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      For Aunt Gertrude,

      outlaw at heart, legend in spirit.

      This one’s for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      While mortality is something that none of us can outrun, it can be a difficult subject to broach. And while at its core, Heartseeker reinforces the power of love triumphing over death itself, there are still parts that may impact my readers. Grief hits us all differently, and I will tell you now, there are many times when I cried while writing this. Not just from the grief of losses, but for the knowledge that some of the situations the characters endure are not fictional for some who live in the real world.

      Heartseeker contains: abusive relationship, animal death (via rainbow bridge reference), anxiety, blood, bones, death, emotional abuse, gun violence, kidnapping, needles, physical abuse, skeletons, suicidal thoughts, torture, and violence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY…

          

        

      

    

    
      At the beginning of Songbinder, Jefferson and Blaise steal a moment of peace on Sunrich Isle, where sunlit days and quiet nights offer them a rare taste of stillness. But their time away is short-lived. The world doesn’t wait—and neither do the complications that follow them home.

      Back in Fortitude, they learn that Phillip Dillon—a man whose past actions nearly cost them everything—has returned. Jack Dewitt is the one to break the news, simmering with fury but holding his tongue at the urging of his wife, Kittie. Phillip, for his part, claims he wants redemption. He’s looking for his wife, Alice, and their son, Theo, hoping to rebuild what he once destroyed. And to Jefferson’s dismay, he’s asking for help.

      To make matters worse, Blaise learns that before they left Phinora, Jefferson used his Dreamer magic to confront Phillip in secret—coercing him through fear to ensure he wouldn’t come near them again. Jefferson saw it as protection. Blaise sees it as a breach of everything they’ve fought to build. The revelation drives a wedge between them, opening an old wound: Jefferson’s willingness to take matters into his own hands, even when it costs their trust. In the wake of their argument, Jefferson decides they need space. He leaves Fortitude to search for his sister, Alice—hoping that if he can make peace with her, it might help him atone for the person he used to be.

      Back in Fortitude, Blaise resumes his quiet routines at the bakery, but the absence cuts deeper than he expected. Though he respects Jefferson’s decision, doubt festers. To keep his mind occupied, Blaise’s mother asks him to accompany his sister, Luci, to her new college: Cheswell University.

      On separate paths that lead to the same peril, Jefferson, Alice, Theo, and Blaise are captured by Zebulon Woodrow, a brilliant but unhinged alchemist. They are taken to Cheswell, where Zebulon plans to use the emotional and magical bonds between them—and those they love—as part of an experiment. His goal: to resurrect his dead wife, Tara.

      While imprisoned, Jefferson becomes Zebulon’s central subject. The alchemist reveals the truth: it is Jefferson’s love for Blaise that makes him uniquely suited to fuel the experiment.

      In a stormy rooftop battle, Blaise and Alice battle Zebulon and his students to save Jefferson and Theo. Theo escapes—but Jefferson nearly dies. Zebulon is not defeated. His experiment succeeds, and he vanishes into the night with his newly reborn wife, now a powerful lich.

      Jefferson survives, but he is not unchanged. His hair has turned black. His body aches in ways that can’t be explained. And something inside him feels…off. He brushes it aside, telling himself it’s a passing symptom, nothing more.

      He and Blaise return to Fortitude. But neither of them can forget what was lost—or what they may yet have to face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Words are fun. Below is a rough guide to the pronunciation for words you’ll find in this book. If your brain disagrees, that’s fine. Language is malleable, so you do you!

      
        
        Argor – ARR-gor 

        Blaise – BLAY-z 

        Canen – KAY-nun 

        Chupacabra – CHOO-puh-cah-bruh 

        Desina – Dess-EE-nuh 

        Effigest – Eff-IH-jest 

        Emmaline – Em-uh-LINE 

        Emrys – Em-RISS 

        Faedra – FAY-druh 

        Faedran – FAY-drun 

        Ganland – Gan-LUND 

        Garus – Gair-USS 

        Geasa – GESH-uh 

        Itude – Ih-TOOD 

        Izhadell – Iz-UH-dell 

        Knossan – NOSS-uhn 

        Knossas – NOSS-us 

        Lucienne – Loo-SEE-ann 

        Marian – Mayr-EE-uhn 

        Mella – Mell-UH 

        Nadine – Nay-DEEN 

        Naureus — Nar-EE-us

        Nera – NEER-uh 

        Nexarae — Nex-UH-ray

        Oberidon – Oh-BEAR-uh-don (alternate: Oby – Oh-BEE) 

        Phinora – Fin-OR-uh 

        Ravance – Ruh-VAN-s 

        Reuben – Roo-ben 

        Seledora – Sel-uh-DOR-uh 

        Tabris – Tab-RISS 

        Theilia – Thee-LEE-uh 

        Theilian – Thee-LEE-uhn 

        Theurgist – THEE-ur-jest 

        Zepheus – Zeff-EE-us
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jefferson

      

      

      Howls chased him through the dark, a chorus of his own worst fears.

      Jefferson’s lungs burned as panic seized him. The creatures on his trail loomed in the shadows, hunting him in the realm where he had once been king. He swallowed against the dryness in his throat. I can’t let them get me. The thought blazed in his mind, spurring him on. Jefferson ran as fast as he could, but it felt like it would never be enough...

      Every muscle in his body burned. A hollow ache settled in his stomach, feeding the raw panic that threatened to choke him. He sprinted through the twisted landscape, labored gasps for breath sending shooting pains through his lungs. Thorny brambles snatched at him, tearing his clothes and leaving in his wake a trail of tattered shreds that fluttered like flags of surrender. The chilling howls closed in around him, spikes of fear driving deeper into his chest as he fought to keep moving.

      I have to escape. I must. The thought echoed relentlessly in his mind, drowning out all reason. But escape where? This desolate place had once been his sanctuary, a realm molded by his desires and whims. Now, the very ground beneath him felt hostile, as if the land itself conspired against him. The farther he fled, the more lost he became, swallowed by the darkness of a nightmare he could no longer control.

      Up ahead, he spotted a copse of trees offering a potential hiding spot. Jefferson ducked behind the gnarled trunks, pressing his back against the rough bark. He struggled to quiet his frantic breathing. The howls swept past.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, desperately clinging to the bark as if it could transfer strength to him. How had it come to this? How had his world spiraled so wildly out of control? Only weeks ago, he had nearly died, the subject of a cruel experiment designed to strip him of his very essence. A vision of that rain-slicked rooftop—the cloying smell of alchemical reagents, the metallic taste of his own blood—flashed through his mind. Ever since, his magic had felt like a flickering candle, dimmed to the point of uselessness. But now, against all odds, it had returned.

      The moment Jefferson felt the faint pulse of his magic return, he hadn’t hesitated. The dreamscape—his dreamscape—was a sanctuary where the horrors of the waking world couldn’t touch him or his husband. He had rushed back, eager to find Blaise and shield him from the chaos that had consumed their lives.

