. I frown as he plucks an ivy leaf and shreds it to bits. “What does a good House do? Shouldn’t you get something in return?”

I run a finger across the ivy, soothing the place where Wyn marred it, and the leaves turn to my touch like flowers toward sun. “I don’t expect anything. A good House puts itself first, because the well-being of the countryside is bound up in the health of its House. And so a good House chooses its Caretaker wisely, and doesn’t spare them when trouble comes.”

The fire flickers on the hearth, as if to confirm my words.

“Violet.”

When I glance up at Wyn, the expression in his eyes makes my stomach clench. He always looks just so—restless, ill at ease, like an animal poised for flight—before making the suggestion I know is coming. “Let’s run away. You don’t have to stay here, or be a Caretaker, if you don’t want to. We could go to Switzerland, to your mother. Or somewhere else—you can choose, just . . . let’s leave.”

Wind moans in the chimney, like a sob, and the ivy on my bed begins to recede, sliding sadly away toward the windows it crept in through. Out of habit and out of practice, all my self-pity shifts as my heart goes out to Burleigh House.

“You shouldn’t say such things,” I tell Wyn, my tone a reproach. “You know I’ll never go, and you know even talking about leaving upsets Burleigh.”

Wyn hangs his head and looks so woebegone I don’t know who I feel for more—him, or my keening House.

“Oh, stop it, Burleigh,” I say, and the wailing wind subsides even as I speak. “I’m not going anywhere.”

But it’s Wyn who I throw my arms around, and he relaxes just a little. As much as Wyn ever does, at any rate.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” he whispers, and I hold him tighter.

“I’m not.” The words come out so fiercely I almost believe them. “I’m not, I’m not. I’ve got you and Burleigh, and Papa when he’s not working on House business. What more could I possibly want?”

After Wyn climbs off the bed and retreats to his makeshift cot in the cupboard, I get up. Opening the drawer in the nightstand, I pull out a letter Mama enclosed with the wedding invitation. It carries even more of her scent than the invitation itself, and I breathe in that aroma of roses, remembering the feel of her arms around me.

One sentence stands out, for the ink has run and spotted, as if tears were shed when it was written.

Come to me, my Violet—let me make a home for you here.

But I have a home. I am a Sterling—I was born on the grounds of Burleigh House, and someday, I hope to be as brilliant a Caretaker as Papa.

A good Caretaker puts her House first. Before king, before country.

Before family.

Kneeling next to the hearth, I feed Mama’s letter to the sympathetic flames, which shift to blue as I scrub the sleeve of my nightgown across my eyes.

“Think about something else. Anything else. It helps,” Wyn’s voice says from the shadows of the cupboard.

I take a shaky breath and begin to hum. It’s a song Papa always sings for me when he’s at home.

Blood for a beginning

Mortar for an end

Speak out your binding

Be you foe or friend

Take up the deed

Take it well in hand

And bind a House’s power

Bind it to the land

Blood for an ending

Mortar for a start

Unmake a binding

At your House’s heart

Unleash a House’s power

Let it all run free

Leave naught for the king

Naught for you or me

First House for a prison

Second for ladies’ rest

Third for a palace

Fourth to be blessed

Fifth House holds quicksilver

The Sixth ruins all

But for blood in its mortar

But for breath in its walls

But this time it doesn’t have the usual effect, not even when I fix my mind on the words.

All I see is Mama’s handwriting. All I can think of is the fact that she’s never coming back.

“Once upon a time there was a Great House,” I begin somewhat desperately. I haven’t told Wyn a story in over a year, not since he grew used to life here at Burleigh. But it grounds me, the sound of him settling in to listen, and the feeling of the immense, brooding presence that is my beloved Burleigh turning its attention in my direction. “There were the Sterlings, too, who lived and died for it. Their blood ran with its mortar. Their bones rested in its ground.”

When I turn away from the fireplace, every inch of the bedroom floor is carpeted with new-sprouted daisies. Slowly, I lock up the sadness of my mother’s leaving deep inside, because I know I would give anything for this place. One day, my blood will run with its mortar. One day, my bones will rest in its ground.
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Nine Years Later

BENEATH ME, THE FLAT BOTTOM OF MY BOAT THRUMS ever so slightly as a fenland pike bumps against it. The long, gleaming creature is focused on its fishy business, and I’ve been motionless for near an hour, letting gentle currents in the marsh water carry me this way and that. I’m all but invisible to the pike, and an invisible fisher is a successful one.

Sun beats down on my bare head, and heats the long rope of my braid. Sweat trickles between my shoulder blades and down my raised arm, which holds a sharp-tipped fishing spear aloft. This is the one thing that affords me relief—this moment where everything comes together and all of me fixes on a single goal. I’m no longer Violet Sterling, dispossessed daughter of a treasonous nobleman, too long separated from her family home. All the aching worry over Papa and Wyn and my House recedes, and I become whole instead of fractured—Vi of the Fens, who never ends the day empty-handed.

In this moment, I distill into my most elemental self. A level head. A keen set of eyes. A pair of hands that move like quicksilver, or summer lightning. The fish turns over on its side, exposing a glistening expanse of scales.

In an explosion of spear and net and brackish water, I haul the pike aboard. It thrashes ferociously and the boat rocks, but a quick blow from the hatchet I keep under my low seat puts an end to that. Shoving my braid back over one shoulder, I finally allow myself to grin, to wipe the sweat from my forehead, and to feel that my nose has burned terribly yet again. It’ll peel and freckle, and Mira will scold, but so be it. We’ll eat for half a week thanks to this fish. And in this moment of clarity I’ve found a way to shed the creeping anxiety that’s plagued me these past years. At least for a little while.

But even as I straighten and stand above my catch, the sense returns—that I am too far from home, but still bound to it by a long, taut stretch of line. It’s not just Burleigh I can’t get past, either.

“What do you think of that, Wyn?” I murmur. I only indulge the habit of speaking to him when I’m alone on the fens, careful to make sure no one hears. God knows who actually talks to Wyn now—who takes his silences and his moods into account, who lets him stay close when the night is too long and too dark, full of noises and shadows that remind him of things he’ll never speak of. I hope it helps, that I send my voice to him when I can.

With the trackless expanse of the East Fen surrounding me, there’s only a miry waste of bogs and silt deposits and tidal estuaries to hear my secret conversations. In places, the land’s been shored up and laid to pasture, so that farmhouses and sheep enclosures stand out incongruously against the marshland. It’s all a jumble and a maze, but I know this place better than any other save one. The currents speak a language I’ve learned, the seabirds call to me, and the brassy blue sky above is a map waiting to be read. The marshes are honest, if you understand them, and they always play by their own particular set of rules.

But they are not the West Country, which encompasses the five most southwesterly of England’s counties, and which Burleigh House nurtures and governs. This land is wide and flat and straightforward in its wildness. It’s unlike the Blackdown Hills I grew up among, which look tame at first, checkered with enclosed pastures and apple orchards, but which hide old shrines in their valleys and bone-wrought charms in their hedgerows. And nothing could compare to Burleigh’s strange, enchanted grounds. The truth is, though I take up the oars and begin sculling back to shore, it doesn’t feel like heading for home. It never does.

By the time I make it back to our little cottage on a raised hump of land in the middle of absolutely nowhere, the light’s growing long and golden away inland. Mira has the shutters thrown open, and Jed sits on the front stoop whittling. He wasn’t a whittler before our exile, but I suppose I wasn’t much of a fisherwoman, either.

“Find your luck, then?” Jed asks as I tie the boat to our bit of dock. In answer, I sling the pike up, and it takes two hands for me to lift it.

Jed lets out a low whistle. He’s a thickset, bearded man with a florid white complexion and close-cropped hair that long ago went grey, and though he’s stood by me through good times and bad, I love him best for how he was with my father. There never was a more devoted steward, whether Papa was present or absent. When the king sentenced my father to House arrest, it took six men to hold Jed back. He shouted and struggled as they sealed George Sterling away behind Burleigh’s walls, and he never stopped fighting, not till the front gate vanished, replaced by unbreachable stone.

“Mira’s waiting inside,” Jed says. “She’s—we—have something you need to hear.”

I can feel the smile fade from my face at his words. “What—”

But before I’m able to ask, Mira’s voice calls from within the cottage, cutting me off. “Bring that fish in here at once and wash the stink of it off your hands.”

As I step into the close confines of the cottage, she tuts at me. “I expected you home hours ago.”

Mira does rule us with a bit of an iron fist, but Jed and I would be lost without her. We’re a family—an odd one, to be sure, but time and tide have bound us together and it would break my heart to lose them.

I cross the cottage’s tiny downstairs room—just the one space for cooking and eating and living, with a curtain drawn across the nook that holds Jed and Mira’s bed. A ladder leads up to a loft for me, and that’s all there is to it.

With a weighty thud, I let my pike fall onto the kitchen table, and Mira turns. Horror writes itself across her face.

“Violet Sterling, you’re a sight, and today of all days I wanted you home early.”