      But now? It was no sanctuary. It had become a nightmarish landscape. His once beautiful vistas had turned grotesque, corrupted by snarling beasts lurking in the shadows and creeping nightmares.

      This was his creation. His refuge. And now it had turned on him. And on Blaise. The prospect of his husband snared in this nightmare made Jefferson’s stomach sour.

      “Blaise!” he called, though he dared not shout too loudly. Answer me. Please. He scanned the warped landscape. As it was, he feared the howling creatures would return to his trail.

      Jefferson waited, head cocked. He hoped against hope that his cry would somehow bridge the chasm between them. But the silence that followed only deepened his dread.

      “I’ll find you,” Jefferson whispered. “Even if I must tear this nightmare apart.”

      He clenched his fists. This was unacceptable. The dreamscape belonged to him—or so he told himself. It was his to command! Then why did it fight him every step of the way, why did creatures stalk him like wolves after a wounded fawn? He had to regain control, but how could he when every step he took was met with horrors?

      A shadow stretched across the ground, devouring the light around him like an advancing tide. Jefferson froze, his breath catching in his throat. He forced himself to look up. A massive creature loomed overhead, all gnashing teeth and piercing red eyes that burned like coals.

      Jefferson staggered back as it swiped at him. A strangled cry escaped him as he ducked, instincts taking over. He turned and ran.

      Run faster! His thoughts collided in a chaos of fear and fractured determination. Don’t stop. Don’t look back. He couldn’t let this nightmare swallow him whole—not before he found Blaise, not before he set things right.

      But the world around him refused to obey. The treacherous ground buckled, threatening to pull him down with every step. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, drowning out everything except the single thought driving him forward: Find Blaise. Save Blaise.

      In the distance, a stone tower pierced the horizon, its parapet barely visible above the gnarled trees. The sight snagged his gaze. He couldn’t place why, but the tower felt wrong, as if it were watching him, waiting for him to draw closer. If I can reach it… The thought formed unbidden, edged with a desperation he didn’t fully trust. His gut churned, uncertainty and dread twisting together. No. That’s wrong. Why does it feel like it’s calling me?

      Around him, the landscape rippled like a mirage, folding in on itself and reshaping. The creature that had haunted him was gone, its snarls swallowed by an unnatural silence that pressed against his ears. But the absence didn’t bring relief. Jefferson froze as the scenery solidified into something disturbingly familiar.

      “No,” Jefferson whispered. A lump formed in his throat.

      The Wells Estate.

      It rose before him like a specter, its wrought-iron gate yawning open. The sprawling gardens lined the drive, their bright blooms a mockery of serenity. The estate should have been beautiful, but Jefferson’s stomach twisted at the sight. It wasn’t just the memories it dredged up—though those were bad enough. No, it was something deeper, something primal. The estate didn’t feel like a place. It felt like a predator.

      “Perhaps the only way out is through.” Jefferson swallowed the lump, forcing himself to step forward. The cool breeze carried a whisper of familiarity, brushing against his skin like the touch of an unwelcome hand.

      Then, without warning, a shadow coalesced beside him, and Jefferson’s breath hitched.

      “There you are, Malcolm.”

      The voice rang out like a crack of thunder. Jefferson flinched, instinctively sidestepping. A tall figure stepped out of the haze, solidifying into the man Jefferson had spent a lifetime trying to forget.

      Father.

      The word slammed into him like a blow. He trembled as he stared at the figure’s cruel, familiar smile—a smile that had haunted his childhood and promised nothing but pain. Jefferson’s throat tightened, and he took a step back, nearly stumbling over his own feet.

      “You’re dead,” he said, the words escaping his lips in a broken whisper. They cracked the silence like brittle glass. Saying them aloud didn’t make them true. If anything, Stafford Wells seemed to grow more solid, more present, feeding on Jefferson’s disbelief.

      “Did you really think you could escape your legacy so easily, boy?” Stafford sneered, his voice a venomous coil tightening around Jefferson. “Renouncing your name, your fortune, everything our family built over generations? You have shamed our entire line with your foolishness.”

      Jefferson’s jaw clenched, bitter anger surging through him. “I want no part of the Wells legacy,” he spat through gritted teeth. “Your fortune is built on the suffering of others. I won’t be part of it anymore.”

      Stafford’s laugh cut through him, a sound that burrowed into Jefferson’s skin like a parasite. “Oh, but you already are part of it, Malcolm. It’s in your blood, like it or not. It’s who you are.”

      Before Jefferson could retort, Stafford’s hand shot out, clamping onto his wrist with a vice-like grip. Pain flared as Jefferson struggled to wrench himself free, but Stafford’s hold was unrelenting. The air around them rippled and fractured, the dreamscape warping once more.

      The next breath Jefferson drew reeked of mold and rot. The light dimmed, snuffed out by the oppressive walls of a narrow, dank corridor. Iron bars lined either side. The air was heavy, clinging to Jefferson’s skin like oil, and the stench—a thick, nauseating blend of decay and despair—wrapped around him.

      A single, wavering cry pierced the darkness. It was raw and broken, quickly followed by more. Overlapping voices, fragmented sobs, and wails of anguish echoed off the stone walls.

      The dungeon.

      This place was etched into his memories like a scar he could never erase. The Wells family dungeon—where lives were bought and sold, where the powerless were stripped of their dignity and independence.

      “No,” Jefferson gasped, his voice cracking as panic gripped him. He wrenched his arm again, but Stafford’s grip was immovable. “No, let me go!”

      Stafford’s lips twisted into a sneer, his eyes gleaming with dark satisfaction. “It’s time you learned the price of turning your back on this family.”

      Jefferson’s legs buckled as Stafford dragged him deeper into the corridor. The cries grew louder with each step, eroding his sanity. Shadows twisted behind the bars, stretching toward him like grasping hands.

      This was no dreamscape. This was a nightmare—a living, breathing manifestation of his family’s sins, dragging him into the abyss. Jefferson planted his feet. “I won’t let you lock me away like you did to all the others!”

      Stafford moved faster than Jefferson could react. The backhand snapped his head to the side, pain exploding through Jefferson’s cheek and jaw. His legs gave out, sending him crashing to the cold stone floor.

      The world tilted, blurred, as he blinked up at the looming figure of his father. Sharp agony radiated through his skull, but it was the metallic tang of blood on his tongue that truly stunned him. This isn’t possible. The dreamscape was supposed to be his sanctuary, a place where no harm could touch him. Where he was in control. But the searing pain and the blood in his mouth screamed otherwise.

      “You don't have a choice, boy. Now get in there and face your punishment.” Stafford's tone was as frigid as the dungeon air.

      Jefferson had no time to react before Stafford’s hand clamped down on his hair, yanking him forward. A cell door yawned open ahead.

      “No! Let me go!” Jefferson thrashed in his father’s grip. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—let himself be dragged into that cell, into the clutches of the nightmare that waited within. The bile of terror rose higher, burning his throat as he flailed.