Leaning against the table that holds my rather splendid fish, I hunch my shoulders, as if doing so can protect me from what’s surely coming. If Wyn were here, he’d appear and just stand at my side, a silent ally in all things. And if we were home, the House would already have a carpet of reassuring flowers around my feet.

Will I never feel whole without them?

“Why? What’s happened?” I finally summon the courage to ask.

Jed ducks into the cottage, and the whole space feels suddenly smaller. “Mira had a visitor come looking for you today. A messenger from the king.”

All the air goes out of me. I drop onto my chair, ignoring the fish now lying forgotten on the table.

“His Majesty’s back from Belgium and stopping at the Knight’s Arms in Thiswick tonight,” Mira says. “Apparently he’d be much obliged if his only goddaughter would pay him a visit tomorrow at noon, before he journeys on. The messenger said—he said there’s news from Burleigh House.”

“News.” My voice breaks on the word. There’s been no news from Burleigh House for seven years. And every sun that sets without it is a relief to me, because it means that across the country, my father and Burleigh and Wyn have survived another day of House arrest.

Jed steps up behind me and puts his enormous hands on my shoulders. “He didn’t give any particulars, but I don’t think we have to tell you what to expect.”

I choke back questions I know Jed and Mira have no answers to, and mechanically lay the table for supper. But when we’ve eaten and the dishes have been cleared, I duck out of the cottage the instant Mira’s back is turned. Jed watches, saying nothing as I shove our dory into the water and scramble aboard. I ship the oars and haul back on them and the boat reluctantly begins to move.

“Violet!” Mira calls through the open cottage doorway. “Just where do you think you’re going so close to nightfall?”

“Away!” I answer back, sculling for all I’m worth. The dory pulls steadily forward, building momentum until I’m skimming across the water, dragging the welter of my emotions behind me like a length of tangled net. Movement is the best thing for me, I know—to still the aching of my heart, the clenching of my stomach, the furious grinding of my teeth. I scull until my arms and back ache—till sweat drips between my shoulders again and the last of the day’s sun adds freckles to my freckles.

And when I’ve rowed for so long that each oar seems weighted with lead, I drop anchor in the middle of a tidal floodplain. Water stretches ahead of me to the very edge of the eastern sky, which has gone dark. I turn away from it, and from the vast, uneasy North Sea, looking westward instead, toward the setting sun. Beyond that blaze of splendor lies my past. Beyond it lies my future. Beyond it lies my House.

Blood and mortar, I miss it with everything in me. Every bone and every breath. I thought the end of Papa’s House arrest might taint things between Burleigh and me, but even knowing what’s surely happened—that my father must be dead, finally killed by the House itself—all I feel when I think of Burleigh is an agonizing desire to be with it.

So I know in the morning I’ll visit His Majesty. I’ll sit in front of him while he feigns pity and tells me Papa’s protracted death sentence has ended, and a new Caretaker must assume his place. I’ll do what must be done, choking down my hatred and fear of the king, all for the sake of Burleigh House. Because in the wake of Papa’s arrest, Burleigh will need a gentle hand.

It is a wicked punishment, House arrest, designed to torment both a Caretaker and the Great House they tend. If found guilty of treason, a Caretaker is stripped of the key that allows him to channel his House’s magic safely, and restricted to the grounds. The House is bound to let no one in or out until its powerless Caretaker lies dead.

But a Great House cannot keep the countryside healthy for long without a key-holding Caretaker to direct its power. Sooner or later, a good House must put itself and the land first, no matter how badly it hurts to do so.

There have been five House arrests over the years, before my father’s. Two Caretakers killed themselves before their Houses had to. Three were killed by their Houses, though outside the confines of an arrest, the binding the Great Houses have been placed under expressly forbids them to take a life.

My heart aches for Burleigh, required to do what is neither in its nature or its bond. But it breaks at the thought of Wyn. Seven years after the arrest began and I still don’t understand why my father was allowed to inflict a portion of his punishment on a child and keep Wyn trapped within the manor walls. I’ve never been able to think of it without resentment gnawing at my insides. Everything else I can fathom—Papa risking arrest and a charge of treason in his attempt to steal Burleigh’s deed from the king and free our House. Indeed, all across England, there are people who support the unbinding cause in spite of its risks.

Of course I sympathize with that. Of course I want Burleigh out from under the king’s thumb. The royal family has maintained control of the Great Houses since William the Deedwinner first bound them. Caretakers may manage the Houses’ magic, but it’s the deedwinner they must obey. I suppose it wore on Papa, watching the king make decisions for Burleigh that were not in its best interests.