      “Stop fighting,” Stafford growled. “You belong here. You always have. Or have you forgotten you’re a Wells?”

      “I. Am. Not.” Mustering all his strength, Jefferson twisted sharply, wrenching free of Stafford's hold. The momentum sent him scrambling backward, his palms skidding against the rough stone floor.

      “You can’t escape your legacy, Malcolm,” Stafford bellowed, his eyes burning with fury. “You will obey me, now and always!”

      “I'm not Malcolm.” Jefferson forced himself to his feet, his legs trembling beneath him.

      Stafford advanced like a storm, but something shifted in the air. The dungeon began to warp, the cold stone walls rippling like water. The oppressive shadows receded, replaced by a blinding brightness.

      Jefferson stumbled, blinking against the sudden light, and when his vision cleared, he found himself standing in the grand foyer of the Wells Estate. Gleaming marble floors stretched out beneath him, and pristine walls covered with lavish artwork towered around him.

      Jefferson seized his chance. He sprinted for the front door, its gleaming handle a lifeline just within reach. His fingers curled around it, yanking it open with all his strength—but instead of the cool night air, an endless void stretched before him.

      Stafford's laughter exploded behind him. “There's nowhere left to run, boy. Nowhere to hide from what you truly are.”

      No. That couldn’t possibly be true. He turned to face his father, but the walls around them had begun to shift.

      The once-pristine foyer twisted and warped, the expensive wallpaper curling and blackening, the golden frames of the artwork cracking. The paintings inside contorted into grotesque figures with dead eyes that tracked Jefferson’s every move. Their leering faces whispered soundless accusations, their gazes cutting into him like knives.

      “Please, stop this,” he begged, his voice raw. “You're dead. None of this is real!”

      Stafford’s triumphant smirk widened. He tilted his head, his voice dripping with mockery. “It’s real enough for you, Malcolm. Real enough to teach you not to defy your own blood.”

      The ground beneath Jefferson trembled, sending fissures spidering out like cracks in glass. Stafford lunged for him, hands outstretched. Jefferson dodged aside, adrenaline coursing through his veins like fire. Every instinct screamed for him to run, but there was nowhere to go. The world rippled again, and in the blink of an eye, the estate dissolved into nothingness.

      Now he stood atop a windswept cliff, the sharp scent of salt filling his nostrils. The grey sea below churned and crashed against jagged rocks, the waves roaring like a beast hungry for prey. The cold wind whipped through his hair, stinging his skin and chilling him to the core.

      Jefferson spun to face his father, who now stood between him and the narrow path leading down the cliffside. “There's nowhere left to run,” Stafford repeated. “You can't escape who you are.”

      “I have!” Jefferson shouted, his voice cracking under the weight of his defiance. But even as he said it, a tremor of doubt snaked its way through him, rattling his resolve. “I’m not the monster you wanted me to become.”

      Stafford cocked his head, his expression one of feigned pity. “I didn’t want you to become a monster, Malcolm.” His tone was deceptively gentle. “I wanted you to become a god.”

      Jefferson swallowed hard, the taste of salt and dread thick on his tongue, as he took another shaky step back. His heel skidded on loose gravel, sending small stones tumbling over the cliff’s edge. The faint clatter as they disappeared into the abyss below reminded him just how precarious his position was. There was no escape—only the merciless drop at his back and the man who had haunted his life standing before him.

      “And you mistakenly think you’re better than I,” Stafford said, each word dripping with scorn. “But we both know that’s wrong. There’s no love in that hollow heart of yours. Not anymore.”

      Jefferson shook his head, unable to voice his denial. The empty air whistled around them.

      “You lie to everyone around you, just as you always do.” Stafford’s grin widened, cruel and cutting. “Just like a Wells.”

      Jefferson's mind spun, grasping for any anchor, any shred of defiance. The breath in his lungs felt shallow, the reality of his father’s insight sinking in like a stone casting ripples across a still pond.

      His father knew. Somehow, Stafford knew about the void that gnawed at Jefferson, the terrifying emptiness where his passion should have burned bright. Father knew how Jefferson had struggled to fill it, how he had tried and failed to make himself whole again.

      The truth splintered Jefferson’s resolve. As much as he wanted to shout, to fight, to deny what Stafford said, the words wouldn’t come.

      Stafford extended his hand, his fingers splayed in an offer that felt more like a shackle. “Stop resisting. Join me. You were born to this, Malcolm. It’s time you accepted it.”

      With each passing moment, his will eroded, crumbling beneath his father’s words. The doubts he had buried for so long surged to the surface. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m already broken. Maybe I always have been. Something had happened to him, twisted him, and it all traced back to that fateful night on the Cheswell alchemy building roof. Jefferson felt as though his heart had withered, as dead as a tree left to weather an unending drought.

      How could he fight this? How could he fight himself?

      The cliffside blurred as tears burned his eyes. Then, like a thread of light piercing the dark, he heard it.

      “Jefferson...” 

      The voice was faint, carried on the wind like a fragile promise. It wrapped around him with the warmth of love, cutting through the chill that had gripped his heart.

      His breath caught. Blaise.

      Jefferson’s head snapped up, almost breathless with a sudden, desperate hope. Blaise was there—somehow, impossibly, there amid the shadows of his mind. His presence felt close, so close Jefferson could almost touch it.

      And Blaise needed him.

      Jefferson squared his shoulders. His glare locked on Stafford, his voice cutting through the howling wind like steel. “I’ll never submit to you again.”

      Before Stafford could react, Jefferson turned and leaped from the edge of the cliff.

      The wind tore past him, a deafening roar that swallowed everything else. The icy air numbed him, but the rush of adrenaline was sharper than any cold. Below, the ocean rushed up to greet him.

      He hit the water hard, slamming into the surface like a wall. The shock stole his breath, though he didn’t feel the searing pain of lungs burning for air. His mind reeled as the impossible unfolded—he wasn’t drowning, wasn’t dying. He should have woken up. Falling in dreams jolted everyone awake, even him. But this time, he was still here, still trapped.

      Jefferson kicked against the darkness surrounding him. He swam on instinct, though the lack of burning in his lungs sent a strange, disconnected unease rippling through him. And then, the water lightened, the pressure lessened. He looked up, and the world shifted.

      He was no longer swimming in the sea. He was swimming through the sky.

      Ahead, a hulking silhouette emerged: a great airship, its rotors rumbling as it cut through the endless expanse. The sound was faint at first, but it grew louder with every stroke, the whirr mixing with the distant clangs and shouts of battle.

      Jefferson hated this nightmare. The inevitability, the ache of his husband’s memories. But if he was here, so was Blaise. That thought kept him moving, even as his limbs screamed for rest. Each stroke felt like pushing through tar, every kick of his legs a monumental effort.

      Then he saw him.

      Blaise crouched on the deck, trembling, his hands pressed against the wood. Jefferson’s heart twisted, a visceral pang of dread slamming into him as his gaze caught on the gleaming silver cage. It encased Blaise completely, its bars glowing with magic.