Yet the price Papa paid for his attempt and subsequent failure—the choice he made to sacrifice not just his own freedom, but Wyn’s—has never sat well with me. And I don’t know why it had to be that way.

A good Caretaker puts her House first, I remind myself, to calm the anger that still rises in me when I think of Wyn. Before her family. Before her friends. Surely, that must have been what Papa was doing, whether I understand his actions or not.

The light on the horizon burns down to crimson embers. Swallows skim across the water, and far above them, bats flit here and there. Around me, the air cools and sweat dries on my skin as the sky darkens. I shiver, a salt girl alone on a salt marsh.

When the stars wake in the sky, winking to life one by one, I count them. It’s an old trick Wyn and I learned together, long ago, when we’d sit out on the roof of the House. We were both of us children plagued by worries, and on the nights they kept us from sleeping, we’d count stars together until the fears faded. It used to work. It used to keep my fear at bay.

Now, though, I always lose count before the tide of my worry turns, and this night is no different from any other since my father and my friend were sealed away within Burleigh’s walls. When I’ve lost myself among the stars, I turn inward, the way I learned to do after both heart and home were taken from me. In the labyrinth of my own mind, I count fears instead of stars.

I am afraid of memory, and the visions it brings of my father’s careworn face—his stern eyes, his harried smile. Did he do right? Will I be a worthy successor to him? Will I someday meet the same fate?

I’m afraid of never seeing home or Wyn again, of living my life in limbo here on the fens, and never wishing for better. Of never feeling whole.

I’m afraid of losing Jed and Mira as I’ve lost everything else. I’m afraid of hunger, which stalks us each winter as the saltfish barrels run low. I’m afraid of the sea, that gives life and then buffets the coast with storms.

Each fear surfaces and as they rise, I take them one by one, box them up and put them away on a dusty shelf in the back of my soul. I don’t know what else to do with these thoughts that threaten to choke me, so I keep them locked inside, like last winter’s moldering apples or a dragon’s tarnished hoard.

The last fear I tuck away is this: I’m afraid of the king, desperately afraid. But for me, the good of Burleigh House will always come before that fear. It must.

“I want to go home,” I whisper to myself and the night sky and the stars.

Home. The word tastes like honey and ashes, like hope and regret, and this I know: I would face the devil himself for a chance at getting back to the House I grew up in, and at finding out what fate has befallen the one friend I had as a child. The king is only a little worse than the devil, after all, and I would beg or bargain, whichever he prefers, to get back to where I belong. To be what I was born to become—the Caretaker of my beloved House.

The tide has turned, running out to sea. It pulls at my boat, tugging me eastward and away from home. For the first time in years I ship oars and truly set myself against it.

As I scull toward the west, I hum an old, old song.

Blood for a beginning

Mortar for an end

Speak out your binding

Be you foe or friend

Fifth House holds quicksilver

The Sixth ruins all

But for blood in its mortar

But for breath in its walls
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HIS MAJESTY IS A LATE RISER, AND I AM NOT. IN FACT, I’ve already been up for several hours by sunrise, on the water with a dark lamp and my fishing spear, and even delivered a catch in Thiswick. I learned long ago that there’s nothing like activity to keep sorrow at bay.

But now, as the meeting time draws closer, I sit cross-legged on the pallet in the loft that serves me for a bed. Dried onions and bunches of rosemary hang only inches above my nose. Outside, the world is awash with pale light and gulls cry mournfully as they wing their way seaward. I look toward the shore, and somewhere inside me, there’s a grief that can’t be borne. I didn’t expect it, and I’m not entirely sure who it’s for—my father or Wyn or my House or myself. I can’t afford to fall apart, though. Not with His Majesty waiting. Not with Burleigh’s fate hanging in the balance. So I shut my eyes and tamp down the sorrow so far that all I can feel is a whisper of it. This, too, is one of my manifold fears—that someday I’ll shut up my heart so securely there’s no unbinding it, and I’ll be left numb till the day I die.

“Come down for a bite of breakfast,” Mira says from below. “Whatever’s happened, I don’t like to think of you facing it on an empty stomach.”

I couldn’t eat, though. Not for love or money. Instead, I shuffle on my knees to where a battered chest sits under the round window. A briny breeze dances in and blows cool against the back of my neck as I fumble with the chest’s lock. It sticks a little, stiff with lack of use. When at last the lock gives way, I push the lid up and let out a long sigh.

We left Burleigh House in a hurry. His Majesty sentenced Papa on the front drive before a traveling court and ordered me out by day’s end. I was only able to snatch a few of my things, which I’ve since kept tucked away, needing no reminders of home when my blood forever calls westward and anxiety churns constantly through my veins.