      That hadn’t been there before. Not in Blaise’s nightmares, at least.

      Jefferson struggled to process the scene. The cage seemed to sap the life from Blaise. Though Jefferson had seen Blaise imprisoned before, this was new. This was somehow worse. Blaise looked utterly defeated, his shoulders hunched, his head bowed like he had given up.

      “Blaise!” Jefferson shouted. The effort of calling out burned his throat, but he didn’t care. He was close now, so close. He clawed at the sky, his strokes frantic, until his feet finally found purchase on the deck.

      Jefferson ran toward Blaise, his boots slamming against the wood. Blaise flinched at the noise, his head lifting slowly. His glassy gaze found Jefferson’s, filled with something that made Jefferson’s heart crack.

      “It feels so real,” Blaise said, his voice raspy.

      Jefferson swallowed hard, his throat dry as he took a cautious step closer. My fault. This is all my fault. “I know,” he said softly, the words trembling on his tongue. He wanted to close the gap, to reach for Blaise, but something about the scene made him hesitate. This was all wrong. “I can’t control it.”

      Blaise shifted his gaze to the deck, his shoulders trembling like brittle leaves caught in a storm. His voice came out as a broken whisper. “I can’t do this again.”

      Those words shattered Jefferson into pieces. I failed you. The one person I’m meant to safeguard with all the magic and strength in my heart. His feet moved before his mind caught up, striding toward the cage with hands outstretched. He reached for the bars, trembling with the urgency of his need to pull Blaise free, to undo what had been done⁠—

      “Don’t!” Blaise jerked upright, his eyes wild with panic. “You’ll end up trapped like Jack! And who knows if—” His words strangled off, his fear choking them before they could fully escape.

      Jefferson froze, his hands hovering just inches from the cage. “I can’t leave you to this,” he said, his voice raw, stripped of all pretense. The truth of it seared through him. He couldn’t bear to watch Blaise suffer.

      Before Blaise could respond, the airship groaned and tilted sharply beneath them. The cage around Blaise fizzled into nothingness, and the deck lurched, sending him sprawling. Blaise tumbled forward, his body sliding across the planks as the airship tipped, tilting perilously to one side.

      “Blaise!” Jefferson’s cry tore from his throat as he lunged forward. The deck groaned beneath his weight, the splintered planks biting into his skin as he threw himself onto his stomach.

      Blaise’s arms flailed, his hands clawing at the slick wood, but the ship’s violent listing sent him careening toward a gaping hole torn into the side of the hull. Jefferson’s heart seized as he watched his husband slide closer and closer to the edge.

      “Hold on!” Jefferson shouted. He scrambled forward, ignoring the sting of his shredded palms, his mind focused only on reaching Blaise. The sight of Blaise’s wide, terrified eyes locked onto his own sent a fresh surge of desperation through Jefferson. I can’t lose him. Not like this. Even if it is a dream. Or nightmare.

      It felt too real. And that was terrifying.

      “Grab my hand!” Jefferson stretched as far as he could, his fingers straining toward Blaise’s.

      Their fingertips brushed, too brief to grasp. Time seemed to shudder, every heartbeat a slow, agonizing eternity. Blaise’s momentum carried him over the edge, his legs dangling into the abyss.

      “No!” Jefferson’s voice broke as he scrambled forward, clawing at the deck. His heart plummeted with Blaise as gravity claimed him, the gaping void stretching out like an unending maw. “Blaise!”

      At the last possible second, Blaise found the edge of the deck. His fingers latched onto the jagged planks, clinging with desperation. His legs kicked wildly, scrabbling for a foothold that wasn’t there.

      Jefferson surged forward. His hand shot out, clamping tightly around Blaise’s wrist. The warmth of Blaise’s skin against his palm sent a fragile heartbeat of hope through him.

      “I’ve got you!” Jefferson gasped, as he anchored himself against the deck. “Just hold on!”

      Blaise's terrified eyes found his. “I can't.”

      “You can. We can.” Jefferson’s grip tightened, his fingers digging into Blaise’s wrist as though sheer willpower alone could keep them tethered together. He braced his other hand against the deck. “Just hold on!”

      The airship groaned again, like a dying beast fighting its final battle. The deck tilted sharply, dragging them both sideways. Jefferson’s heart leaped into his throat as Blaise slid toward the edge once more, but the motion pulled his husband just far enough back from disaster to give Jefferson a sliver of hope.

      The reprieve was short-lived. The ship rocked, a jolt that sent Jefferson slamming into the rail. He jammed his toes against the metal, grunting as the force wrenched at his arms. Blaise’s full weight dangled from his grip. His shoulders burned, his fingers trembled, but he refused to let go.

      He couldn’t.

      “Climb up, I’ll pull you!” Jefferson shouted over the groaning of the dying airship.

      Blaise’s gaze flicked downward, and his face crumpled as the dizzying drop stretched endlessly below. “I can’t!” he cried, shaking his head frantically. “I’ll fall!”

      “You won’t.” Each word was a desperate plea. “I promise, Blaise. Just reach with your other hand.” Sweat trickled down Jefferson’s forehead, stinging his eyes, but he blinked it away. The strain in his arms screamed louder, his body threatening to give out, but he clenched his teeth and held firm.

      Blaise squeezed his eyes shut, shaking his head. “I can’t.”

      Jefferson’s heart cracked at the raw fear etched into Blaise’s face. He could see it—shadows of past traumas rising to the surface, shredding his husband’s resolve. Blaise wasn’t just fighting gravity; he was fighting ghosts, memories that still haunted him. Jefferson swallowed hard. He couldn’t let that happen again.

      “Blaise,” Jefferson said, trying and failing to infuse his voice with confidence, “you can do this. You have to. I won’t let you fall. Trust me.”

      Bracing himself, Jefferson started slowly hauling Blaise up, hand over hand. The world shrank to the two of them.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you,” Jefferson assured through gritted teeth, though his own breath was coming in uneven gasps. Can’t stop. Won’t stop.

      And then the airship bucked again.

      The violent jolt surged through Jefferson like a shockwave, tearing his grip loose. His eyes widened in horror as Blaise slipped from his grasp, his fingers brushing Jefferson’s for one brief, desperate moment.

      His husband fell with a heart-shattering scream.

      Jefferson stared after him, frozen, the echoes of Blaise’s cry ringing in his ears. If the dreamscape is a reflection of me, what does this say about the state of my own mind? And what does it say about the man Blaise has trusted with his heart and his life?
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      Blaise shot upright in bed, his heart thundering violently, as if trying to escape the nightmare that still clung to him. In the murky darkness, he fumbled for the mage-light on the bedside table, fingers brushing against its cool surface before flicking it on. The soft, blue-tinged glow illuminated the room, casting shadows that danced across the walls. Despite the light, his pulse raced, and he couldn't shake the tremors of fear caused by the vivid, too-real nightmare he had just experienced.