This morning seems a time for reminders if ever there was one, though. I push past a one-eyed china doll, a drawing of Wyn’s, and a long-outgrown frock until I find a sprig of dried ivy leaves. I take it out and hold it gingerly, as if it might crumble beneath my touch.

Mira’s voice drifts up to me. “Violet, I’m begging you, love.”

“Not hungry,” I call back, looking down at the ivy until my eyes blur and lose focus.

The smell of damp soil.

Rain running down my bedroom windows at Burleigh House.

The weight of a full valise, tugging at one arm.

Below, the king’s carriage stands on the drive. I press my face to the glass, still only a child, just ten years old, not ready for any of this. It’s past time to leave, and Mira’s already come up to my bedroom to ask if I need help with anything. I sent her away, because I can’t bear for anyone to see how broken I am at the thought of leaving Burleigh, the only constant presence in my life since the day I was born.

But the House sees, and that hurts me worst of all. I want to be brave for it, to be a good Caretaker, but I can’t stop silent tears from tracking down my face. Wind moans in the chimney, rain sobs against the windows, and white funeral flowers bloom from the cracks in the wall. Hurrying toward the doorway, I stumble over one of my dolls lying abandoned on the bedroom floor. My valise falls and bursts open, scattering hastily packed clothes about the room.

Always, always, it is one last insignificant thing that finishes me. I crouch in the midst of the mess and sob, shoulders shaking, stomach aching, my heart torn to shreds. The House trembles on its foundations, but there’s nothing it can do.

And then, though I didn’t hear the door, Wyn is in front of me, picking up the mess I’ve made, pushing pinafores and stockings back into my valise. When everything is packed away once more, he holds the bag out to me. I look up and his face, too, is tearstained and pale.

“It’s time to go, Violet,” he says.

“I know,” I tell him. “You’re finally getting your wish. We’re running away.”

Wyn’s already wretched expression grows a little more miserable. “This isn’t what I wanted. You know that—I’d never want anything that hurts you so.”

He reaches out and takes my hand, a rare gesture from a boy who seldom bridges the gap between himself and the rest of the world.

I swallow and look down at our intertwined fingers. “Don’t let go. I can’t do this all by myself.”

“You can do anything you set your mind on,” Wyn says fiercely. “Anything, Vi, don’t you know that?”

But all the way down the stairs and out the door onto the drive, the only thing that keeps me from falling apart again is his hand, warm in mine.

Jed and Mira are waiting for us. We stand with them and watch as Papa emerges on the front steps of the House, flanked by half a dozen royal guards. Thunder rumbles low on the horizon and the darkened sky weeps endlessly, water pooling in low spots on the lawn and making wide puddles, rain dripping cold down the back of my neck.

When the guards bring Papa out and he catches sight of us, his jaw clenches and his gaze clouds over.

“Wyn, Violet,” he says, voice rough from unnumbered sleepless nights. “Come here to me.”

Wyn and I look at each other, and I see my own fear and despair mirrored in my friend’s eyes. Wordlessly, I tighten my grip on his hand and he does the same. We climb the front steps together as a peal of laughter sounds from the king’s carriage—His Majesty’s waiting to see Papa’s sentence carried out, but even today, he’s brought a trio of courtiers along to make up a foursome for whist. I’d like nothing more than to snatch the cards from his hands and tear them to bits.

Papa can’t put his arms around me—they’re bound behind his back, but he’s never been much of a one for displays of affection anyway. Nevertheless, I let go of Wyn and cling to my father for a moment, choking back tears.

“Be brave for the House, Violet,” Papa whispers. I gather my scant courage and pull away, reaching for Wyn again.

But before he can take my hand, Papa shakes his head. “No. Wyn, come stand at my side.”

Wyn turns toward him, wide-eyed.

“Come on now, Wyn,” my father says. “You’ll stay with me, just like we agreed on.”

“What?” My voice rings loud across the front lawn, even with the rain to deaden it. Papa won’t meet my eyes—he just looks at Wyn, who stares up at him and finally nods, stepping away from me.

The tears I’ve kept in check burn their way down my face and I feel as if something on the inside has shattered.

“Papa, don’t take Wyn,” I beg. “You and the House, and him now, too? It’s too much—it’s everything I have. I don’t know how to live without any of you. You’ll make a ghost of me.”

“Don’t be hysterical, Violet,” Papa says, and there’s steel in his tone. “You’ll upset Burleigh.”