      Beside him, Jefferson lay asleep, face twitching. He murmured in his dreams, a heartbroken, sleepy echo of, “No, no, no.” Blaise inhaled deeply, trying to steady himself. He reached out, gently shaking Jefferson, hoping to wake him.

      His husband’s skin felt cold beneath his fingers, an ice that had become all too familiar ever since Jefferson had almost died. Blaise didn't know if it was a long-term effect from the Chill of Death alchemy potion that had been used to preserve his life, or something else. 

      Jefferson stirred slowly, his eyelids fluttering. His eyes blinked open blearily, misery creasing his face. He gazed up at Blaise, and the damp corners of his eyes told Blaise everything he needed to know.

      “I let you fall,” Jefferson murmured, horror thick in his voice.

      Blaise's breath hitched as the realization struck him. Jefferson had shared the same nightmare. For a split second, Blaise had hoped the Jefferson in his dream was an illusion, a mere figment of his imagination. The ghost of a Dreamer incapable of banishing nightmares. But here, in the soft light of their room, it was undeniable—it had been his husband all along. He eased back down onto the mattress beside Jefferson.

      “It was just a dream. Not real.” Though Blaise's voice shook with remembered fear.

      Jefferson swallowed. “I don't know if that's entirely accurate.” He ran a hand over his face, his weariness clear in every line. “I don't have power in the dreamscape anymore.”

      Beneath the covers, Blaise took his hand. Jefferson's fingers were like icicles. “You're still recovering. It's okay.”

      The look Jefferson gave him telegraphed that he saw through Blaise's blatant lie. Jefferson turned onto his side, facing Blaise. “I promised I wouldn't keep things from you.”

      Blaise frowned, at first thinking Jefferson was calling him on his own words. But then he noticed the furrow of his husband's brow. Jefferson's mind had moved to something else. “You did. But…” Blaise hesitated. It was hard to gather the words he wanted after that vivid nightmare. “Whatever it is, we can talk about it in the morning.”

      “I believe that, technically, it is morning,” Jefferson pointed out.

      Blaise sighed. Reluctantly, he turned over to consult the time on the face of the bedside clock. The hands agreed with Jefferson. The clock would ring to wake Blaise for his day of work at the bakery within the next half-hour.

      And this was unusual, too. Jefferson relished the chance to sleep in. Now, during his recovery, he seemed to wrestle with sleep as if it were a foe. Nightmares plagued him, just as they did Blaise. But Blaise sensed that Jefferson's were somehow…different. He just couldn't explain how.

      “Okay, fair enough.” Blaise cuddled into his pillow, determined to at least be comfortable. “What's on your mind?”

      The look Jefferson gave him was absolutely forlorn. “We both know something happened to me on that rooftop.”

      Blaise stiffened at the memory. He didn't really want to think about that, not after just waking from a nightmare. Another of his recurring nightmares was Jefferson dying in his arms.

      “And now you're recovering.” Blaise fought to keep his tone neutral, but his speech faltered, betraying the fear lurking just beneath the surface.

      Jefferson was quiet for a moment. Then he sighed, a long, soft sound. “Physically, I am. Slowly.” And he was right about that. Some of his strength had returned, but Jefferson couldn't shake the never-ending chill that seemed to clothe him like a shroud. “But they took something from me. Just as they took Phillip's life.”

      Blaise's lips pressed into a thin, unhappy line. He hated dredging this up, but he saw Jefferson needed the conversation. “Mom and Luci are still working on it.” If anyone could untangle the mess left by Zebulon Woodrow's work, it was his mother and sister. The thought brought a ray of hope.

      “And I'm grateful for that,” Jefferson agreed. “But in that nightmare…I think I know what they took from me.”

      He did? Blaise had been trying to figure out what Zebulon Woodrow had done to Jefferson, but none of this was his expertise. The worry lines surrounding Jefferson's eyes didn't bode well for whatever he thought. “And what do you think that is?” Blaise asked carefully.

      Jefferson heaved another deep sigh. “What I'm about to say…I need you to understand that…” He paused, clearly frustrated. “I don't even know what you need to understand. Except this.” He brought his left hand out from beneath the covers, pointing to the wedding band on his finger. “Even with what I'm about to say, know that this is important to me, even if it feels a world away.”

      Blaise's brow furrowed. Confusion swirled in his mind like leaves caught in a storm. None of this made sense. “Jefferson…”

      “I know I sound like I'm raving.” Jefferson's voice was soft, urgent. “But I need you to know this. So that I am being fair to you.” He sat up, scrubbing at both sides of his face with his hands, as if trying to erase the anguish. “There's a hollowness inside me. They've taken something from me, something precious. And I fear I'll never get it back.”

      Blaise had sensed Jefferson's distance over the past few weeks, but he knew that recovery looked different for everyone. He shifted into a sitting position. “What do you think they took?”

      Jefferson looked away, his gaze drifting into the distance, as if the answer lay somewhere far beyond his reach. “My love. My passion.”

      Blaise froze, a chilling wave crashing over him. “Are you saying you don't love me anymore?”

      His husband studied his hands, which had dropped to his lap, fingers trembling. “Not just you, Blaise. Nothing. I have no feelings. No passion. I have memories of what it felt like, but the emotion itself? It's gone.” He shook his head, a motion filled with despair.

      That couldn't be right. Something like that just couldn't be stripped from someone, could it? Blaise reached for Jefferson's hand once more. “Everyone handles trauma differently. You're⁠—”

      “I'm not still recovering. Not in this respect!” Jefferson snapped, an edge of desperation in his voice. He winced at his own tone, regret clouding his features. “I'm sorry. But I know it's missing. There's this gaping wound there, where it was ripped from me.”

      Blaise felt a pang in his chest, a stab of hurt at the thought that Jefferson might not love him as he had before. He pushed those feelings aside, focusing on the anguished look on his husband's face. This wasn’t just a momentary frustration; it was something deeper. “What made you come to this conclusion?” Blaise asked.

      Jefferson's tone softened, vulnerability breaking through. “I'd suspected something like it. But then tonight, in the nightmare…” He shuddered, a visceral reaction that made Blaise's heart ache. “My father was there.”

      Blaise hissed out a breath. No love dwelled in his heart for Stafford Wells, not after all the pain he had inflicted on his own children. No wonder Jefferson was so upset. “He’s not here. It was just a dream.”

      “He's not here, but he was definitely there.” Jefferson sighed. “And as much as it pains me to say it, something he said made sense.”

      Blaise narrowed his eyes. “And what was that?”

      “That there's no love left in my hollow heart,” Jefferson whispered, each word drifting into the air like a fragile feather.

      That was…Blaise didn't know what. Of all the people he had ever met, Jefferson seemed to possess a depth of love that was unmatched. Even in its occasional misdirection, it was a force that should have filled him to the brim. How could he believe otherwise?

      But still…Jefferson's words echoed in Blaise's mind. A deep part of him recognized that some of what Jefferson said felt right. Blaise just didn't want to admit it. The formerly passionate man didn't return Blaise's kisses with the enthusiasm he once had. He didn't seem to find the same joy he'd once had in life.

      Desperation bubbled within Blaise. He wanted to cling to the hope that once Jefferson felt better, once he'd fully recovered, his joy would return. That his heart would be full again. But a nagging feeling told him that Jefferson might be onto something.

      “I wanted you to know,” Jefferson said, his voice so soft Blaise almost didn't hear him, “because you deserve to be loved. And I'll understand if⁠—”

      “If what?” Blaise cut in, the words bursting forth before he could hold them back. He pulled up his own left hand, the wedding ring catching the mage-light. A promise made real. “Do you remember what I said in my vow to you?”

      Jefferson fell silent, his expression pensive. A rush of warmth surged through Blaise at the memory—the promise of forever echoing in the depths of his heart.

      “I said I would walk through this world with you. Cherish every moment with you.” His voice wavered. He could still picture the two of them atop the cliff, the wind tousling their hair as they exchanged words so tender they felt like a spell, binding them together. “And if you think I'm abandoning you now, you have another thing coming.”

      “Even if I don't love you?” Jefferson looked away, as if he feared the answer.

      The words stung. Blaise felt them like a physical blow, but he fought to shove them aside, desperate to cling to what they had built together. It wasn’t true. Couldn’t be true. Not for the Jefferson he knew—the one who saw him, who embraced every piece of his being. “Wait here.”

      Blaise pushed himself off the bed, the soft fabric of the sheets slipping away as he stood. He padded the short distance to the dresser. Blaise opened the top drawer, his fingers brushing the bound papers inside. He pulled out the stack and returned to the bed. The papers, tied with a string, were more than words; they were pieces of their lives. He dropped them in front of Jefferson, the paper rustling.

      “If what you're saying is true,” Blaise began, studying Jefferson closely, “then there's a very important difference in can't and don't.”

      Jefferson's gaze flicked from Blaise to the stack of folded papers, tension creeping into his shoulders. “I don't understand.”

      “If they took it from you, then you can't love me,” Blaise clarified, feeling the rightness of his words. He untied the string, though he was so out of sorts that even that was a challenge. Pulling the first letter off the top, he handed it to Jefferson. “That's proof that you do love me.”

      Jefferson's eyebrows raised with a flicker of understanding as he unfolded the letter, skimming the words. “I…didn't know you found these.”

      “I did,” Blaise murmured, a swell of emotion rising within him. He remembered the day he discovered them—all those pages Jefferson had penned while trapped at Cheswell—and how certain he’d been he’d never see Jefferson again. He shook off the awful thoughts. “But every page in that stack is you, writing about your love. Proof of your love.”

      An uncertain smile settled on Jefferson's lips, a fragile thing that seemed to waver under the shadows of doubt. “Yes. This is how I know the shape of love, what it should feel like inside of me.” He shook his head, as if dismissing a troubling notion. “And how I know it's missing.”

      Blaise's heart sank. How did someone reclaim a love that felt lost? Time? Or something else entirely? He moved closer, his arm slung around Jefferson's shoulders. “I'm not leaving you. I'm here to help you.”

      Jefferson shut his eyes briefly, his expression pained. “Blaise, you don't fully understand. My capability to love…it was all that set me apart from my father.” There it was—the raw essence of his fear, stripped bare.

      Blaise's heart ached for him. He recognized the pain Jefferson carried, the heavy chains of his past. It was bad enough that his glamor had been shattered, leaving him to confront the reality of who he was every time he looked in the mirror. “I do understand,” Blaise reassured him, his voice softer now. “And I won't let you become him.”

      Jefferson gave him a sad smile, but it felt heavy with uncertainty. “I wish I could be so certain.”
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      “I swear, I’m never letting you out of my sight again.” Flora glared at Jefferson over the rims of her red-framed glasses, her hands planted firmly on her hips, determination radiating from her tiny frame.

      Jefferson sighed, shifting on the edge of the bed. The soft fabric beneath him whispered with the movement. The loft over Blaise's Bakery was a small sanctuary, filled with the warm scent of fresh bread and sweetness that lingered in the air. Jefferson could hear the timbre of Blaise’s voice as he interacted with customers.

      “Cheswell would not have been a good place for you either.” The words slid from his lips reluctantly. He took a moment to gather his thoughts, his eyes narrowing as he realized how truly dangerous it could have been for her. “Imagine if that alchemist knew about your…” He hesitated. Instead of finishing the sentence, he gestured broadly, letting his hand float through the air as if to dismiss the darkness lurking in his unspoken words. Like a full-blooded knocker, Flora was attuned to a metal that allowed her to travel easily from one location to another. What made Flora unusual was her affinity to salt-iron. And though she wasn't full-blooded, the mystic blood in her veins should have made that off limits.

      Her lower lip jutted out defiantly. “Don't make this about me. You know I'd walk through fire for you.”

      At that, the tension in Jefferson's shoulders eased. He softened, the years of their friendship cracking the ice between them. Flora had been at his side through thick and thin, more steadfast than anyone else in his life. When treachery surrounded him, she had remained, her fierce spirit always at the ready. “I know.”

      The half-knocker’s violet eyes skated over him, her glasses slipping slightly down her nose as she frowned. “But really, how are you?” She pursed her lips. “Your ring broke?”

      Jefferson winced. “To answer your first question, I've been better. As for the second…” His gaze drifted to the bedside table. His beloved cabochon ring lay nestled in a velvet bag in the top drawer. “Something happened to it. The magic is gone, drained from it.”

      Flora whistled. “How in Perdition could that even happen?”

      “If I knew, that would answer so many questions.” Jefferson's voice was tight, like a bidder who realized too late they couldn’t afford their winning bid. He was dressed but felt strangely unkempt, perched on the edge of the bed. He hadn't left the small room much since returning to Fortitude. Climbing the stairs had become a physical challenge for his weakened body, each step a reminder of his vulnerability. But even more, he retreated into this quiet space, wanting to avoid the judgment he felt lurking in the eyes of others.

      His thoughts turned inward. It wasn't that the face he had been born with was ugly—far from it. But the reflection staring back at him felt wrong. Each time he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, he faced a stranger. The familiar contours of his jaw and the obsidian locks atop his head seemed to mock him, revealing truths he tried to hide. He didn't want to see it. The thought of anyone else seeing it filled him with dread. Malcolm Wells was supposed to be gone forever, but the shadow of his presence lingered on Jefferson’s skin, on display for all.

      Flora poked his arm. “Hey.”

      Jefferson blinked, pulled from his thoughts. “Sorry. What?”

      She tilted her head, a lock of pink hair cascading over her eyes. “I asked if you wanted me to take your ring to Ravance. See if it could be fixed.”

      The offer hung in the air, so very tempting. But he shook his head. Maybe it was a bothersome echo of last night's dream, but the thought of further complicating matters didn't feel worthwhile. “Thank you, but no.”