“That’s because Burleigh loves me,” I stammer. “And I love the House, everyone knows it. So . . . let Wyn go free, and if someone has to stay, keep me instead. I would do it willingly. I don’t care—you know I don’t. Let the king seal us in together. I will stand by your side and be just what you taught me to be—a good Caretaker, who puts her House first. Please, Papa, please.”

“Jed, take Violet,” my father says. Indomitable as he is, Papa’s voice breaks on my name.

Jed steps forward and takes me by the hand. “Miss Violet. It’s time to go.”

Mira appears at my other side and puts an arm around my shoulder, but I cannot tear my gaze away from Wyn, standing by Papa, his shoulders hunched in silent resignation.

“No. No!” I’m shouting now, and the king and his courtiers peer out of the carriage windows with interest. But I don’t care. Let them watch me make a scene. “It isn’t fair—look at Wyn. He doesn’t want to stay! Let him go, and let me be with Papa and the House.”

It’s true Wyn’s pale face is pinched and unhappy. He hurries down the steps and throws his arms around me and I hold him tight.

“Don’t do this,” I say tearfully. “You don’t have to—they can’t make you. We should be together. Wyn, run away with me.”

“No,” Wyn answers. “I can’t. Not anymore. But promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“Once you’re gone, stay away. Don’t come back.”

I hardly have time to feel another stab of hurt and betrayal, because at his words, the ground bucks and heaves beneath us, jolting us apart. I stumble and nearly fall, and when I’ve righted myself, Wyn is at my father’s side again.

“You have to go, Violet,” Papa says. “Think of the House.”

I am. I do. I always think of the House. So I square my shoulders and turn my back on Papa, taking the first steps down the drive and away from everything I’ve ever known.

“Violet Helena Sterling,” my father calls after me. “I love you.”

I’ve never heard him say those words before and I can’t answer back, because if I do, they will have to drag me kicking and screaming from the grounds of Burleigh House. I carry on without a word, and when I draw up alongside the king’s carriage, His Majesty looks out.

“I’m sorry, Violet,” he says, though there’s little in the way of remorse in his eyes. “The law is the law, and your father broke it. I never pegged him for the sort who’d be weak enough to insist a child bear his punishment as well, though. Funny about the boy.”

“Shut up,” I hiss, infusing the words with every ounce of venom my ten-year-old self can muster. “Just shut up. I never want to see you again.”

“Now, now,” the king chides. “Is that any way to speak to your own godfather? Who’s going to look after you, if not me?”

I step up to his carriage window, small and furious and heartbroken. “I have one father, and you’re killing him. I’d rather die than take your charity.”

“Suit yourself,” the king says with a shrug. “But you’re still standing on my land. Burleigh, see Miss Sterling off the grounds.”

A peal of thunder breaks overhead and suddenly I’m outside the front gate in the laneway, with Jed and Mira at my side. His Majesty’s coach has been transported as well, along with the royal guards. Through the rain and the ironwork of the gate, I can make out Papa and Wyn still standing on the House’s front steps.

The king gets down from the carriage and walks over to the wall surrounding Burleigh’s grounds. When he reaches out a hand, the stonework trembles beneath his touch, but he is the deedholder—my father may be able to channel Burleigh’s magic, but it’s the king who truly controls it, who can bid and bind it, and the House cannot refuse him.

“Burleigh House,” His Majesty says. “George Sterling has been found guilty of treason. I leave him to your care. Let no one in or out of these walls until he lies dead. No new Caretaker will be afforded you until his punishment is carried out.”

The harsh, scraping sound of stone on stone grates through the air as the wall begins to fill in the space where the gate once stood. Dimly, I’m aware of Jed lurching forward and the guardsmen holding him back as he struggles toward the wall. I stare at Wyn’s distant form through the narrowing gap until the last inch closes. Then I turn to the king and spit at him as he passes me by.

His Majesty pulls a clean white handkerchief from one pocket and wipes his face.

“Someday, little Violet, you will come begging to me,” he says as he climbs back into the carriage. “You are your father’s daughter, and I know you. George won’t even be cold in his grave before you crawl back, asking for the key to Burleigh House. Sterlings never can resist this place.”

“I’m a Caretaker,” I snap. “I was born to look after Burleigh, and yes, I will do whatever must be done to see it safe. A good Caretaker puts her House first, even if means begging favors from a monster like you.”

The king shakes his head and reaches into his pocket, dangling a skeleton key before me. My breath catches at the sight of it—there’s a dull chip of grey stone set in the bow, and I’d recognize it anywhere. I’ve seen my father toy with it a thousand times in idle moments, and hold fast to it when he needed the protection of the guardstone while working House magic. I fight down the urge to snatch at it and run.