      The words must have come as a shock to her. Flora's eyes narrowed, and she leaned in to peer far too closely at his face, invading his personal space. “You're really not okay.”

      “I'm not,” he agreed, the words barely escaping his lips. He pulled out his pocket watch, its ticking filling the momentary silence. He needed to head to Nadine’s clinic soon. She had told him to come by every other day to monitor his progress. If he missed a day, he was certain she would decide to confine him to the clinic for observation, and Jefferson couldn't handle that.

      The half-knocker was unhappy, at a loss for what to do. Which seemed to be the way everyone felt around Jefferson…including himself. Flora was used to helping Jefferson however she could, usually in her own somewhat violent way. “How can I fix this?”

      Jefferson managed a small, fond smile. “Can I just…talk to you?”

      She nodded, plopping down on the bed beside him. “Obviously.”

      So he told her of the nightmare, of being confronted by his father. Jefferson couldn't even get as far as speaking about Blaise's appearance, and his failure to save him. The memory of Stafford loomed large in his mind, the memory suffocating. In a whisper, Jefferson recounted what Blaise had said during that harrowing discussion about the nightmare, trying to untangle the emotions that knotted his insides.

      Flora nodded slowly as Jefferson finished speaking. “Blaise is right, you know. I've seen the way you look at him. There's so much love and tenderness in your eyes when you watch him bake or when he falls asleep against you.” Jefferson blinked in surprise. He opened his mouth to protest, but Flora barreled on with relentless honesty. “And don't try to tell me you don't have passion. I remember how fiercely you fought for mage rights back when you were a politician. You were like a dog with a bone, never giving up no matter how many setbacks you faced. Your passion and determination freed so many mages from tyranny.” Each word landed like a drumbeat, and he knew it should have ignited something within him.

      But it didn't.

      Flora placed a hand on his arm, her violet eyes boring into his. “You have a capacity for great love and passion, Jefferson. I've witnessed it myself countless times over the years. You're still you.”

      He wanted to disagree, to push back against the truth of her words, but Jefferson could see the set of her jaw. She wouldn't have any of it right now. A small, grateful smile flitted across his lips. “Thank you, Flora. I...I needed to hear that.” Jefferson checked his watch again. “I have to go see Nadine now. But I'm glad you're here.”

      “Yeah, you're gonna have a hard time getting rid of me.” She rose from where she sat on the edge of the bed, stretching her arms. “Go see the crotchety Healer. Let her poke and prod you.” She made a face, eyebrows raised in mock exasperation, and Jefferson couldn’t help but let out a quiet huff of laughter.

      He waited until she had made her descent before following. As Jefferson made his way down, the comforting sounds of the bakery enveloped him. Emmaline's voice rose above the hum of activity, asking Blaise a question. He heard Reuben taking payment from a customer. The delicious aroma of fresh bread mingled with whatever else Blaise had in the oven, creating an atmosphere that felt welcoming. The warmth of the room rolled over Jefferson's skin, but it failed to seep into the deep chill that had settled in his bones.

      Blaise's gaze snapped to him, watching intently as he approached the door. Jefferson flashed a smile, aware of its hollowness—a mere facade to hide the turmoil inside. Blaise's brow furrowed, concern crossing his features as if he could see past the mask. He nodded, tacitly understanding that Jefferson was on his way to Nadine.

      “Jefferson, wait.” Blaise's voice sliced through the air, halting him before he could reach the door. Jefferson turned to see Blaise hurrying toward him, a wool-lined duster in hand. “It's cold outside. I know you're not going far…”

      Jefferson accepted the offered duster, pulling it on. “Thank you. You're right.” He'd forgotten about the chill. It was hard to remember when he was freezing all the time. He already wore a long-sleeved button-down shirt over an undershirt, and a warm vest atop the button-down, but none of it kept the relentless cold at bay. He didn’t truly believe the duster would change much, either.

      But he shrugged into it anyway, conscious of its significance—an offering of love from Blaise, an attempt to bring Jefferson back to who he had been.

      Once he was ensconced in the duster, Blaise returned to his work. Jefferson pushed open the door, and the chill wind bit at his face, a sharp reminder that it was, in fact, colder outside than he had realized. It crept into his skin like icy fingers.

      With the duster pulled tight around him, Jefferson made his way to Nadine's clinic, each step heavy with trepidation. He passed curious townspeople who stared at him, their eyes filled with unspoken questions and judgments. Jefferson met no one's gaze, afraid of what he might see reflected at him.

      Inside the clinic, the scent of herbs and antiseptic filled the air. Nadine was organizing supplies, humming softly to herself. She spun halfway around on her stool as he entered, giving him a brief glance before returning to her task. Once she finished counting, she turned her full attention to him.

      “Have a seat on the cot,” she instructed, nodding at a nearby bed. “Wait, before you do that, take off all of your clothing except your drawers.”

      Jefferson nodded. Any other time, he might have quipped about her request. But the lightness he'd once felt had vanished. He undressed, air brushing his skin as he complied.

      A few moments later, Nadine approached, her hands deftly poking and prodding as she assessed his physique. “You've gained back a little of the weight you lost,” she observed. She held his wrist, her touch firm as she took his vitals. “Outwardly, you look much better, though you're going to need to work on regaining your strength. And I notice your body temperature is still on the cool side.”

      “I'm freezing all the time,” Jefferson admitted, glancing up to meet her gaze. At a previous visit, Nadine had suggested his chill was a lingering effect of the Chill of Death elixir, the alchemy that had preserved his life. Blaise had asked his mother about it since then, and Marian Hawthorne had said it shouldn't last this long. “What could cause that?”

      Nadine’s lips pressed into a thin, annoyed line. “I don't know. I do know that your body temperature is so low, you should be—” She halted mid-sentence.

      “Dead?” he supplied, a bleak acceptance in his voice.

      Nadine huffed. “This is hypothermia levels of cold. But it makes little sense because you're not out buried in a snowstorm. And you've been like this…” She paused, eyeing him critically.

      Jefferson swallowed hard. Ever since that night at Cheswell. “There's nothing you can do?”

      “I'm not about to refer you to the Pyromancer,” Nadine muttered, arms crossed. “And that's about all I could do at this stage.” She studied him, her expression shifting to one of concern. “Are you experiencing any other symptoms I need to know about?”

      Jefferson hesitated. He didn’t want to bare the depths of his turmoil—Nadine would likely call it malaise, as if a few days’ rest could cure it. But he knew it was more than that, like a wound that refused to close. And it wasn’t just emotional; it had corrupted his magic, too. If he wanted any hope of reclaiming normalcy, honesty was essential. Drawing a deep breath, he finally spoke. “My magic. It's…not right.”

      Nadine frowned, her brow furrowing in curiosity. “What do you mean, your magic's not right?”

      He dropped his gaze, the words heavy on his tongue. “I can access the dreamscape,” he began slowly, the confession feeling like a failure on his part, “but it's different now. Twisted. And I don't have any control over it.”