“You’re not a Caretaker without a key, are you?” His Majesty says softly. “In fact, Burleigh House has no Caretaker now. We’ll see how long that lasts. How long before the House must deal with the fact that your father stands in the way of its well-being.”

He tucks the key away and I stand by, staring at him belligerently, refusing to be the first to falter.

“What a game we’ll have when all this is over, and you want the key.” The king smiles. “Don’t doubt that I will make you dance for it. That is, if I don’t give it to someone else first.”

I have nothing to say to that. The idea of His Majesty giving Burleigh’s key to anyone else and forcing Burleigh to accept a stranger as Caretaker pours ice through my veins. I watch as the carriage pulls away, the king’s guardsmen marching in its wake. The wall surrounding Burleigh House is unbroken and impermeable stone now. Jed stands near the place where the gate used to be, shoulders slumped in defeat.

I take a few steps up onto the grassy verge and rest my forehead against Burleigh’s wall, once the boundary of my world and now a prison.

“Look after him,” I say to the House. I feel empty and hollow, as if there’s nothing inside me but grey fog. “I know you can’t do anything for Papa, and you’re not meant to care for anyone but yourself. Perhaps I shouldn’t even ask—maybe a good Caretaker wouldn’t. But, oh, Burleigh, if you can, look after Wyn. And someday I promise I’ll be back to look after you.”

“Vi!”

Mira jolts me out of my remembering, appearing flushed and worried at the top of the loft’s ladder.

“Child, what on earth is taking you so—” She catches sight of the open chest and softens. “I’m sorry. But you should eat something, even if you are feeling a bit out of sorts.”

“Maybe just a cup of tea? I’ll be down directly.”

When she’s gone, I glance at the sprig of ivy in my hand. Impossibly, it’s flushed green once more, the leaves waxy and alive, so fresh it might have just been cut from the vine. I press the token to my lips and manage a small, mirthless smile.

“Soon, Burleigh,” I murmur. “I’ll be home soon.”

The ivy goes grey, and I feel the faintest prickle of magic as mortar suffuses the leaves. In a moment, they’ve lost their shape entirely, leaving my palm gritty with dust and smelling of old stone. A little tendril of pain and fear curls through my skin.

My homegoing can’t come soon enough. I won’t let anyone, not even a king, stand in my way.
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THISWICK, THE NEAREST VILLAGE TO OUR COTTAGE, WAS built near a crossroads. It sees plenty of travelers, which means the Knight’s Arms is crowded at noon, my appointed meeting time with His Majesty. I push my way into the cavernous public room and cast about myself, looking for royal uniforms, or the king’s familiar face.

Through a doorway that leads to the inn’s private dining space, I catch a glimpse of red livery. Of course His Majesty wouldn’t be out here, eating with common folk—foolish of me to think he would. Surreptitiously rubbing my damp palms against my skirt, I shove past merchants and sailors and tinkers, only to have Dex, the proprietor of the Knight’s Arms, stop me at the door to the private room. He’s a tall, broad-shouldered man, with an amiable smile and a purple birthmark that stands out against one white cheek.

“Are you sure you want to go in there, Vi?” Dex asks. He’s known since we first arrived who I am and why I’m here, worlds away from Burleigh House. Sometimes I think all of England’s party to my sad family affairs. Especially in the West Country, where they say folk keep calendars marking the days since Papa’s arrest, and drink to his health every night instead of the king’s.

Who will they drink to now, I wonder?

I square my shoulders. “No, I’m not sure. But I have to do it anyway—the king said he has news about the House. About my father.”

Dex lets out a long breath and nods. “So it’s finally come to that. I’m sorry. We all are. I’ll be about if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Dex.” Before my nerves can fail me, I cross the threshold into the private dining hall.

The inn staff have been dispensed with in favor of the king’s own liveried servants, who stand quietly along the wall, ready to step forward at the slightest indication they’re wanted. A handful of courtiers sit at the table, fearfully au courant in ribbons and lace, the women wearing flimsy dresses with waistlines that nip up under their breasts, the men in frock coats and breeches and garishly colored cravats. I wonder if this is how I would look, had my life gone differently—bright and unmarked by grief, fashionable and sharp as tacks.

As it is, I’m drab and downcast by comparison, in my plain wool-spun shirt and often-patched skirt. Like a reed bunting beside kingfishers. But none of it matters. I have no pride, no position, and no place left to me. I’ve come to hear the worst, to ask after Burleigh House, and, as the king knew I would, to beg for a chance to go home.