      Nadine's eyebrows shot up in surprise. “No control at all?”

      He shook his head, unable to meet her eyes. Shame washed over him. “It's like a nightmare realm. Dark shadows, monsters.” A shudder ran through him as the vivid images replayed in his mind.

      The Healer considered this news, her lips pursed in thought. “Hmm. Well, internal magic isn't exactly my area of expertise. But it sounds like whatever happened to you at Cheswell severely drained your magic. It's going to take time to recover.”

      Jefferson nodded, though he wasn't fully convinced. Yes, it had been drained almost to nothing, but the lack of control and those vivid nightmares...they felt like more than mere exhaustion. Deep down, he sensed something darker lurking beneath the surface.

      “I know it's troubling,” Nadine continued, her tone uncharacteristically gentle. “But try not to worry too much. As your magic regenerates, you should regain control of the dreamscape. For now, focus on resting and rebuilding your strength.”

      “You're probably right,” Jefferson replied, letting out a small sigh. She made sense, and yet...the feeling lingered that there was something more going on. But he was too tired to press the issue. “I'll try to be patient.”

      Nadine patted his arm. “I know it's hard. But you've been through an ordeal. Give yourself time to heal. It can take a long time to recover from trauma. Your husband is proof enough of that.”

      And on some counts, Blaise still hadn't recovered. What if Jefferson was the same? The thought was disturbing, but he masked it. “Thank you, Nadine. I appreciate you seeing me so often.”

      “Of course. Now, get dressed and head home. Rest up.” Nadine stood and gathered her supplies. “I'll see you again soon.”

      He nodded, his mind still churning as he reached for his clothes. As he dressed, he replayed Nadine's words. Perhaps she was right. Maybe his magic just needed time to heal. But the nightmares haunted him. They felt like more than just exhaustion. They felt sinister. 

      Who could help with that? Jefferson finished buttoning his vest, considering. There were no straightforward answers. He took a quiet breath, pulling on his duster.

      He stepped outside into a frigid gust of wind that whipped around him, nipping at his hands and face. At least he had Blaise. Together, they would figure this out.
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      “I already warned you not to darken my door, Breaker.” Jack glared up at Blaise from his seat in the corner of his shop, where he sat whittling something into a vaguely equine shape.

      Blaise leaned against the threshold, arms crossed. He took a moment to scan the toy shop, filled with half-finished projects and the lingering scent of wood shavings, before focusing on Jack. The Effigest had been furious upon their return from Cheswell, outraged that everyone had worked to keep information of their harrowing experience from him. He had been so mad, in fact, that he declared he didn't want to speak to any of the parties involved.

      But it had been for Jack’s own good. Blaise understood this, but it didn’t change the tension between them. Jack had been—and still was—recovering from his own trauma. Blaise noticed the way Jack moved, each step slow and careful. A limp marked his gait, and a snarl constantly curled his lips, a warning that he was not in the mood for sympathy. Still, none of that changed the fact that Jack was a dangerous man. He still knew how to wield a sixgun and work magic. Blaise recognized that being on his bad side was not a smart move.

      “I don't know how long you hold grudges, but I don't have time to wait for you to get over yourself,” Blaise said, stepping fully inside the toy shop. He decided that being direct was the best way to handle the recalcitrant outlaw.

      “I hold 'em to the grave,” Jack growled, his frosty blue eyes narrowing to slits. “Get out of here. I want nothin' to do with you.” He looked ready to spit, rage etched into the lines of his face.

      Blaise sighed. Apologizing to Jack for not including him in their last disastrous adventure wouldn’t yield results. He knew that much. Jack had an ego as big as the Gutter, and pretending otherwise would be useless. Maybe if he indulged it… “I'm only here because you have more knowledge of magic than anyone else in town. And I really need your help.”

      The Effigest continued to stare at him, jaw clenched. “What makes you think I'll want to help you, traitor?” He placed the wooden horse and whittling knife on a table beside him.

      Ouch. Blaise winced at Jack’s cutting words.

      “And don't you got your own business to run?” Jack continued, waving his hand toward the bakery dismissively. “Leave me be.”

      Jack's tone stung, and Blaise recognized the cruelty laced within it. He longed to be at the bakery, his hands busy with dough and flour, but Jefferson's problem overshadowed everything. Right now, he mattered most. “Emmaline and Reuben are handling it quite well without me, thank you very much.” Blaise crossed his arms, determined to stand his ground. He knew mentioning Emmaline would provoke Jack; it was a calculated move. He had to show he wouldn’t back down from Jack’s nonsense, that he could face him head-on if necessary.

      “Damn but you've gotten stubborn in addition to growin' a spine,” Jack groused with grudging admiration. Then he sighed, a sound of reluctant resignation. “What do you want?”

      A smile crept onto Blaise's face, relief flooding him at having penetrated Jack's defenses, if only for a moment. “I need your insight on something that happened at Cheswell.”

      Jack snorted in response. “For me to give that, I'd have to know what in Perdition happened there. But none of you lot will tell me, not even the broomtails.” He crossed his arms tightly, his body language a barrier.

      That was the difficult part. Nadine—and Kittie, who held more sway over Jack than anyone—had insisted he needed time to recover. They believed Jack should avoid any distractions or information that might stir him to act impulsively, to do something reckless. But Blaise thought the threat from Cheswell had faded. Mostly.

      So he told the surly outlaw everything. He recounted how Jefferson had been kidnapped by a group of university students; how he himself had been waylaid and finally reunited with Jefferson. He described Luci’s precarious situation as she balanced her work with Zebulon Woodrow and her efforts to help the people she cared about. He spoke of Alice’s enslavement by the love potion, a circumstance Blaise knew would earn Jack’s anger. Then he revealed the chaotic battle on the alchemy building rooftop, when Zebulon Woodrow brought his deceased wife Tara back to life, transforming her into a kind of creature Blaise had never seen before.

      As the story wound down, Jack's eyes narrowed even further. “Gods damn it all. This is why no one would tell me a damn thing, isn't it?”

      Blaise raised his brows. “I mean, yes? You weren't well enough for a fight like that.”

      Jack shot him a fierce glare. “Maybe your peacock wouldn't have turned into a crow if I'd been there, Breaker. Ever thought of that?”

      Blaise had thought about it, often. But he knew none of it could be undone now. “I could apologize to you for the next year, and you'd still be mad about it. So let's not waste our time with that.” He saw the subtle agreement in the taut lines of Jack's face. “I want to know if you have any thoughts about Tara Woodrow and whatever she is now.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair, a shift that told Blaise he was considering something. “And you're just now moseying in here to ask for this nugget. All the while, I could have told you what she was when you first set foot back in town.”

      Blaise scowled, tamping down his own frustration. “I was a little busy making sure Jefferson was fine.” Back then, he had desperately hoped Jefferson would recover without issue.

      Jack made a noncommittal noise as he picked up the wooden horse and knife, refocusing on his work. “Yeah, I have
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