His Majesty sits at the head of the table with a plate of dainties before him and a bored expression on his face. He’s a lean, middle-aged man with shrewd dark eyes and a white complexion, pale from too much time spent indoors at his desk and the gaming tables.

The sight of him chills me to the bone. It is a relic of the old medieval hostage system that he’s my godfather at all. Since the Great Houses were bound, Caretakers’ children have been placed under the guardianship of the reigning sovereign. A pretty thought at face value—the royal family serving those who serve the Houses. Truly, it is a ploy to ensure the loyalty of the Caretakers. His Majesty took an interest in me when I was small—sent gifts, and would stop at Burleigh House whenever he passed by. He taught me to play cards, and I spent my childhood convinced he and Papa were friends.

But none of that familiarity and feigned friendship was enough to ensure mercy for my father, or clemency for me once Papa’s great crime was uncovered.

I will make you dance, His Majesty said. Well, here I am. Will it be a waltz, or a gavotte?

Hiding my hands behind my back so the king won’t see how they tremble, I step closer to the table and clear my throat. One of the courtiers is twittering away, and I go unnoticed.

I reach for anger rather than fear, but can’t quite find it. Sterling stubbornness will have to suffice.

“Uncle Edgar,” I say, loud enough that everyone in the room can hear. The courtiers fall silent, and their eyes widen at my decision to call him by the name I used when I was small. “You wanted to see me?”

A delighted smile replaces the king’s look of boredom. With a loud scrape he pushes his chair back, and I will myself not to falter as he puts a hand on each of my shoulders and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Violet Sterling, where is the pretty child I knew? You look like an absolute fishwife. What would your father think?”

The courtiers giggle, assured that their pleasant day will carry on much as it has done, and that my intrusion will cause no trouble. But somewhere within me, music has begun. If I’m to dance for my House, I mean to lead, not to follow.

So I step past the king and drop into his chair at the head of the table. The silly laughter of the courtiers dies down. His Majesty raises a disapproving eyebrow and snaps two fingers together.

One of the waiting servants hurries up with another chair. The king takes a seat and leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, as the courtiers pick up their silverware once more, pretending their attention isn’t fixed on the head of the table, on me and His Majesty.

“Not a single kind word for your godfather?” the king chides. “Have you lost your manners out here on this bog? I didn’t expect to ask for a royal visit only to find you sulking.”

“I’m not sulking, Your Majesty,” I say. “I’m grieving. I will always be grieving. You took everything from me, and tormented my family’s House in the process.”

Covert glances fly between the courtiers. Perhaps their day won’t be as pleasant and dull, but it has become more interesting.

Something like remorse crosses the king’s shrewd face. “Violet, do you think it brought me joy to sentence your father to House arrest, or to receive the news that his confinement had finally ended? George was a friend, and the finest Caretaker I’ve known. I thought the world of him until he betrayed me. The deeds to the Houses are my family’s birthright—they’ve been so for eight hundred years, and yet he tried to steal Burleigh’s from me. One cannot simply ignore that. Nevertheless, it pains me to have lost him, too.”

So it is as I expected. My father is dead. I look past His Majesty, out the dining room’s long bank of windows toward the fens I’ve come to know. Familiar in all their aspects, but never, never my home. I don’t know who I miss more in this moment—Papa, or Wyn, or Burleigh.

“How did it happen? The end of the arrest, I mean,” I ask, because there is no use arguing over the king’s version of Papa’s conviction. We will always be at odds about it. What Uncle Edgar calls treason, I call a Caretaker’s duty to put one’s House first, because Papa would never have risked trying for Burleigh’s deed unless the House had need of it.

The king reaches out and pats my hand, and I resist the urge to pull away.

“You know I’ve been in Belgium for several months,” he says. “I bound the Houses to obey the duke of Falmouth in my absence. He sent surveyors to Burleigh twice, to ensure everything was going smoothly. They found the gate had appeared in the wall again, and knew the arrest must have ended, but the House refused to let them in. Falmouth had to go down to Somersetshire himself, and even then the House tried to go against its binding to obey him. It tried to keep Falmouth out, but when he eventually got in, he found your father. Evidently George had been working House magic without the protection of the key, which is what killed him in the end. That’s how he was able to prolong the arrest the way he did—anytime the House’s magic built up and threatened to wreak havoc without a Caretaker to put it to good use, your father siphoned it off himself.”

His Majesty tuts dramatically. “What an unpleasant way to die.”

I ball my hands into fists beneath the table and press, nails digging into soft skin. I need the small pain it
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